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If Shad Agaul, rightful heir to the throne, was not in his casket, then where was he?

“And what, exactly, do you need me to . . . inspect?” Ard asked.

“Find my son,” Lady Abeth said. “Or whatever information you can about his true whereabouts. I will provide you with any needed resources and compensate you generously for your time. I suspect Termain to be behind this, and uncovering the truth could tip the scales enough to remove him from the throne and unify the islands once again.”

The carriage fell into contemplative silence. Raek gave Ard an unmistakable look. It seemed to say, Don’t you dare, Ardor Benn. This is bigger than our usual petty ruses. Remember what happened last time you bit off more than you could chew?

“Very well,” Ard said, recapturing some of the stuffy-inspector voice he had dialed in when they’d first climbed into the carriage. Beside him, Raek let out a not-so-subtle sigh. “I believe we are exactly the men for your job.”
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PART I

The journey to the Homeland is long, and many shall perish ere they reach that holy shore. From port, send thine aid. But glory, starboard, for it shall mark thy way to everlasting perfection.

—Wayfarist Voyage, vol. 1

Do not judge us by the high mountain peaks of our ancestors. They pushed up soil against the Moon in fear, but we come in obeisant supplication.

—Ancient Agrodite poem
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CHAPTER

1

Ardor Benn tried very hard to lie still, but this coffin was blazing uncomfortable. It was about three inches too short, giving him a real crick in the neck. General Nelbet must have been a rather small man. Or perhaps the carpenter who made the coffin took into account the fact that the top four inches of the general’s head had been blown off by a cannonball.

Whichever the case, Ard’s head was wholly intact and now pressed awkwardly against the top of the hard oak casket. Oh, the things he was willing to do for a thousand Ashings. At least there was a pillow. Apparently, even the dead needed a luxurious place to lay half their skull.

“Citizens of Beripent, of the Archkingdom!”

About time this ceremony got started.

“On this, the sixth day of the Ninth Cycle . . .” The speaker had a powerful voice to reach the crowd standing on the palace grounds. He was likely wearing black, reading from a scroll. And he probably had a big nose.

“We gather to mourn the death of General Yul Nelbet.”

Yeah. Big nose. That kind of voice would belong to someone with hair sprouting from his ears, too.

“He fell to cannon fire aboard the warship Restrain, while engaging enemy vessels from the rebellious Sovereign States. General Nelbet died honorably, and his service to the crown will not be dimmed or forgotten in this savage war for reunification.”

Ard had practically forgotten him already. The particular naval battle that was the general’s demise hadn’t accomplished anything spectacular. In fact, Ard was pretty sure the Archkingdom had lost miserably. Regardless of how the war turned out, the history books weren’t likely to put a lot of emphasis on that little skirmish.

“General Nelbet is remembered alongside the twenty-one soldiers who lost their lives in the same confrontation.”

The speaker continued by reading down the list of names.

Sparks, war was ugly. And to think that just over a year and a half ago, the islands of the Greater Chain had been enjoying one of the longest spans of peace in recorded history. Of course, Ardor Benn had to go and blow it all.

For a moment, things had looked promising. The councils had selected a king who might have actually turned out to be a decent fellow. But all it took was a slit throat and suddenly Remium Agaul’s hotheaded cousin, Termain, was sitting in his place. Within a cycle, the island nations of Dronodan and Talumon had seceded, allying themselves with the banished Trothian nation and declaring themselves the independent Sovereign States.

Ard told himself that those were the kinds of things that started a war. Not stealing the royal regalia, disproving Wayfarist doctrine, becoming a Paladin Visitant, and feeding the beloved crusader monarch to a dragon.

The speaker finished reading the names of the fallen, and Ard figured it was time to get ready. Reaching his gloved hand alongside his face, he grabbed the hem of the carefully positioned cloth bag and pulled it down over his head.

Raek would say that the bag had greatly improved his looks, since Ard hadn’t had a decent shave or haircut in well over a year. The unkempt appearance certainly wasn’t an attempt to be fashionable. He was doing it solely for the benefit of anonymity. See, standing on the palace steps and calling out the king for his secret crimes tended to garner attention. And while Ardor Benn loved attention, he didn’t so much care for recognition. Especially by the Regulators.

He’d had to lie low in the weeks following Pethredote’s death, and he’d only felt good about emerging once his beard had grown in. Even then, he didn’t dare give his own name, what with all the rumors flying around the palace.

In essence, he had been forced to retire Ardor Benn for a spell. In his dealings with everyone but Raek, he was now Androt Penn, or one of a half dozen other aliases he had paperwork for.

“It is with great solemnity,” continued the speaker, “that King Termain Agaul bestows upon this body the highest of military honors—the Stalwart Heart.”

Ard quickly tied the head-bag securely around his neck, the strings slipping twice before he managed to get it snug around the collar of his general’s uniform. The gloves were ridiculously silky. No wonder the general had died. Poor guy was probably trying to pull the trigger on his Roller, but his finger just kept slipping off.

Outside the coffin, Ard heard a latch releasing. Quickly, he crossed his hands across his chest in the deadest of fashion, leveling his breathing and lying as still as the grave.

The casket’s lid swung open on silent hinges. Ard kept his eyes open, though he couldn’t see much through the bag on his head. It was a cold winter night, but the light that poured in had the steady glow of Light Grit detonations.

A shadow loomed over him. That would be King Termain, royal imbecile of the highest order.

“Homeland keep you, General.” He spoke softly enough that Ard was likely the only one in earshot. “You served well.”

And there it was.

King Termain slipped the Stalwart Heart medallion into Ard’s gloved hand, tucking it tightly against his uniformed breast. Ard’s client would be ecstatic about that little piece of metal. And that meant he and Raek would finally get paid.

Trumpets. Drums. A salute of six gunshots.

Then the casket’s lid swung shut and Ard relaxed, hearing the latch lock him securely into the darkness once more. It wasn’t far from the palace grounds to the cemetery, but the procession would need to cut through the upper end of the Central Quarter.

Under the head-bag, Ardor Benn grinned. His portion of the ruse had gone incredibly smoothly. Ard felt like he could list his portrayal of a dead general among his most flawless performances. Of course, the most complicated bit was yet to come, but that was up to Raekon Dorrel.

This way of traveling was actually much smoother than a typical carriage ride. Ard knew his coffin was set atop a palanquin, carried on the shoulders of eight strong Regulators. Almost made a fellow feel like dozing off with this fine pillow under his head.

The procession made another turn. Left this time. Ard was supposed to keep track of where they were in the route, but sparks, he had a hard enough time doing that when he wasn’t in a coffin with a bag over his head.

A typical Beripent funeral procession for a man of the general’s standing would be led by mounted Regulators, sent ahead to make sure the streets were properly cleared and prepared. Several blocks behind them was the carried casket. Another set of mounted Regulators would take up the rear, keeping the wake of citizens a respectful distance behind the coffin.

Tonight, Ard expected quite a significant following. General Nelbet was a war hero, after all. Every citizen of Espar and Strind knew someone fighting in the war. Honoring the fallen was a way for each person to thank the Homeland that it wasn’t their acquaintance in the coffin.

The procession came to a halt. Careful not to let his movement shake the coffin, Ard reached up and untied the drawstring at his neck. Pushing the head-bag up past his eyebrows, he drew in a breath of cool air, unfiltered by the lavender-scented fabric. He could hear better with the bag off his head, although everything was still muffled through the wooden casket.

“Blazing oxcart overturned in the street ahead,” said a woman’s voice.

Okay. Ard knew exactly where they were now.

“That’s your job to clear it out!” The man’s response was a touch on the whiny side for Ard’s liking. But then, a wrinkle in the routine often made people panic. Some people got whiny when they panicked.

“It was carrying Grit pots,” she hissed. “Road’s blocked from both ways with half a dozen Prolonged Barrier clouds spanning the intersection. By my estimate, they won’t burn out for another twelve minutes.”

Sixteen, Ard mentally corrected. Unless Gard and Sigg had overturned the cart early. A likely possibility, with those two. Ard didn’t like contracting those boorish thugs, but Raek couldn’t be in two places at once.

“We can’t backtrack the processional,” said the whiner. “Of all the unprofessional . . .”

“We’re dealing with it,” the woman cut in. “There’s an alleyway up ahead. Pello’s clearing it out as we speak.”

“This is General Yul Nelbet,” he replied. “We’re not parading his body down some Homeland-forsaken alley.”

“It cuts directly over to Key Street,” the woman explained. “The procession is turning there in half a block anyway.”

The whiner clucked his tongue disapprovingly. “If anything should go wrong . . .”

Ard heard the woman’s horse turn away, and the whole procession started forward again.

Nothing was going to go wrong in the narrow alleyway between Harson and Key. It was going to go exactly as Ard and Raek intended.

He felt the palanquin make the turn and counted twenty-two seconds before he heard the loud caw of a crow. At least, that’s what the sound was supposed to be. From here, Raek sounded more like a soprano getting punched in the throat. Still, it was better than that time Raek had insisted on the signal being a goat’s bleat. They had been in a pasture of sheep, for Homeland’s sake! How was he supposed to sort all that out?

Ardor Benn reached up and knocked on the coffin.

The palanquin came to a jolting halt. Good. He had their attention. Ard knocked again, five crisp raps on the sturdy wooden lid.

It took only a moment for the palanquin to come off the bearers’ shoulders. Ard felt himself lowered all the way down to the alley’s dirt floor. Murmured conversations sounded on all sides, but Ard was only listening to the release of the latch.

It was all up to his partner now. Their success would rest in that brief moment between the next two seconds.

Ard heard the shattering of clay Grit pots, followed by exclamations from the Regulators surrounding his casket. He threw open the lid of the coffin and sat up, the lavender-scented head-bag slipping down over his face again. He heard the clicking of Slagstone gun hammers, but gratefully, the whiny voice of their commander shrieked, “Don’t shoot!” The last thing they wanted to do was gun down General Nelbet if he had somehow made a miraculous recovery on his way to the cemetery.

Witnessing the rising dead had the potential to be quite traumatizing. But in a matter of minutes, these Regulators wouldn’t remember a thing about this experience. The shattering pot Ard had heard, launched from a window high above, had been full of Memory Grit. The detonation was expensive, but the narrow alleyway gave them a little extra coverage, as the buildings’ walls would push the Memory cloud to fill the space. To prevent outsiders from looking in, Raek had also detonated small pots of Shadow Grit at either end of the alley. And if anyone stepped through the dark clouds to investigate, they’d find themselves in the blast radius of the Memory Grit, soon to forget the whole ordeal.

Ard took advantage of the hesitation to smash his own clay pot against the side of the coffin. A small cloud of highly Compounded Light Grit sprang up next to him, but Ard was the only one prepared for the blinding brightness in the dark alleyway, his eyes squinted behind the cloth bag.

With all other eyes shut or diverted from the glaring orb, Ard leapt from the coffin, quickly scanning the narrow alleyway to see where to go. There was plenty of clutter along the walls, and clotheslines crisscrossed overhead like the beginnings of spiderwebs. But the spot he was looking for was a deep pocket of utter darkness just below that window.

It was another cloud of Shadow Grit, carefully placed by Raek to keep its contents concealed. The moment Ard entered it, he could see what was inside, finally pulling the head-bag completely off.

General Nelbet’s stiff corpse was propped awkwardly in a large wheelbarrow. His hands were crossed upon his uniformed chest, and an identical head-bag was tied securely around his neck.

Ard wasted no time, taking hold of the wheelbarrow’s handles. He gave it a good shove toward the coffin, letting go and watching it careen out of the Shadow cloud and topple, spilling the corpse onto the hardened dirt beside the palanquin.

By now, there was sufficient chaos in the alleyway, as some of the Reggies exclaimed that the casket was empty. Ard pushed open the window and hoisted himself out of the Shadow cloud and into the tenement building.

He paused in the empty room, suddenly wondering how he’d arrived here as his memories from the alleyway vanished. But he knew what the plan had been, and the fact that he wasn’t shot was a good sign. Glancing back into the disturbed alley, Ard saw that the general’s body was in place. Perfect.

Ard sprinted across the empty room and up two flights of stairs. The door at the top was unlocked and he quietly slipped inside, shutting it behind him.

Raekon Dorrel was seated in a chair at the third-story window, a crossbow in one hand and a bag of fried potatoes in the other. He turned as Ard entered the room.

“Oh, hey, General,” he said through a mouthful. “How was your afternoon?”

Ard pulled off the silky gloves and tossed them into the hearth, where Raek had a nice fire going to ward off the winter chill.

“Not bad. Luxurious ride. Lots of women and children weeping for me. And the king awarded me the Stalwart Heart for getting my skull knocked open.”

Ard took his first look at the medallion. It was about the size of an Ashing, but made entirely of gold. One side was smooth, but the other was stamped with the outline of Espar ringed about by the words BRAVE. INTREPID. STALWART.

That definitely wasn’t what they’d stamped on the fake medallion tucked into the general’s cold hand. Ard was still surprised that they’d been able to fit a word as long as nincompoop.

Raek pointed out the window. “You’re missing the show.”

Ard crossed quietly and squinted down into the alley. His bright cloud of Light Grit still beamed from the coffin, providing plenty of illumination to the scene below. Most of the Regulators were surrounding the general’s body, scratching their heads, their chins, and anything else that might release answers to their questions when scratched.

Everyone below was talking at once, and Ard could only hear bits of sentences floating up to the third-story window. It was a lane of confusion and upset. To Ard and Raek it seemed pure comedy.

After several moments of hysteria, the whiner regained control. “Obviously, we need to pick up the general and put him back in the casket.”

“How do we know he’s dead?” one of the bearers dared. “I saw him sit up.”

“Of course he’s dead, you idiot!” cried the whiner. “He’s missing half his head!”

“How do we know that’s really him?” asked another.

“He’s wearing the uniform,” reasoned the whiner. “He’s got the Stalwart Heart right there in his hand.” He pointed to the glint of metal.

“Something feels off,” said another bearer. “How did he ignite that Light Grit? And how did he get out of the coffin?”

“He didn’t!” the whiner cried. “You dropped the casket. He tumbled out . . . I don’t know!”

“And now to prove the obvious,” Raek narrated in a whispered voice, “the little man removes the head-bag.”

Sure enough, the Regulator stepped forward and untied the drawstring at the general’s neck. With one swift movement, he whisked off the bag.

Even from the third-story window, Ard had to look away from the gruesome sight. When he regained the stomach to look again, the whiner had tossed the empty head-bag to one of the bearers and was storming off, calling over his shoulder.

“No more questions! Just load the body back into the coffin and let’s forget this ever happened.”

“Literally,” Raek whispered, passing his partner the bag of fried potatoes. “In about two minutes.”

The bearer stuffed the bag over the mangled head of the general and tied it closed. The others positioned the palanquin nearer, moving the coffin away from the brightly glowing Light cloud.

Ard reached for a potato, only to find that Raek had eaten them all and had passed him an empty bag. He crumpled it up and tossed it into the fire, the greasy paper going up in a gush of flames.

Below, the general was finally in the casket and the lid was latched once more. Dazed and frightened faces returned to their positions and the palanquin was raised. Falling in to their familiar pace, the procession continued down the alley, the Memory cloud extinguishing as they exited onto the busy thoroughfare of Key Street.

“And now we can add ‘grave robbers’ to our list of dirty deeds.” Raek reached out and swiped the medallion from Ard’s grasp, turning it under his careful eye.

“That wasn’t grave robbing,” Ard said. “It was an intricate, complex ruse. We’ve been over this, Raek.”

“We stole from a dead guy.”

“Not true,” Ard rebutted. “General Nelbet was never awarded the Stalwart Heart. I was.”

Raek rolled his eyes. “You’re sure there wasn’t a misunderstanding?”

“Nope.” Ard unbuttoned his general’s coat. “I distinctly heard him say that—quote—‘King Termain Agaul bestows upon this body the highest of military honors—the Stalwart Heart.’ ”

“Congratulations.” Raek’s voice was deadpan. “You’re a war hero.”

“And soon we’ll have spending money again.” Ard removed his boots and pants, tossing the latter into the crackling hearth to destroy the evidence of his disguise. Now that he stood in nothing but his undershorts, he wondered aloud. “Did you bring that bag I packed?”

Raek absently gestured to a duffel in the corner, his attention still on the medallion. The alley suddenly went dark below, Ard’s little Compounded cloud of Light Grit extinguishing without so much as a flicker.

“Anyone who knows Lord Stend will think he’s a crazy old coot when he starts showing this off.” Raek twirled the medallion between his fingers. “Pretending like he earned it more than forty years ago.”

“Anyone who knows Lord Stend already thinks he’s a crazy old coot,” Ard corrected, rummaging in the duffel bag. “But he’s a crazy old coot that’s going to pay us.”

“Those are my favorite kinds.” Raek stuffed the medallion into his pocket and began packing his array of crossbow Grit bolts.

“I can’t find my pants,” Ard muttered. “Did you take them out?”

“I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t think of that,” Raek answered. “I don’t know what load of slag you threw in there, but that bag was a lot heavier than a change of clothes.”

“Extra stuff,” Ard said. “You know, in case things went sideways.”

“What are you talking about? It never goes sideways.”

The door flew open, Gard and Sigg appearing with Rollers drawn. The hired thugs had sneers on their ugly faces as they strode into the room, full of self-importance and misplaced confidence.

“Hey, there, fellas.” Raek’s tone wavered. “Everything all right?”

“You told them where to find us?” Ard shrieked at his partner.

“An Ashing goes a long way with the street urchins,” said the bigger man. That was Gard. Not quite Raek’s height, but equally bald. “Little brat told us right where you was hiding out.”

“Sounds like the oxcart worked out,” Raek tried. “Diverted the whole funeral procession.”

“We’s here to collect.” Sigg spat on the wooden floor. He was stocky—nearly square, with pale skin and a royal mess of a tattoo on his forearm. Was that supposed to be a woman’s face or a pile of unfired dragon slag?

“And we’s decided we want double,” added Gard. “And we want it now, Fuse.”

Androt Penn and the Lit Fuse.

Raek had been the first to point out the obvious likeness to their original names. But that was the point! Confusion through similarity. If anyone suspected their true identities, Ard could quickly explain that they were often mistaken for those legendary ruse artists, Ardor Benn and the Short Fuse. And this way, when the real Ardor Benn was ready to return, he could retroactively claim any notable deeds done by his pseudonym.

“Hey, now,” Raek began. “You know that’s not how this works. We had an agreement.”

“Agreements change,” said Gard. “And you gots to—”

Raek lunged for the crossbow and string of Grit bolts beside the chair. Sigg’s Roller cracked, a lead ball smashing into the floorboards beside the weaponry.

Raek jerked back sharply and Gard closed the distance, seizing him and leveling his Roller barrel against Raek’s temple.

“I knew we shouldn’t have hired these guys,” Ard said. During the brief skirmish, he had drawn both of his own Rollers from his duffel bag. Now he stood in the corner of the room, sorely underdressed for a gunfight, but appropriately armed.

“It was short notice,” Raek said. “We didn’t have a lot of options.”

“One more reason to move to the Sovereign States.” Ard took an aggressive step forward. “They say all the honest criminals have gone to Dronodan. Nothing but lowlifes left in Beripent.”

“Not another step!” Gard pressed the barrel tighter against Raek’s head. He had backed the two of them against the wall next to the window.

“If you shoot my partner, then I shoot yours,” Ard reasoned.

“Then I shoot you,” Gard said.

“Then you definitely won’t get paid,” Raek pointed out.

That seemed to puzzle them nicely. Ard took advantage of the stupor to take three swift steps across the room, stopping just arm’s length from Raek. Gard instantly shrank behind the bigger man, making himself completely unseen by gripping the back of Raek’s shirt and repositioning the Roller at the base of his skull.

Ard looked at his partner. They were pushing their luck. Sigg had a clear line of fire on Ard, and the goon was obviously itching to pull the trigger.

“Smoke in the chimney?” Ard asked.

Raek groaned. “Last time I ended up with two broken ribs.”

“Well, maybe this time I’ll only break one.” He cocked the Roller in his right hand.

“Hey!” Sigg shook his gun in Ard’s direction. “You put that down!”

But Ard was aiming his gun directly at Raekon Dorrel, the tip of the barrel hovering just inches from Raek’s chest. “Fourth button down?”

“Just a hair lower,” Raek replied.

Ard pulled the trigger.

The ball tore through Raek’s shirt just below the fourth button. There was a splatter of blood and Gard slumped against the wall, gasping his final breaths in silent pain.

Raek fell to his knees, gripping his chest, but Ard spun without hesitation, sending the shot from his other Roller through Sigg’s thigh. The injured man let out an earsplitting cry, dropping his gun to grip the wound.

“Consider that your payment,” Ard said as Sigg scooted across the floor and all but tumbled out of sight down the stairs.

“How’d it go?” Ard turned to check on Raek. The big man was on his feet once more, the grimace on his face actually less than what Ard had expected. Raek ripped open his shirt to expose the piece of pipe that ran through his torso and exited out the back.

“Oh, good.” Ard sighed. “You still only have one hole in your chest.”

The pipe was compliments of the palace healers, under the orders of King Pethredote himself. It had been embedded into Raek’s chest as an experimental means of reviving him from the brink of death. The front of the pipe had a slightly wider mouth, like a funnel, enabling carefully measured amounts of Health Grit to be poured directly into his torso.

When Ard had rescued Raek from the palace dungeon, the back of the pipe had been plugged, allowing the healer to adjust the exact location of the detonation’s center inside the patient.

The sides of the pipe were perforated with dozens of small holes, once allowing the Health cloud to make direct contact with Raek’s insides. Of course, the whole thing was now a mess of rigid scars, making the pipe impossible to safely extract.

Raek was perfectly healthy now, but the “chimney,” as Ard liked to call it, still had its uses. Like shooting someone hiding behind your friend. Or carrying snacks.

“Mostly a clean pass this time.” Wincing, Raek dropped into the chair by the window and rummaged through his sash of Grit bolts. “Just grazed the right side a bit.” He opened a pocket and withdrew a pair of corks and a small paper cartridge with the ends twisted closed.

“I was even a few inches away,” Ard said. On his first attempt at “smoke in the chimney” he had all but pressed the gun barrel into Raek’s chest.

“And this time you warned me.” Raek handed one of the corks to Ard and leaned forward, pulling up his shirt. “Flames, you’re a considerate guy.”

The hole was bleeding, and Raek grunted as Ard shoved the cork into the back of the pipe. Leaning in his chair, Raek untwisted the paper roll and poured a little Grit into the funneled front of the pipe before using the other cork to seal it off. He gave it a sharp rap, which must have detonated the Grit, and sighed in relief as the cloud formed, fully contained within his body.

“Where’d you get that Health Grit?” Ard asked.

Raek’s eyes were closed and he rolled his head back. “I brought it just in case things went sideways.” A little grin pulled at the corners of his mouth.

Movement in the dark alley below suddenly caught Ard’s attention. He maneuvered himself in front of Raek and peered straight down over the windowsill.

Sparks! There were three Reggies down there, weapons drawn as they positioned themselves against the wall of the building.

“Raek!” Ard hissed, ducking his head back inside. “We’ve got company.”

Raek’s eyes snapped open. He, too, leaned out the window only to draw back the moment he saw the Reggies. “Folks in this part of town must not be used to gunshots.”

“I’ve also heard that an Ashing goes a long way with the street urchins,” Ard said. It was likely that the same unfortunate orphans who’d spied for Gard and Sigg shared their knowledge with the local Regulators.

See, that was why no one could be trusted.

“It won’t take them long to find Sigg,” Raek surmised.

“Which leads them to us. Literally a trail of blood straight here,” said Ard. “So, what do we do?”

“Well, I think you should start by putting on some pants.” Raek was strapping on his sash of Grit bolts and winding his crossbow.

Ard staggered back to his duffel bag and upended the contents onto the wooden floor. Seriously, no trousers? Of all the things to forget . . .

Ard had just pulled his shirt over his head when a commotion sounded from the stairwell. Raek reached back and hurled a Grit pot through the doorway. Ard heard it bounce once before effectively shattering with enough force to spark the Slagstone fragment and ignite the Grit inside.

That was probably Barrier Grit to block the stairwell. But if the blast didn’t completely fill the space, the Reggies would still be able to shoot into the room.

Ard tugged on his vest and stomped into his comfortable pair of boots. Much better than those shiny things he’d had to wear as the decorated general. He grabbed his wide leather Grit belt and scampered over to the window to consult with Raek.

The big man was loading a bolt into his crossbow, the clay tip dyed green. He cast a reluctant sidelong glance at Ard’s attire.

“It’s a little brisk for winter,” Ard admitted. “But I’m trying to make a statement.”

“What about the general’s pants?” He took aim out the window.

“I threw those in the fire,” Ard said. “In retrospect, not my most brilliant decision.”

“We’ll have to Drift Jump across the alley to that window and escape through the other building.”

“Whoa! Have you seen me Drift Jump unaided?” Ard asked.

The window Raek was aiming at was even smaller than the one they’d be jumping from. And the face of the opposing building was flat and notably ledge-less. If Ard didn’t line up his jump perfectly, he’d splat into the bricks and fall three stories to the Reggies waiting below.

“Would you complain about jumping if Quarrah were here?” Raek took the shot, Grit bolt speeding across the alleyway and smashing open just above the far window.

“No!” Ard quickly retorted. At least Quarrah would have held his hand so he didn’t spiral out of control like a wounded pigeon.

The Drift cloud filled the space between the two buildings, but the shattering bolt surely would have attracted the attention of the Reggies positioned below. They needed to jump now!

Raek poked his head out the window, withdrawing it when a gunshot sounded from below.

“There’s a clothesline just overhead,” Raek reported. “It won’t have to bear our weight in the Drift cloud, and we can use it as a guide to get over to the other window.”

Okay. Not as good as Quarrah Khai holding his hand, but better than nothing.

Raek quickly reached out and snatched something off the line. “The Homeland is merciful today.” He threw the item in Ard’s face. Raek backed up, sprinted a few steps, and leapt from the window, catching hold of a towel draped over the clothesline.

His large figure sped across the alleyway, instantly drawing gunfire from below. The towel in his hands skimmed unnaturally across the clothesline, guiding Raek in a straight shot while scattering the few linens remaining on the line.

Ard saw him tuck his feet up and sail through the small open window on the other side, letting go of the towel at the last minute and tumbling out of sight into the far room.

A gunshot sounded from the stairwell behind, biting into the wooden ceiling above Ard’s head. He flinched, finally looking down at the item that Raek had tossed him.

It was a pair of trousers.

Never mind that they looked quite small and definitely tailored for a woman. There was no time to put them on now, anyway.

Strapping his Grit belt around his middle, Ard sprinted forward as another gun fired from the stairs. He leapt out the window, flinging one of the pant legs over the clothesline and tethering himself to the guide.

Raek must have drawn all the fire from the Reggies below. Or maybe they were already moving to surround the building across the way. Either way, only one ball whizzed past Ardor Benn as he glided across the alleyway, damp linens spiraling lazily through the air around him.

The clothesline guided him true, and his momentum practically threw him through the window, pulling the pants along with him. He tumbled into the dim room, Raek hoisting him to his feet before his head had stopped spinning.

Ard instantly kicked off his boots and began tugging on the trousers, awkwardly hopping across the room.

“Don’t mind us, ma’am,” Raek said. “We’re just performing a routine laundry inspection.”

Ard looked up, noticing for the first time the gray-haired woman sitting at the table in the corner. Her eyes were wide, unblinking, and she held a slice of bread like a defensive shield.

“It would seem everything is just fine here,” Ard said, sliding back into his boots. It was less than fine, really. He couldn’t come close to fastening the top three buttons of these pants.

Raek pushed open the woman’s door and the two of them moved out, quickly finding a stairwell at the end of the hallway.

“Next time, could you find me a dry pair of pants?”

“Next time?” Raek replied, his long legs taking the stairs three at a time. “You intend for this to happen again?”

They sprinted down another flight of stairs, and by the time they reached the bottom, Ard was thoroughly turned around. The landing placed them at the end of a long, narrow hallway pocked with doors on either side and lit only by a dimly Prolonged Light cloud up ahead.

Ard pushed open the nearest door on the right and charged into the apartment. There were two kids playing with a set of wooden horses, a small orb of Light Grit hanging in one corner.

The mother screamed, and the kids seemed frozen. Ard and Raek barreled past them, making for the dark window over a padded bench seat.

“This is going to put us back in the alley we just came from,” said Raek.

“They won’t be expecting that.” Ard unlatched the window and pushed it open. “We can cut back over to Harson and disappear.”

Raek grunted in approval as Ard stepped up onto the bench, struggling to throw his leg over the windowsill.

“So blazing tight . . .” he muttered.

“Folks,” Raek said to the family, “just be grateful that he’s wearing pants at all.”

They ripped right up the crotch, and Ard suddenly had the mobility he needed to get out the window and drop into the quiet alleyway. Overhead, their cloud of Drift Grit still shimmered, but the Regulators had moved out to swarm the buildings on both sides of the alley.

They were almost to Harson Street when they heard a shout of pursuit. Ard and Raek turned their jog into a sprint, suddenly less interested in subtlety and more interested in getting the blazes out of there.

They crossed Harson, ducking down another side alley and merging onto Lanler Avenue. The duo was far enough ahead to outdistance any Reggies on foot, but someone on horseback was giving chase. Ard could hear the whistle, the shouts, and the hooves on the cobblestones.

Darkness was their ally, and Ard and Raek were familiar enough with the wealthy upper end of the Central Quarter to get off the major roadways, where Light Grit streetlamps would give them away.

They’d be safe once they reached the Char. From there, they could hire a carriage to take them back to their slum of an apartment in the lower Western Quarter.

Ard led them around another corner, losing all sense of direction, but pushing forward nonetheless. He didn’t question his route. In fact, he was filled with a strange sense of confidence that he was going the right way.

The two escapees had just turned onto a little street, quiet and unlit, when Raek grabbed his arm to demand a breather.

The big Mixer didn’t appear to be doing well, doubling over the moment they stopped running, gasping so hard it turned into a cough. Raek’s endurance definitely wasn’t what it used to be, reminding Ard of the toll Pethredote’s blade had taken on his partner.

Ard drew his Roller at the sound of approaching horse hooves. Wheezing, Raek pointed down the street. “Got to keep moving . . .”

Ard glanced back the way they’d come, noticing a carriage they’d passed in their haste. The single horse’s head was downcast as though the animal were catching a quick nap between routes.

At once, Ard was seized with a powerful feeling. It twisted up his insides as though the thought of doing anything other than hiding in that carriage would make him sick.

“This way,” he hissed to Raek, moving back in the direction they’d come. Moving toward the sounds of those still searching for them.

“Are you out of your mind?” Raek cried. Still, he moved to follow, his breathing finally under control.

“Trust me,” Ard responded. “It’s just an—”

“Don’t you say ‘Urging,’ ” Raek cut him off.

But it was. Ard wondered if the Homeland had been Urging him to this hiding spot from the very moment they’d begun their escape.

The Urgings weren’t what the Islehood taught—at least not for Ardor Benn. But he’d experienced driving feelings more and more since the night he’d traveled through time. And when he did feel them, wasn’t it his responsibility to follow through? To keep this timeline intact and moving forward?

There was no driver on the bench, so it wasn’t likely that the carriage was for hire. He cracked open the door and poked his head inside.

Sparks! It was occupied!

There was a single woman seated inside, her cowled figure almost swallowed up by the darkness of the carriage’s interior.

We’re caught if she screams, Ard thought, quickly withdrawing. He could hear the Reggie’s horse just around the corner. But the woman didn’t make a sound, and as Ard swung the carriage door shut, she reached out to stop him.

“Inspector Stringer?” Her voice was soft, anxious.

Ard glanced at Raek. Around the corner, a Regulator whistle chirped that the search was still on.

“Yes?” Ard said.

“Oh, flames,” muttered Raek.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” said the woman.

“I apologize. My assistant and I were . . . strung out to dry, so to speak.” Ard climbed into the carriage, his impossibly tight pants protesting the movement. He waved quickly for Raek to follow. “Come along, good chap. We shouldn’t keep the lady waiting any longer.”

Raek rolled his eyes and squeezed through the doorway, making it suddenly look small before he pulled it shut, plunging the three of them into complete darkness.

“I have a few granules of Light Grit here,” spoke the woman.

“Please,” insisted Ard, “we prefer to operate in the shadows.”

“This is more than a shadow,” Raek’s voice sounded.

“I appreciate you meeting me under these circumstances,” she said.

“We appreciate you having the carriage ready,” answered Ard in all truthfulness. The Reggie whistle tweeted again, and the horse sounded like it was just outside their carriage. In a moment the sweep would be complete and he and Raek could be safely on their way.

“As I stated in my letter,” she said, “I am willing to pay handsomely for any information you can uncover.”

Well, this just got interesting!

“How handsomely?” Ard asked.

“Price really isn’t an issue,” she said. “If you can find out what happened to my son, you can all but name your price.”

Raek coughed in the darkness beside him.

Name your price? Ard was glad he’d followed the Homeland’s Urging tonight!

“So, how about that Light Grit you mentioned?” Ard suggested, suddenly desperate to see the face of the woman who could make such outlandish promises. The sounds of the searching Reggie had moved past, so a little illumination wouldn’t hurt.

A Slagstone ignitor sparked and a fist-sized orb of Light Grit flared to life on the seat beside the woman. Ard blinked a few times as she reached up and removed her hood.

For some reason, the woman looked vaguely familiar, but not enough for Ard to put a name to her face. Her brown hair was woven into intricate braids, its length unknown as it vanished down her back. She looked to be a few years older than Ard, with skin as pale and smooth as cream.

At the sight of Raekon Dorrel in full light, the woman stiffened. “Do you always keep such . . . formidable company?”

Ard glanced at his big friend, crossbow laid across his lap and a long knife on his thigh. His shirt was torn open, but luckily the bolt sash covered the ghastly-looking “chimney.”

“Oh, this is my assistant,” Ard said. “He . . . assists me with things.”

“Your Majesty,” Raek said, light glinting off his inclined bald head.

Ard burst into laughter at the statement, falling promptly silent when Raek shot him a sideways glance that said he was not joking.

Oh, sparks! That was why she looked familiar!

Queen Abeth Ostel Agaul, widow of the late Remium, cousin-in-law to King Termain Agaul.

“So, you . . . ” Ard floundered. “What brings you back to Beripent?”

Ard tried not to follow politics too closely, but the last he had heard, Lady Abeth had fled to her native island of Dronodan after the assassination of her husband and son.

Wait . . . Now she was seeking information regarding her son’s death? Regardless of who had been arrested for the murders, everyone knew King Termain was responsible.

“I’m sure you are aware that tonight was the funeral of General Yul Nelbet,” Abeth said.

Ard nodded slowly. “So I heard.”

“Termain respected him greatly,” she continued, “even before the war. As plans for his burial were finalized, my contacts reached out. We had lived at the palace for nearly eight years while my husband served as advisor to King Pethredote. There are many who remain loyal to the line of Remium Agaul.”

“We list ourselves among them,” Ard said.

It was true. Had he been allowed to rule for more than the space of a few hours, Remium could have been like a noncorrupt version of Pethredote: stable, progressive, and benevolent.

Queen Abeth smiled, but it was a flicker; short-lived and back to business. “I do not think the citizens of the Archkingdom are aware of the significance of the general’s burial site.”

Ard cocked his head. “The cemetery on the shoreline of the upper Central Quarter. I haven’t heard specifics.”

“The Tertiary Mausoleum,” she replied. “Second deck, ninth niche.”

She said it with such passion, but it didn’t mean anything to Ard. He glanced at Raek, hoping for some insight. Confronted with flat stares, the lady finally whispered.

“My son’s niche.”

Ard felt his fist balling up. He knew Termain had recklessly abandoned longstanding policies, disregarded counsel, and generally did whatever the blazes he wanted. But removing the prince’s remains to bury his general pal . . . this was another level of boneheadedness.

“Want us to stop the interment?” Raek hefted his crossbow. “Might not be too late. We could just lob the general’s casket over the shoreline cliff.”

Lady Abeth’s eyes grew round, bulging like quickly rising pastry dough. “Homeland, no!” She swallowed hard. “They’ve already moved my son’s casket to a lower mausoleum. That is what brought me back to Beripent.”

“I’m sorry your visit was inspired by such insulting circumstances,” Ard said.

“It was not easy for me to return to Espar,” she explained. Ard imagined not. Her association with Dronodan had forced her to become an expatriate to the Archkingdom. “I am not likely to return again unless the war should end favorably, so I wanted to leave the Agaul family ring with my son’s body.”

“Don’t tell me you cracked open that casket,” Raek muttered.

Lady Abeth nodded. “You may call it a morbid desire, but I considered it an Urging from the Homeland. However you deem it, my glimpse into that casket is what brought us together tonight.”

“How so?” Ard asked.

The lady leaned forward. “Inspector,” Abeth whispered, “that body is not my son’s.”

“You’re certain of this?” asked Ard.

“Your Highness,” Raek cut in, “with all due respect, the body has been there for over a year. You aren’t bound to recognize much.”

“It was his teeth,” Abeth said. “Decay had peeled back his lips and I saw into the corpse’s mouth. My Shad had been suffering a cracked molar just days prior to his death. He was terrified of the Healers and begged me not to tell them. I was waiting to see if his pain would subside naturally, when he was killed by the blast in his bedroom. But the body I saw in my son’s casket yesterday had no cracked tooth.”

The magnitude of this conversation, which had been revealing itself little by little like gentle waves washing sand away from a buried seashell, was suddenly wholly visible. If Shad Agaul, rightful heir to the throne, was not in his casket, then where was he?

“And what, exactly, do you need me to . . . inspect?” Ard asked.

“Find my son,” Lady Abeth said. “Or whatever information you can about his true whereabouts. I will provide you with any needed resources and compensate you generously for your time. I suspect Termain to be behind this, and uncovering the truth could tip the scales enough to remove him from the throne and unify the islands once again.”

The carriage fell into contemplative silence. Raek gave Ard an unmistakable look. It seemed to say, Don’t you dare, Ardor Benn. This is bigger than our usual petty ruses. Remember what happened last time you bit off more than you could chew?

“Very well,” Ard said, recapturing some of the stuffy-inspector voice he had dialed in when they’d first climbed into the carriage. Beside him, Raek let out a not-so-subtle sigh. “I believe we are exactly the men for your job.”

[image: Illustration]

This is our final testament . . . Should we die up there, our glory shall not be forgotten, for this shall remain forever incorruptible.




CHAPTER

2

Portsend Wal let his mixing scales balance, glancing over the rim of his spectacles to check the progress of his students. He could see only the tops of their heads, bent over those long tables, scribing charcoals clacking against the pages of their notebooks.

They were all good students. Wartime students. While their friends were off fighting, they had chosen to stay and learn. Each day, Portsend saw optimism in their faces. The hope that the war wouldn’t last their whole lifetime, and that their studies would actually be worth something in a postwar society.

Portsend turned his attention back to his balanced scales. Ah, well. Turned out his scribing charcoal weighed nine granules. He had guessed eleven.

It had nothing to do with the arithmetic his students were working out, it was just something he did to pass the time. He couldn’t simply stand around waiting. That would be too Settled for him. Portsend believed he should constantly be refining and improving his skills. It wasn’t just good Wayfarist doctrine, it was his progressive mentality that had landed him this teaching position at the Southern Quarter College of Beripent.

It wasn’t the University in Helizon, of course. Portsend had been on track for a position there. He’d met the right people and even toured the expansive campus. Sparks, he’d heard that the university’s headmaster herself had read his paper on theoretical containment of uncontainable Grit types. And of course it helped to have a glowing letter of recommendation from the Holy Isless who was now serving as Prime of all Wayfarism.

But none of that mattered now. The University in Helizon was on Talumon. As a citizen of the Archkingdom, he couldn’t so much as step foot on Talumon, let alone teach at a university there.

His classroom here was more than sufficient. The demonstration table at the front of the room was supplied with the finest mixing equipment, and the framed blackboard slate covered nearly the entire wall behind him. Seating for the students was laid out in rising tiers, and Light Grit lanterns supplemented the natural skylight, providing plenty of illumination for reading and writing.

One could say his classroom was lacking only the prestige of Helizon’s university. But Portsend believed it was the quality of the instruction that made excellent students, not the name of the institution. His students would be no less equipped just because they were schooled in Beripent—a city known for commerce and trade, but not particularly for education.

Portsend glanced up again. Most of the students had finished now. Just waiting on a handful. This particular course had been filled to capacity with sixty-five students. Today, nearly a third of them were absent. Students had a way of disappearing as the term wore on. Like driftwood, caught for a while in a river’s eddy, bobbing in and out before being swept downstream in pursuit of something else.

To Portsend Wal, there was nothing else. This was Introduction to Practical Grit Mixing. This was where it all began! What other topic could possibly be interesting enough to lure them away?

Portsend cleared his throat. “Let us conclude.” That lifted the remaining heads. Perhaps they had already worked it out and were merely checking their work. Or doodling.

The older he got, the harder it was for Portsend to gauge the difficulty of the equations he set out for his students. It seemed he couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t know how to calculate the waning effect of Prolonging Grit.

“The answer you should have arrived at is nineteen granules of Prolonging Grit,” Portsend said. “That will sustain the given cloud of Light Grit for forty-three minutes.”

As he spoke, he noticed several of the students begin to gather their belongings. He glanced at the large hourglass on the shelf beside the door. Still a few minutes of sand left. He’d heard that, as of this year, the University in Helizon had a genuine clock in every classroom. No, Portsend wasn’t jealous. That incessant ticking would probably have driven him mad.

The unauthorized, premature adjournment spread through the tiers, but Portsend wasn’t finished. Those final minutes were his, and these youngsters needed to learn patience.

“Let us theorize that a panweight of Drift Grit becomes contaminated.” Portsend raised his voice, causing the buzz to subside as the students realized that class was not dismissed. “Assuming the original panweight was pure, how do you calculate the loss in quality?”

“We would need to know how many granules of the contaminant were introduced into the Grit,” said Tobal on the front tier. “Which could be done by weighing the whole thing again, and calculating the difference.”

Portsend held up a finger. “That’s well and good in some situations. But let us suppose that the panweight of Drift Grit falls from the back of a wagon and breaks open on a dirt road. It would be impossible to recover every pinch. In this scenario, you are dealing with introduced contaminants, as well as loss of product.”

“You could use a sifter to separate the impurities,” suggested Kella.

“No.” This was from Lomaya Vans on the second tier. Her confident tone made Portsend smile. She was among the brightest he’d seen in his career.

“Drift Grit is pulverized bone,” Lomaya expounded. “If it has mingled with soil, even the finest Sifter wouldn’t be able to separate the contaminants.”

“There is no way to calculate the loss of quality without a practical test,” said San Green.

Yes. Very good. There was a reason his class was called Introduction to Practical Grit Mixing.

“I mean, the duration of the cloud will tell you exactly how contaminated the Grit was,” San continued. “Sometimes you’ve just got to detonate it.”

“So you perform a test,” Portsend said, nodding, “and the resulting cloud, derived from a single granule, burns out at eight minutes and twenty seconds. How much contamination would there be in the entire panweight?”

Portsend found the question perfectly stimulating, but all eyes had gone to the hourglass beside the door. Well, those few minutes had sure whisked by.

He sniffed again. “Class dismissed.”

The students rose, shuffling down the stairwell aisle and making for the exit. Portsend quickly busied himself, wiping down the blackboard with a dusty rag.

“Professor Wal?”

He turned sharply, glasses slipping to the tip of his nose. San Green was standing across the demonstration table, satchel slung over one shoulder. Behind him, the tiered seating was empty and most of the students were clustered at the doorway, pressing to slip through like the sands of his hourglass.

“I wonder if I could speak with you for a moment,” the young man said.

Portsend always found it difficult to speak with students one-on-one. He thoroughly enjoyed them as a whole, but in single conversation, he had a hard time striking the proper tone. Too friendly and he could lose their respect. Too stern and he could embitter them against this wonderful field of study.

“Now is a good time,” Portsend said. “Do you have a concern?”

“I’ve decided to leave the college,” answered San.

Portsend studied the lad. This was indeed unexpected. San was a solid student, with a clever approach to problem-solving that Portsend didn’t see in many. But come to think of it, the lad had started the term with much more enthusiasm than he’d shown lately.

“May I ask why?”

“My friends are . . .” San hesitated, his eyes flicking to the doorway where the last of the students were disappearing. Then he lowered his voice. “I’m going to the war. It’s where I should have been all along, but my parents had set aside Ashings for my schooling since I was young.”

Sparks, he was still young. San couldn’t have been much older than seventeen—fresh out of local school. Portsend had been teaching for longer than this kid had been alive!

“What do you expect to do in the war, San?”

The lad shrugged. “A fellow from my hometown is part of the navy. He might be able to get me onto a fighting ship. If not, most of my friends are in the infantry. Infantry is always taking recruits.”

Infantrymen were dying out a lot faster than the recruits were coming in, from what Portsend had heard. “Why do you want to fight?”

“It’s what I’m supposed to be doing,” San repeated.

Portsend scratched his chin. “You believe in this war?”

“I believe Dronodan and Talumon need to rejoin the Archkingdom,” he said.

“They were never part of the Archkingdom,” replied Portsend calmly. “That is a construct named by King Termain Agaul. Under the crusader monarch, there were no divisive names among the kingdom. We were simply the Greater Chain.”

Technically, each of the four islands was its own kingdom, governed by its own rulers subject to Espar. But King Pethredote had tried to do away with labels like that, referring instead to the whole of the kingdom as the Greater Chain, which excluded only the smattering of sandy, Trothian islets.

“Call it what you want,” San said, “their leaving is costing a lot of lives and resources.”

“Do you believe it was wrong for the Sovereign States to secede?”

“It was wrong for them to defy the king.”

San was smart, but he was showing the inexperience of his age. The hotheaded naivety of youth.

King Termain shouldn’t have been on the throne at all. Had the noble councils been considering him, they would have found him sorely incompetent and voted him down.

His presence on the throne had been something of a loophole, and his refusal to allow his competence to be judged by the noble councils was really what had started this whole war. Now good students like San Green were trading their scribing charcoals for spears.

“Have you stopped to consider that you may be more valuable to your infantry friends by completing your schooling and getting a certification?” Portsend tried. “You reasoned through that final question very well.”

San shook his head. “That was just theoretical. I want to be out there doing something useful.”

“All worthwhile things start theoretically,” said Portsend. “But a spilled keg of Drift Grit on the battlefield is a daily reality that someone has to deal with. Just think, in five more terms you could enlist as a Field Mixer. That would be doing something useful.”

Portsend could see the young man considering it. He would be sorry to see San go, but sorrier still if he went without fully considering his options. Education was a long game, but it made for more powerful players.

“Come to class until the end of the week,” Portsend invited. “Give me three more lectures. If I can’t convince you to stay, then you can leave with my blessing.”

San nodded. “Thank you. You’re the first professor to challenge my decision. The others simply waved me off.”

Probably because many of the others think this is a war worth fighting, Portsend thought. He nodded to the youth and turned his attention back to wiping the chalkboard. San took the nonverbal dismissal and exited the classroom, pulling the door shut behind him.

There was a knock at the door. Students always left in such a hurry that he wasn’t surprised when one had to double back to the classroom for a forgotten belonging. Or perhaps it was San, already come to his senses.

“Enter!” he called, finishing a dusty swipe as the door swung inward.

“Portsend Wal.”

That got his attention. It was a voice he hadn’t heard in many cycles, and one he certainly never expected to hear within the walls of his classroom. His heart hammered in his chest as he tried to peer coolly over the rims of his glasses at the woman in the doorway.

“Prime Isless Gloristar,” he finally croaked.

Portsend hadn’t seen her since her ascension to Prime Isless after Frid Chauster’s assassination a year and a half ago. Now she was here, draped in the velvety purple robes of her high station. The hems were trimmed in white lace, a large anchor embroidered on the chest.

“Won’t you invite me in?” Even as she asked it, she strode toward him, seeming to float with her feet concealed beneath that dark robe. She was his exact age, although her black hair had not yet been touched by gray. Her skin was not as dark as his, just a smooth rich brown.

She looked thinner than when he’d last seen her. Understandable, with the weight of all Wayfarism on her shoulders. And he was probably fatter, despite lugging books to his top floor classroom day after day.

So caught up in seeing Gloristar, Portsend hadn’t noticed the Regulators in the doorway until they pulled the door shut, leaving the professor and the Prime Isless alone.

Portsend stood rooted. What was proper protocol when greeting the head of Wayfarism? Would she expect such formalities after all the years they’d known each other? He decided on a low nod, reciting the common phrase that began a guidance session in the Mooring.

“Homeland guide and watch us until that blessed day when we return.”

Gloristar smiled, her teeth straight and white. “We’re not in the Mooring, Portsend.” Her tone was gentle. “And I am no longer your compass.”

He felt suddenly foolish for the formal greeting. But then, that was how he had greeted her for three years on the cove dock as he’d sought spiritual guidance. Gloristar had always been there for Portsend. Guiding him through the grief he’d felt at the death of his son and subsequent abandonment by his wife.

Portsend’s visits to the Mooring had become frequent and regular, and much more had been discussed in Cove 14 than his spiritual well-being. He and Gloristar had grown as close as the Islehood’s restrictions would allow. It had always been platonic between them. Always decorous and restrained.

Well, except for that one night.

“You seem to have a shortage of students.” Gloristar waved her hand at the large vacant room.

“I’ve never paused my lectures long enough to notice,” he replied.

Homeland, what was she doing here?

“Are you well?” he asked, feet shuffling nervously.

“As well as can be expected,” Gloristar answered. “I am convinced there is no worse time to be Prime Isless.”

She made a fair point. Wayfarism was under more scrutiny now than ever before. No sooner had Prime Isle Chauster been accused of being a crooked conspirator than shadow was cast on the doctrine of the Holy Torch. Widespread rumors had stretched out like thirsty roots, claiming that the dragons were the true shield against Moonsickness.

This was further aggravated by rumors of Moonsickness reaching the shores of the Greater Chain. It had started almost two years ago with a small township on the southernmost tip of Espar. Supposedly, the villagers had torn each other to shreds.

This story had prompted evacuations from several other distant coastal villages that feared they were located too far from the Holy Torch. Sparks, Portsend had even heard rumors of Moonsick people ravaging bigger cities lately. Just last cycle, the students were abuzz about two deranged Moonsick individuals terrorizing Beripent’s Central Quarter.

Portsend didn’t believe any of these ever-increasing accounts. Such heresy couldn’t shake him from a lifetime of faith, but these ripples of disbelief upset many people to the core.

And if the rumors weren’t enough, Gloristar was attempting to lead Wayfarism across war-torn island borders, under the direction of a king no one thought should be ruling.

“We are going to lose this war, Portsend,” Gloristar suddenly said as if getting plainly to business. “It is only a matter of time. King Termain knows it, I think, but he’s too stubborn to relent. Things will worsen in the coming years, and eventually Dronodan and Talumon will overpower us.”

Years more? A cycle of war was too long.

“I’m here because King Termain is exploiting every resource in the Archkingdom to gain the upper hand.”

Portsend stiffened. And here he had fooled himself into thinking she’d paid him a social visit. He didn’t want to discuss this with her. The king had the support of the Prime Isless, and with it came the unquestioning loyalty of so many Wayfarists. Gloristar’s continued endorsements of King Termain had kept Portsend awake many a night, wondering if she’d really changed that much. Or maybe he’d misread her all along . . .

“You’re here to help him exploit the college’s resources?” he asked flatly.

“I’m not here for him,” she whispered. “I need your help, Portsend.”

He turned to her then, his disdain for her political affiliations melting away as he saw the frightened look on her face.

“There is no one else I can turn to with this. No one I trust.” There were suddenly tears in her eyes. “I am sure beyond any doubt that the Homeland has Urged me to you. I believe you will feel it as well. Or have you forgotten our verse?”

Their verse. Was it inappropriate to feel so bonded with another person over an ancient passage of scripture?

He felt the unmistakeable Urging from the Homeland that Gloristar had mentioned. “It has always been you who have helped me,” he whispered.

“Well, now it is time to set our verse straight.”

Portsend nodded. Their relationship was as complex and delicate as cross-mixed Grit on the balance scales. He had little doubt that they’d be together if she weren’t a Holy Isless. Or if he were one. Those within the Islehood could marry each other, and he’d honestly considered joining for that sole purpose. But he feared it would have been a Settled decision, driven by such a disingenuous motive.

“I don’t think you heard me, Portsend . . . King Termain is exploiting every resource.” Gloristar didn’t truly cry, the tears disappearing as quickly as they had appeared.

“You?” Portsend felt an anger burning within his chest. King or commoner, if Termain Agaul had touched her in any way . . .

“I’m sure you have wondered about my endorsements of his rule.” She shook her head. “I hope you know me well enough to realize that they have not been given willingly.”

Portsend said nothing, but a harbored fear died at her words, like a ray of sunshine piercing into a shadowy corner of his mind.

“In some ways, I feel like little more than Termain’s puppet in the Mooring,” she continued. “Without the backing of Wayfarism, he knows he could not hold the throne.”

That was probably the truth. A denouncement from Gloristar might even bring about a swift end to the war. Likely, the citizens of the Archkingdom would rise up against him internally, and the Sovereign States would quickly take control. Wouldn’t that outcome be preferable to years of war? After all, there was more than one way to unify the Greater Chain. Maybe it was radical thinking, but Espar didn’t have to come out on top, so long as a good person took the throne.

“Termain has . . . assured a way to get
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