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			Vignette 

			Arkastel — City of Taris

			25 years ago

			In the late afternoon hour, the sun summer-high and unyielding, the Fane’s library was a prism of rich golden light and hollow shadows. The silence was sepulchral. Only the occasional whisper of turning pages marred the stillness, as a scattering of clerics and visiting scholars delved into ancient tomes. Ingmar perched on a hard bench across the wide study table from Brother Garrim—Garrim bent over a thick book, sunlight glinting on the silver streaks in his dark hair, Ingmar frowning at a sheaf of papers he was supposed to be copying. His pen had drifted in meaningless circles over the parchment for at least an hour, but Garrim, single-minded, lost in his own work, had not even noticed.

			“Will she live forever, in Nyfalla?” asked Ingmar, staring pensively at Brother Garrim.

			The older cleric startled and peered at the acolyte over the top of his grease-smudged spectacles. Ingmar wasn’t surprised—neither of them had spoken a word all morning. Garrim had likely forgotten about his presence long ago.

			“What—who?” the cleric asked, scowling. “The girl? The oblation for the Skaed?”

			Ingmar only nodded.

			“Boy, are you still thinking about that? That was six months ago.” When Ingmar didn’t reply, Garrim sighed and closed his book, and removed the spectacles from his nose. “We don’t actually know what happens to them when they reach the Aether. Can mortals survive outside our realm? We know the Aetherials can survive here in our world—so long as they stay in their proper element—but what is the proper element for a mortal in an Aetherial realm? How I long to question one of them and find out!”

			“How many others have there been?”

			Garrim did not answer for a long time. “I know of two in my lifetime. One offering to the Star of Pyria, when I was quite young, and this one to the Skaed.”

			Ingmar frowned, fiddling with the thin, script-heavy paper in front of him. “The Nyfallan said she was shadow-marked. What did that mean?”

			“It means that some of their Skaed’s power—his ginnregin—slipped through the cracks of the cosmos, so to speak, and touched her soul. So by rights she belongs to him. The same was true of Erana. She was touched by the Star’s power, and so we offered her to him.”

			“What power?”

			Garrim eyed him patiently. “She could heal the sick with just her touch. There are rumors her powers were more…varied than that, but I don’t know if I put any stock in those stories. She was a founding member of our Hospice, at any rate, and served there until she was given to Pyria.”

			Ingmar pondered that, working through the implications. If this Erana had been able to heal the sick without medicine, what power did the shadow-marked girl have? He thought of the Nyfallan, reducing Sister Resida to a vacuous nothingness with a single gesture. Resida had died a few days later. No one said how; in the scarred corners of his heart, Ingmar guessed the other clerics had killed her to end her suffering.

			“Why would we send them away?” he asked at last. “Wouldn’t it be better to have people with such incredible powers here to help us? People who are…people.” He paused, then finished, bitterly, “Not Aetherials. Not capricious like Aetherials.”

			Garrim steepled his hands beneath his chin and stared a long while at his acolyte. “Perhaps. But tell me what you think. What would happen to the soul of a human who wielded such power for a lifetime? Power has a habit of changing those who embrace it. And power like that? Some argue that even a person as kind and good as Erana would be unable to withstand the lure of using it outside proper boundaries. That is why the Fane sees the manifestation of these Aether-touched souls as an omen, a portent of inevitable disaster if left unchecked. So they deem it better to send them to the Aethers where, even with such great gifts, they are still nothing compared to the rulers from whom their power comes. The Aethers can contain them.”

			“Contain them?” Ingmar echoed, but Garrim didn’t answer.

			Ingmar slouched on the bench, head in his hands, vexed and dissatisfied. If the power of Aetherial rulers was so terrible, so corrupting, then why would the theomancers of the Fane devote themselves to their worship? From what he had seen of the Nyfallan emissary, he would much rather deal with a human with extraordinary power than an Aetherial with the same power. Humans, at least, could be reasoned with. And if not…they could be killed. As far as he had ever learned, Aetherials could not be killed by anything except the limits of their own nature.

			He sighed and gathered up his papers. “I’m done for today, Brother,” he said. “I’ll finish these tomorrow.”

			Garrim, still mired in thought, simply waved a hand in acknowledgement. After he’d returned his papers to their proper case, Ingmar left the library and stepped out into the sweating afternoon. With a few hours yet until dinner, he had a rare span of time all to himself, unfettered by the Fane’s rigid schedule. He could see no one else but the gardener, but the man was busy grappling with the overzealous hedges near the refectory and didn’t see Ingmar lingering on the path. The Faneguard would be on patrol elsewhere on the property, and the two guards who stood ceremonial watch at the Temple’s doors were too far away to see him. Steeling his resolve, Ingmar ducked through the western gate and onto the main street of Arkastel. 

			Away from the humid shade of the Fane’s overgrown gardens, the air felt pleasanter, sun-soaked and golden, teasing the coming evening. Ingmar dodged a carriage headed toward the palace and let a small river of people sweep him up in its eddies. They tugged him down toward the market district where the usual small crowd had gathered among the booths and stands, shopping for last-minute essentials before the market closed down for the evening. 

			Ingmar wandered without purpose among the colorfully-draped booths. His acolyte’s robe garnered him some reverence among the merchants; one offered him a ripe pear, and another, a merchant of Kalimay, bowed as she gave him a packet of toasted whitenut shavings. He was just cleaning the pear’s honey-sweet juice from his fingers when he heard someone hiss his name.

			Startled, he turned and spotted Palimo crouching in an alley behind the whitenut merchant’s booth. Ingmar stifled a scowl. An uncharitable corner of his heart had hoped the other boy would be scrawny, filthy, and half wild from his life away from the Fane. But Palimo looked healthier than ever…and worse than that, he actually looked happy. As Ingmar wandered toward him, Palimo gave him a broad, genuine grin that only slightly mollified Ingmar’s sour mood.

			“Ingmar! It’s good to see you!” he said, grabbing Ingmar in a fierce hug.

			Ingmar tolerated him a moment before brushing the other boy off. “Why are you whispering?”

			Palimo shrugged and shook his head at the same time, still smiling. “Felt like I should. But you! What are you doing in the market? Finally thinking of running away?”

			“I don’t run away,” Ingmar said with a glower.

			“Well, I did, and I don’t regret it for a moment.” Palimo winked impishly at him. “I do as like, when I like, and eat whatever the hell I want on whatever day I want to eat it. Also, people know I used to serve the Fane. Eka, I’ve been telling them all what a bunch of nonsense it was.”

			Ingmar blinked, stunned. “You’ve been what?”

			“It was your idea, remember? You said instead of telling people the Aetherials are monsters, we should tell them they don’t exist. So that’s what I’ve been doing.” He folded his hands prayerfully before him. With the sun setting behind him, his tawny hair framed his face like a golden glow. “I was an acolyte of the Fane. I know what I’m talking about, of course. And look at me—who would ever imagine I was lying?”

			Ingmar snorted and turned away, letting his gaze drift over the dwindling crowd. In the deepening shadows, more and more people began to hurry homeward with their purchases. 

			“How can they tolerate the curfew one moment and believe what you’re saying about the Aetherials the next? Don’t they remember what the Nyfallans were doing to them, before?”

			“Rumors,” said Palimo, shrugging. “Hearsay.”

			Ingmar shuddered, remembering the cruel-eyed Nyfallan, hearing the ice in his voice as he said those very words.

			“You give people too much credit, Ingmar. It’s easier not to believe at all,” Palimo added after a moment. 

			“And what about Chaos? Are you telling them he doesn’t exist either?”

			When Palimo said nothing, Ingmar watched him intently, noting the uneasy shadow in his eyes. 

			“I’ve been thinking a lot about Chaos lately,” he said, hesitating over the words. “Ingmar, how do we know he exists? We’ve seen Aetherials, but no one has ever seen Chaos. We just know what the Aetherials told us—that Chaos threatens all of us, that our world is the only barrier keeping him at bay…that the power of the Aetherials alone keeps him asleep within his cage. But what if…” His voice died off, and he chewed anxiously at his lip before going on. “Listen, Ingmar. Our weakness is our ignorance. The Aetherials know what we don’t know, so we’re at their mercy. But what if it is all a lie, fabricated to keep the Aetherials in power?”

			“Power!” Ingmar echoed, and laughed. “What power? I wouldn’t say they have any particular power over us—not like the Lord Prince.”

			“They keep us in fear, claiming that they alone protect us. They demand worship.”

			“They don’t—”

			“All right, even if they don’t demand it, they are quite comfortable receiving it. They certainly never tell us to stop!”

			“They do protect us,” Ingmar blurted, and immediately felt his cheeks warm. 

			Did he really believe the Aetherials were their benevolent protectors? Had he not seen the Aetherials’ cruelty for himself? But the belief had been woven into his soul his entire life, and doubting felt like blasphemy, cold and rotten, poisonous. 

			“They keep us safe,” he added, feeling the impotence of his words. “Do you know what would happen if Chaos was loosed? Do you think the City Watch would be able to do what the Aetherials do, dealing with…with the things they deal with?”

			“With what?” Palimo pressed.

			Ingmar waved a hand feebly. “Supernatural disturbances.”

			Palimo laughed outright, then shook his head. “Have you ever heard of any supernatural disturbances that didn’t take place at one of their hands?”

			“No, because they’re doing their job!”

			They glared at each other in silence for a moment, then Palimo threw his hands in the air. “I don’t understand you. We were taught the same things. We saw the same things. How can you still pretend to believe all this nonsense? Just…think about it, will you? Think! Why do we call this other force Chaos? Because the Aetherials told us to? But what if he isn’t this destructive power they want us to believe he is? Maybe…maybe they’re the ones causing chaos, and he is the only one who could end their tyranny? But no one is going to stand up to them. Not when they can kill us with a…a gesture!” He fell silent, breathing hard, cheeks flushed. “Just tell me you’ll think about it.”

			Ingmar shifted his weight uneasily. “You’re wrong about them. They’re not benevolent, I’ll give you that, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need them.”

			“Waste your life, then,” Palimo hissed. “I don’t care. But if you ever come to your senses, you know I’ll find you.”

			“Take care of yourself, Palimo,” said Ingmar, oddly sincere. “I don’t know if I’ll see you again.”

			“I hope you do.”

			Ingmar gave him one last long look. Then, with a faint shake of his head, he stepped from the alley’s deep shadows into the gathering twilight, hurrying back toward the Fane before the falling of night.
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			It was late in the night, edging on toward dayfall, and the Skaed’s feast hall, the Hauskell, was ablaze with firelight. The massive central fire roared with prismatic flames, and a rushlight hung from each carved wooden pillar. There was a general cacophony of sounds—music, laughter, a game of swords played out in a sandy corner to the noisy approval of a knot of onlookers. Smoke and the smell of roasting meat hung thick in the air, cut by the sharp, clean scent of the wind blowing in from the north, off the ice sheets and the Broken Sea. 

			Morayn’s feasts had no structure. There was no appointed time to begin, nor any order of events. The Nyfallans in attendance mingled together without any regard to rank or office; there were no invitations or guest lists, and everyone who chose to come could find a seat, even—if they were fortunate—beside the Skaed himself. They came as they could and stayed for as short or long a time as they wished. Food was served constantly, as were the ale and rich mead…and the insults. The only thing Nyfallans preferred to verbal sparring was sparring with steel—both were delivered with zeal, and without animosity. 

			Amidst all the chaos, Emery stood in the shadow of one of the thick pillars, arms folded, his stillness a watching silence. He generally avoided the Hauskell and its raucous feasts unless Morayn requested him to attend, but tonight it was his own burning curiosity that compelled him. He was not there for the food or the company, or the clash of words or blades. 

			He was waiting for someone.

			“Won’t you sit?” a woman asked, stopping by his shoulder. 

			He glanced at her sidelong, meeting her quicksilver eyes briefly before looking back toward the fire. “Where?” he asked. “It’s packed.”

			“There is always room for a Guard of Nyfalla,” she said, a coy smile tracing the words.

			“Don’t waste your
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