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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Samuel Saxum could do with some fun and games. His feet ached after his twelve-hour shift at the Crossings and the scowl on his face felt baked on. What he needed was an ale and a game of dwill. Tossing the dice would get him out of this head space. Winning some coin off his friends would be even better. It was his favorite way to end the week.

      But as Sam finished his dinner and turned his glare toward the open, empty doors of the great hall, he had to admit his game appeared unlikely. Caleb hadn’t shown. Again. He was probably ensconced in his room playing his own games with his soon-to-be wife, Bristol. And who could blame him?

      Ruby and Bryce would happily join, but they were both off-world on a mission to retrieve some overblown son of a priestess. Not to mention the artifact that had unsettled Aeon Society’s relationship with the Selestians and heightened tensions in the castle.

      Without the usual players, he had to look farther afield. The other pickings were slim. The next person to walk through the doorway was Cameron, the uppity Scholar born to Aeon. She never played – no one wanted her at the table. Her gift of deciphering when someone was lying ruined any good game. Bluffing proved impossible with those ice-blue eyes pinning you.

      Two Betas who’d shared his shift at the Crossings had their feet up at a table on the other side of the room. He doubted they had the coin to spare for a game. Lining his pockets with their slim wealth didn’t appeal to him. Since when was he down to socializing with Betas? His glower swept over the room again. Well, he could go to bed now, or he could suck up his pride and offer a game. He kicked out his chair and rose to his full six and a half feet, grabbing his empty plate from the table.

      One of the Betas, a tall woman with short, spiky auburn hair, grinned at him as he walked by. “Good night, Samuel?” she said lightly.

      He shrugged and dropped his plate off to be washed, then tapped a brew and carried his glass back to their table. “You all up for some dwill?” Grins all around, he sank into a chair next to a burly, dark-skinned Beta named Tomas.

      Sam nodded at the woman. “Eden, isn’t it? You’re from Terra?” He recalled the day she’d arrived. He’d been on duty at the Crossings, supervising the Beta guards as they watched over the Aeon Arches, the twelve portals connecting Aeon to the other worlds of man. She’d smiled that day, too, which was a refreshing change. Newcomers often screamed.

      “Yeah,” she nodded, her smile reaching her eyes. “Eight months in, everyone still considers me fresh from the portal.”

      “That is fresh,” Sam said, taking a long pull from his drink as he considered her. She was pretty, her features angular and her green eyes large above high cheekbones. She was also a highly effective fighter, from what he’d seen in drills, and he had no doubt she’d promote to Alpha Corps eventually. No matter the vibe she threw him, and she was throwing a strong one, he wouldn’t get involved with someone who could land on his team in a few months’ time.

      They played a couple of rounds over light banter and another drink before Eden spoke again. “How long did it take you to promote when you arrived?” she asked him with a sidelong glance.

      “Three months.”

      Her eyes bugged out “Just three months?”

      “Well, have you seen what he can do?” Tomas muttered as he grabbed the dice and shook them.

      “I have.” Eden watched Tomas take his turn. He let the dice fly and growled a low curse as they settled.

      Sam engaged his power.

      When Eden’s gaze swung his direction, she gasped. Then she crossed her arms and glared at him, even though she couldn’t see him. He released his power and blinked back into view.

      She shook her head. “I said I’d seen it, Sam.”

      “Thinks he’s pretty special.” Tomas rose to refresh his drink.

      Sam laughed and scooped his latest winnings from the middle of the table. The next hour flew as they rolled the dice, and the tension drained out of Sam’s tired muscles, the scowl he wore on duty long forgotten. Tomas ran out of coin and started betting the cigars Ruby liked so much. She’d be pissed she missed it. Sam bent his head to the game, winning the next few bets, too. Satisfied, he scooped up the cigars and the rest of Eden’s money and shoved his chair back.

      “Leaving so soon?” Eden said, eyes narrowed. “You’re going to need to give me a chance to win that back.”

      “Maybe tomorrow. I’m beat.” He grinned. “Thanks for the game.”

      Tomas grumbled something under his breath, but he shot Sam a quick smile. “Night.”

      Eden appeared to be calculating, but then she leaned back and lifted her drink, tipping it his direction before taking a swig. “Have a good one, Sam.”

      Grateful she hadn’t tried to join him, Sam stalked off. He had a hankering to enjoy one of these cigars under the open sky. Maybe he’d catch a break and it wouldn’t be raining.

      No such luck. But the soft rain didn’t penetrate the trees, so he stood under their broad limbs and lit up, a deep sigh welling through his chest as he looked up at the darkened castle outlined against the slate gray clouds.

      He always felt a touch on his guard above ground, no matter how many years he spent in Aeon. It was part of the adventure, and he still began every day craving the action to come. But by the end of the day, he was happiest on his own, without others’ noise and activity crowding into his space.

      Sam smoked in silence, turning in a slow circle so as not to leave his back unguarded too long. It was automatic, a response conditioned by long training and a whole lot of dangerous experience. Nothing would attack him here, just outside Aeon Castle. And nothing would breach his small domain at the root of the castle, not even light. Which was good. It was how he liked it. Sam could only sleep well in total darkness.
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      Rush Pedra rose before the sun. The first blush of a new day was always enough to get her out of bed. She only slept well in total darkness. All she could hear from her tower room was the whisper of wind and the soft chink of raindrops against the windows, but plenty of folk would be up and about downstairs.

      Living in Aeon Castle was never lonely. But Rush was accustomed to much closer quarters than these. Back home in Bedrock she’d never had an entire room of her own. She’d had her sisters.

      Rush dropped to the braided rug on the floor and did a set of pushups, followed by handstands and full body drops. The stairs were next; she ran down and back up the tower twice before heading to the kitchen and its quiet exit. She took the opportunity to lift a still-warm muffin on her way through. She winked at a cook she recognized, and he shrugged and returned to spooning out a jam filling for tarts. If she’d waited twenty minutes she could have filched one of those, too.  

      Outside, Rush clung to the path that wound back to the gardens and chicken coops. She peered into the shadows under the crimson canopies of the woods. Good – it looked like she was the only one around. She’d left her search at a point in the wall near the orchards.

      She had a lot of ground to cover today before her shift at the infirmary this afternoon. She needed to find what she was after before Ruby and Bryce returned from their Alpha Corps mission to Vale. They were too good at watching her back. Some things were best done out of their sight so she didn’t have to answer awkward questions. 

      She hung the amulet Ruby had given her on a fencepost outside the chicken coop. She’d retrieve it on her way back. She needed to sense everything she could about the wall, and she couldn’t do that with this charm blocking her power. 

      She barely thought about it, automatically stretching her extra sense for crystal formations and learning what she could about this patch of earth. Except it hit its usual snag just outside the castle walls.

      Rush went that way. Reaching the wall, she brushed her hand over the weathered gray stone. But no matter how she tried, she couldn’t see more than a few feet beyond it. Her sense for stone formations stretched far below the earth. Even now, so far from the center of the castle grounds, she could feel the web of crystal formations at the root of the castle, where the thirteen worlds of man were joined at the Crossings. The power there, the rhythms older than any history, took her breath away. 

      She could feel all that standing out here next to the wall, but the forest on the other side of the wall was a mystery. It made no sense. 

      “What secrets are you hiding? What of the world beyond?” she whispered, as if she could beg her way onto the other side.

      It was a spell of course. A spell from the time of Aeon’s establishment. A spell placed there by the Selestians, whose loyalties Rush had reason to doubt after witnessing a surreptitious meeting between a dark-winged Selestian and one of the Aeon Society’s own Adepts.  

      It was a spell Rush meant to break, if she could only figure out how.

      She wasn’t good with spells, as a general rule. She couldn’t just sit there and focus on an outcome – she was a person who had to act. But she’d been told exactly what would happen if she tried to go over the walls. She’d just appear at an entrance on the other side of the castle. No one walked out of Aeon Castle, except through the Crossings.

      But she’d never found that story credible. She’d worked to supply food to a community – where did Aeon come by enough fruit and meat to satisfy the whole population of the castle and the village? Not to mention supplies and wares that would need to come from outside.

      She would stake her wager on the Adepts. They must have their ways in and out of Aeon Castle and into the broader world beyond. It just didn’t make sense for all of them to be trapped here – and the need for a spell spoke of secrets to do with that world outside. Why was Aeon Castle hidden from the world? Or was the world hidden from Aeon Castle?

      An hour later and none the wiser, Rush listened to her stomach and returned to the castle for breakfast. The sun had risen over the wall, but it hadn’t brightened her mood. The advancing day taunted her with her lack of progress. If she didn’t figure this out soon...

      No. She couldn’t think that way. She would find a way to explore the Aeon that waited outside the walls. She had to.

      A line had formed in the great hall, but it wasn’t too long. Rush waited to collect a plate, her mind back at the wall where she would continue her search after breakfast, when someone collided with her back. She sprawled forward in a nosedive that might have been dangerous for some. Rush simply bounced back to a standing position, her early workout already proving useful in her quick reflexes. She spun to face the idiot who’d shoved her.

      And came face to face with the sneer on Cameron’s beautiful face. “Watch where you’re going, Patience.”

      “You knocked into me,” Rush countered, fists clenching as this woman’s attitude lit her temper up in an instant, despite the relatively decent mood she’d been in just seconds ago. Cameron knew exactly what Rush wanted to be called, despite her silly given name. She was trying to rile her, and unfortunately it worked better than Rush wanted to admit. 

      Cameron’s eyes flashed. She tossed her blonde braid over her shoulder and crossed her arms. “Look, I don’t have time for this. Are you going to get a plate, or what?” She obviously wasn’t going to apologize.

      Rush didn’t have time for Cameron’s games either. Without another word, she pulled a plate from the stack and dished up steaming scrambled eggs and an apple. Then she tucked herself into a corner of the great hall where she could observe the others and avoid getting stomped on by Cameron again.

      “You okay?” came a voice from above her.

      Rush’s stomach sank. She leaned her head back to look up at Samuel. He would use the opportunity of Cameron’s hostility to start a conversation with her. More goddamn games. She should have taken her breakfast to go. She smiled as sweetly as she could manage. “I’m just fine, thank you.” She didn’t ask how he was, because that would give the imbecile a reason to stick around.

      He put one foot around the leg of the chair next to her and pulled it out, sinking into a spot at her table despite her less-than-warm greeting. He folded his very long legs under the table and set down the platter he’d piled breakfast on. With that appetite, it was very, very hard to believe that Samuel was from Bedrock, too. Where had he learned to eat so much? 

      Scarcity had always been a fact of life back home. It was hard to forage enough food for everyone. None of them were strangers to going to bed with an empty stomach. Sam made that hard to reconcile. But he’d lived in Aeon for a long time.

      “I saw your moves back there.” He jerked his head toward the breakfast line now snaking toward the wide double doors. “You’re strong. Why didn’t you go out for Beta Corps? You’re buddies with a bunch of Alpha Corps. With your skills you’d promote for sure.”

      Rush grinned at him. “You just want to hang out with me more.”

      He shrugged. “Well, yeah. You make it difficult for a guy to ask.”

      Her grin died. “I’m not interested, Sam. Not in the least. How many times will that take to sink into your thick skull?”

      “A few more, I guess.” His brown eyes were warm. He wasn’t a bad looking guy, but his persistence had worn on her nerves by her second week here. Months later, he hardly tried anymore...maybe after all the preamble, all he was really looking for was a friend.

      But he could look elsewhere.

      Rush shoved back her chair and got to her feet. 

      “Going so soon?” Sam drawled as he lifted a sausage to his lips and ate it in a single bite. 

      “While I can still resist you,” Rush said with a wink. And she left. She had places to be.
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      Sam watched Rush hustle out the double doors of the great hall like there was a fire lizard hot on her trail. Goddamn Cameron and her mouth. Of course, it was his mouth that had chased her off. Which shouldn’t be a surprise. He had a real knack for talking to women – a knack for driving them away when he opened his mouth.

      Men and women were just a little more…frank with each other where he was from. In Bedrock, they didn’t need to dance around thoughts and motivations when they could just as well starve tomorrow if they distrusted each other. Daily life in Aeon wasn’t nearly so dire. It didn’t require the sort of sacrifices he’d grown up with, didn’t demand that people work together quite so tightly to survive. The precise conditions he’d been happy to leave in his past when he’d come to Aeon, so young his beard was still coming in.

      Though she was also from Bedrock, Rush was a mystery to him. The girl was cagey on her best days, and downright argumentative the majority of the time. 

      And he found her completely irresistible. Some trick.

      Sam wiped out the rest of his breakfast efficiently now that he was alone. He stared out the windows he’d never get used to no matter how long he lived here, watched the rain form wayward trails down the glass, watched the crimson foliage of Aeon forest blur behind it. He should get downstairs anyway. 

      His instincts proved correct when Caleb called him into the Alcove, the Alpha Corps training room and staging space, as soon as he reached the Crossings. He glanced down the long corridor that held the twelve Aeon Arches, the gateways to a dozen worlds. It was quiet. Six pairs of Beta Corps guards stood back to back, at attention in front of each Aeon Arch. All was right with the world.

      “What’s up?” he asked his partner once he’d shut the door to the Alcove behind him.

      “Hear me out,” Caleb began, holding up a hand. 

      Sam’s stomach sank. What was Caleb expecting an argument about? 

      “We’ve moved up the wedding date. We’re getting married Saturday.”

      “That’s fast – what’s Bristol’s rush?”

      “Who said it was Bristol that wanted to move up the date?” Caleb grinned. “I’m just ready, man. I need that woman to be my wife. So...tell me you’re free on Saturday.”

      “Why?” Sam countered.

      “I need you to stand up for me. Be my best man. You’ll be there, right?”

      A wedding? Damn it. This meant—

      “What’s the dress code? Bristol isn’t going to force me into some monkey suit.”

      Caleb answered by moving his hand in front of Sam, from face level down to his legs. His well-worn gear was replaced by hideous tightness, like he was stuffed into a sausage.

      “What do you think?” Caleb asked. “It’s called a tuxedo and it’s apparently traditional wedding attire back in Seattle.” He rested his hand on his chin as he looked over his example. He waved his hand down his front and his clothing shifted into one of these tuxedos, too.

      How did the men of Earth walk in these things? “This is terrible. Do you even have to ask?”

      Caleb experimented with moving his arms, went to execute a front kick and grunted. Sam heard the suit tear from where he was standing. Caleb grumbled something and looked down at himself.

      “Are you sure it’s worth it, man?”

      Caleb glowered at him. “Bristol wants tradition, and she’s going to get what she wants.”

      “Well, we better not get called off world in the middle of this big event you’re planning. I wouldn’t want to try to fight off a Samrylla in one of these.”

      “You’ll be there?”

      Sam nodded. “Of course.” 

      Caleb’s shoulders slumped with relief. “Good. It wouldn’t be the same without you there.”

      “To make fun of you every step of the way?”

      “Whatever you have to do, man.”

      It wasn’t until Caleb had left and another group of Beta Corps trainees had entered the Alcove for drills that Sam realized what this meant. In a couple of days, his partner would be a married man. Bristol was here to stay, and that changed everything for his best friend.

      Sam would have to make do outside their happy bubble.
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      The need to finish her search had given Rush new energy. Within a half an hour of getting to the infirmary, which happened to be empty at the moment, she had the place spotless and shining. Master Alberta would be pleased. She took stock of various supplies and refreshed where necessary, her mind still outside at the base of the wall. She was just finishing up when Master Alberta came in, with June right behind her. 

      June followed her into her office. “When does Lewen need it? I have time to make it now. It’ll need to steep an hour. I don’t have time to take it up to the Adepts’ tower after that.”

      Rush turned toward her voice. June was making something for the Adepts? Rush wanted to know more about them – the sect within the Aeon Society that maintained the arcane craft this place was built upon. If anyone knew how to breach the age-old spell on the walls, they were the best bet in Aeon. They even had connections with the Selestians, who had built this place and connected all of the thirteen worlds through the Aeon Arches nearly two thousand years ago. 

      The Adepts weren’t just serving Aeon. She and Bryce had witnessed a covert meeting between an Adept and a dark-wing Selestian, which they’d unabashedly spied on. The Adepts were also carrying out the will of the Selestian ruler, Queen Zuriel, like some squad of minions. And if they were so servile in that relationship, just how much power did the Selestians really wield in Aeon?

      “I can make a delivery for you,” Rush offered. She held her breath, awaiting June’s answer with the same intensity she felt about all of her clever ideas.

      “Thanks, Rush.” June smiled at her. “I’ll get started then.”

      Master Alberta waved Rush over. “Do you know how to reach the Adepts’ tower? It’s a bit convoluted. You see, you have to go down, near to the Crossings, before you go up. Can you handle that?” 

      Rush frowned. Going closer to the root of the castle meant a headache and disorientation. Her power with crystals physically hurt when she was surrounded by too many of them. Prior to Aeon, she’d never felt anything like the Crossings. With magic being so strong here in Aeon as well, she didn’t venture down below the castle without good reason.

      But this was a good reason.

      She pointed to the amulet she wore, provided by Ruby, whose family owned the charm shop in the village. “I’ll be fine,” she assured the Master Healer.

      Master Alberta nodded. “Good. Thank you for helping. Now, did you bring up the laundry this morning?”

      Rush whiled away the next hour on tasks befitting a newer apprentice. She’d only been here six months. It would be years before she could become a full-fledged Healer. But that future wasn’t in her plans. She would be outside the walls long before she gained that rank. 

      She would fulfill the promises she’d made before she left the world of Bedrock behind. 

      Her people were counting on her.
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      It wasn’t easy, descending two flights below the main floor of the castle to the drafty tunnel that led to the Adepts’ quarters. She followed Master Alberta’s directions carefully, focused on finding the stairs and moving up beyond the thick web of crystal energy that made her brain feel muzzy and her head pound. 

      She didn’t see anyone down here. The cold stone walls were unfurnished except for the occasional sconce giving off an eerie glow. Her footsteps echoed. There, ahead, she saw the stairs. She moved faster, gaining the stairs and starting up, one step at a time. Her plodding footfalls sounded viciously loud and the light was so low she had to be careful not to trip over a step. 

      She hadn’t gone a full flight when a hallway branched off to her left. She heard movement that direction and paused to listen. Snoring. Someone was still abed. So, it stood to reason that those were the Adepts’ living quarters. But she’d been told to go up, so she continued past the hallway, circling up the tower.

      Her headache faded to the background as she ascended, leaving much of the intense crystal energy below her. 

      Voices echoed above. Rush slowed her steps and her breath. She’d learned as a small child how to creep along without making noise. The better to survive the fire lizards. The skill served her well now.

      “If the boundary fractures, we are lost. The Selestians will not stand for it.” 

      “Their presence here is what caused the fissure in the first place.” This was the same voice she’d heard speaking with a Selestian just the other day. “They will know what to do.”

      “What should we do until they return? How do we know when that may be?”

      “Take Farlroc and see what the two of you can learn. The join of the spell may be upon that western gate – maybe that is why it’s fading there first.”

      The western gate. Rush hadn’t reached it in her search yet. Were they talking about the spell on the walls? Was it weaker there?

      “We will try.” He sounded like he’d swallowed a bitter pill. “As long as you realize the situation can’t help but worsen. There are chinks in Aeon’s armor against the outside world. They must be remedied, or our way of life is at an end.”

      A swish of robes and Rush heard footsteps coming toward her. Biting her lip, she descended just a few steps and then came up in a hurry, feet pounding the stairs, breath huffing like she’d jogged up the entire flight. The Adept came around the corner, dark hair bristling out in every direction. He wore a black cloak lined with indigo. His pale blue eyes pierced her as his brows drew together.  

      Rush held up the bag with the infusion. “I have something for Lewen. Is he up here?”

      The Adept shook his head, his eyes already taking on an absent gleam. “You might leave it with Master Feist. Lewen will return soon.” And he made his way downstairs.

      Rush turned to face the rest of the stairs, rolling her eyes at the close call. He hadn’t suspected she’d been listening. He’d probably assumed she was just some Service Corps attendant. The anonymity suited her just fine. 

      “Hello, I have a delivery for Lewen,” she said lightly as she reached the next room. The stairs continued on. This half-moon chamber held floor to ceiling shelves on two walls, full of scrolls and reams of bound pages. A number of glass jars, their contents indecipherable from this vantage, gleamed in the light from the triplet of tall, narrow windows. 

      The same light fell over an old man hunched at a table strewn with age-worn paper. He glared at her. “Leave it then. I’ll see Lewen gets it.” His eyes dropped back to the page in front of him and he lifted his pen.

      Summarily dismissed, Rush left the tincture and passed once more through the webs of crystal energy to reach the world beyond.
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      Sam clenched his teeth at the sight of two men in indigo-lined cloaks. He hadn’t even had time to reach the great hall yet, and he needed to be back below in just under an hour to coordinate drills. Inconvenient timing, but he was on orders to follow when the Adepts emerged from their tower. They’d been doing so far more frequently of late, and the commander wanted to know what the hell they were up to.

      Ignoring his rumbling stomach, he took a breath and as he breathed out, he faded out of view. The Adepts had their heads together anyway as they moved toward the kitchens. One was that bastard Farlroc, with that single braid and the rest of his head clean-shaven. Sam had endured meeting him the other day atop the ramparts. He could still see those glowing eyes, evidence of the Adepts’ unnatural control of the magical forces of Aeon. Now, Farlroc mumbled a couple of words and the pair of them blinked out of sight.

      Hey. Seeing them use a spell to disappear from view kind of stung. That was his gift after all. He followed along, chagrined. But he had an idea of their aim from their prior direction. 

      The short hallway ended in a large washroom. The door to the outside was just closing as Sam came in. Aha. He crept outside into the howling wind.

      Wherever they were going, it must be important for them to be out in this gale. The rain lashed sideways. Sam pulled up the hood of his own cloak. His power might shield him from people’s senses, but it did nothing against the drilling of the rain.

      A cloak swirled around the corner of the castle and Sam ran after it, dodging the puddles that had grown to small ponds. They’d dropped their spell and reappeared as they took the path to the western gate. They seemed to be arguing, but there was no way for Sam to hear what they said amid this storm.

      He clenched his jaw as rainwater dripped down his shirt from his hood. Nice weather for a walk. What the hell were these guys doing out here? What was so important it couldn’t wait for Aeon’s notoriously fickle weather to clear? 

      They reached the gate and stood looking up at it. Farlroc lifted a hand. A brief respite in the wind let Sam hear his voice, lifted in a chant. The wall rippled with a sheer purple light, pulsing outward from the gate. The other Adept pointed at the closed door. This gate was only large enough for two men to walk through shoulder to shoulder. The purple light was murky here. It ran in smooth bands along the stone of the walls, but the door was lost in shadow.

      Farlroc dropped his hands and the purple light faded, leaving Sam blinking. “The Selestians won’t like this,” the spellcaster said.

      The other shook his head. “So it is as I feared? The spell fades?”

      “It’s like a crack has appeared.” Farlroc lifted a hand to cup his
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