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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      One singular moment, one unforeseen twist of fate, and a person’s life could change completely.

      Symvalline Lutair and her daughter Isemay had been trapped under hundreds of pounds of earth and debris from an avalanche on Mount Omina. Straining against the massive weight, she linked her klinkí stones into a shield, holding them overhead to keep from being buried alive, as gangling minions of a foreign Verity flanked them. She was sure she and Isemay would never survive, sure her strength would give out beneath the weight of the mountain. And the next moment⁠—

      It wasn’t the first time she had traveled by wystic arts across a great distance. But it was the first time she’d traveled the starpaths to a foreign realm. And it was definitely the first time she’d gone anywhere for reasons other than her own choosing.

      Less than a heartbeat passed, though it felt endless—the flashing lights in the darkness, the movement that felt so swift it had seemed she stood still while the Cosmos rushed past her instead of the other way around, and the disembodied hollowness, as if she were made of nothing yet still part of everything, all effects of starpath travel. She had known at once what was happening. She had no idea why.

      Then—hard ground lay beneath her, a cool breeze wafted over her, and the sound of a nearby stream tickled her ears. Her eyes flew open.

      “Mum, where are we?”

      The sound of Isemay’s voice, though hesitant and bordering on panicked, gave her a sense of ease that no other thing in the Great Cosmos could have achieved at this moment. Her child, her Crumb, was safe. Now the deed would be to keep it that way. Symvalline sat up and looked around.

      Isemay lay curled on her side as if sleeping. They had come to rest in a midsized valley, near a wide and swift river. Symvalline quickly checked herself over, ensuring she was not wounded, then gently touched Isemay’s light copper curls. “Are you okay? Have you been hurt?”

      Isemay’s answer was immediate. “No. I feel a little…tingly, but I’m okay.” She pushed herself onto her hands and knees, then stood.

      “Wait, don’t move. We need to be cautious.”

      “I know, Mum, but look.” She stared into the sky. Symvalline followed her eyes.

      Three moons crested the horizon, magnificently large in the dark night sky. Millions of stars gleamed around them, a tapestry of light where every spark seemed to exist specifically to illuminate the three orbs, one blue, one red, and the last pale and colorless. They spanned a quarter of the sky from one side of the horizon to the other.

      Symvalline had read deeply into Vaka Aster’s Scrylle and knew immediately where they were. “Arc Rheunos,” she said aloud. “The realm of the Verity called Mithlí.” Why and how in all the wystic wonders had they come to be here?

      “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Isemay said. She turned her head back, her gray eyes, like her mother’s, reflected light in the stars’ glow. “How are we going to get home?”

      Always the precocious, blunt, and obstinate one, her child never left a thought in her head unspoken or in need of interpretation. But Symvalline wasn’t paying attention.

      “Quiet,” she said urgently, barely above a whisper. “Get behind me.”

      Twenty paces away along the riverbank, several sets of eyes caught the light, watching them. She reached for her back, where the sack she’d carried Ulfric’s sword Light Spell had been hanging, but it wasn’t there. Had she lost it on Mount Omina? When the avalanche had started, everything had been chaos. She could remember falling, getting up…but little else besides reaching Isemay just in time to activate her klinkí stones and keep the mountain from coming down on their heads.

      Whoever’s eyes they were, they remained still, mostly in shadow, but Symvalline could make out something strange about the beings. Their forms suggested they were like her and Isemay, people, but darker shadows rose from their backs over their heads…

      Automatically, Symvalline’s hands extended as she called through her Mentalios lens for her klinkí stones. To her incalculable relief, the eight crystals rose immediately and came to a hover, glowing a wystic cerulean, over her upturned palms.

      “We are not a threat,” she said calmly in Elder Veros. “We are lost travelers from…far from here.”

      Instantly, there came a hushed chorus of whispers and several of the bodies shifted closer together, as if conferring. The tones sounded excited, if fearful, to Symvalline. “Stay very quiet, Isemay. Don’t scare them. They are likely more frightened by us and the manner in which we arrived here than we are of them.”

      Isemay nodded, silent and obedient, as she’d been before she’d reached her adolescence.

      After a moment, the whispers stilled. A figure stepped a few paces closer. “Plague-bringers,” the voice said in an accented Elder Veros. “Get away from us.”

      After more than seven hundred turns, Symvalline knew every manner of tone, emphasis, and inflection that a voice could make, and this man’s could not hide his uncertainty, or his lack of authority. If her guess was correct, he was a youth, perhaps not much older than Isemay.

      “We carry no plague,” she assured him, speaking slowly to be understood. “We are travelers, and we aren’t sick.” Did she dare risk it? Telling them where they were from? Would they even know of the other realms?

      “Plague-bringers!” He waved something threateningly. “Go back to where you came from!”

      “Put your hand on my waist, Isemay,” she whispered over her shoulder, “and stay close.”

      “But—”

      “Shh!” Symvalline slowly paced a few steps forward. “Look into my face, friend. Hear my voice. Am I ill? Is my daughter?” She reached back and pulled Isemay up beside her until she was visible, all the while allowing her klinkí stones to remain circling just over one hand. “We are in need of help. We need to return to our home. Will you, can you help us?”

      She saw the speaker clearly now. She’d been right, a youth. His hair hung below his collar bones and was twisted into braids. He wore a top and trousers of an unidentifiable cloth or fiber and carried a large satchel that hung just below his waist, held by a strap over one shoulder. But it was the wings on his back, spread halfway open and towering above his head, that held her gaze. Isemay gasped in surprise.

      The rest of the stranger’s assembly were whispering again behind him, some alarmed, others curious. But one voice hushed them all with a “Quiet.” The new speaker, this time feminine-sounding, moved up beside the youth, then past him, brushing away the outstretched hand he tried to stop her with. Symvalline hadn’t seen her at all a moment before, and she seemed to have materialized from the night air itself.

      “Salukis,” the new person said. “Move over. They’re not the Minothians, and they came by starpath. If they were here to spread the Waste, they wouldn’t be friendly about it.” She stepped up to Symvalline and Isemay and eyed them with unhidden fascination. “Where in all the Cosmos did you strangelings come from?” Her eyes dropped to Symvalline’s klinkí stones. “And what are those?”

      In the starlight, the only things with discernable color were the three moons and Symvalline’s stones, but even in such muted circumstances, Symvalline could see there was something unique about the woman’s coloring, though she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. The woman seemed to be older than the youth, but not by much, and her tone did not lack the authority his did. What stood out most was, unlike the boy, she had no wings, nor did she seem to have a single strand of hair anywhere on her visible features. Nevertheless, her eyes shone kindly, if warily.

      “May I see them?” she said, lowering a hand and turning her palm up to invite Symvalline to give over her klinkí stones.

      Symvalline was willing to accept the risk of palming the stones but not of giving them to the stranger. As she closed her fingers around them and their blue hearts dimmed, she said, “They are called klinkí stones, powered by the spark given to me by my Verity, Vaka Aster.”

      The woman lowered her own hand, seeming to accept Symvalline’s refusal to pass them over. “Then you must be from the realm of Vinnr. Why are you in Arc Rheunos?”

      So she is learned about the five realms. A good sign. “I’m sorry, I can’t say why we’re here.” Because I don’t know. She decided not to share her uncertainty. “All I can say is that we need help returning. We⁠—”

      “Were you exiled by your Verity?” There wasn’t an accusation in her tone, only curiosity.

      “No, at least, I don’t think…” She stopped, lacking any explanation that made sense.

      “You’re in some trouble, I see. The Verities can be…difficult to understand. Let us take you to Archon Raamuzi. She, I think, will be able to help you.”

      “Mura,” the youth said, alarmed, “what are you⁠—”

      “Mum, what is that?” Isemay cut in, her hand tightening on Symvalline’s waist.

      She glanced at Isemay, then followed her wide-eyed stare. On the other side of the valley, a dark gap loomed amid the mountains. From that darkness, small torch-sized lights emerged and began moving fast across the valley toward them. Some were ground-level, others seemed airborne, and there were over a dozen.

      Symvalline’s attention turned back to the woman when she felt her hand on her arm. Her eyes were round with fear. “Deathless Guards! We must run! Follow us!”

      Based on the sound of running feet and swishing grass, the group of Arc Rheunosians had already begun to speed away. Those with wings launched into the air, their silhouettes standing out in the starlight. Most of them were much smaller than the two she’d spoken with, and she could hear more, but she could not seem to see any others in the darkness.

      Skirmishes with rebellious factions or overzealous Verity worshippers had been common in Symvalline’s early years as a Knight Corporealis, and she was no stranger to fights. But it had been many turns of Halla since she’d had to face an enemy with sword or bow, and she did not want to begin her stay—however, involuntary—in a new realm with one.

      “Isemay, don’t let go. Come on.” She grabbed her daughter’s hand in one of hers and released the klinkí stones with the other, letting the stones fly ahead and channeling her vitality into them to enhance their glow and light their way.

      Sprawling foliage and the rock-covered ground sloped upward from the river, threatening their footing. Symvalline could make out nothing that resembled a path, and the only guides she had to follow were the uncertain glimpses of the flying Rheunosians, who were speeding away too quickly for her to follow.

      She chanced a look behind and felt her first glimmer of fear since the gangling Battgjaldics had stalked her and Isemay on Mount Omina. The pursuers were gaining on them, their lights already passing over the river.

      Isemay stumbled beside her and cried out. Symvalline stopped instantly. “Crumb! Are you okay?”

      “Yes, it’s just my knee.” She jumped up, but then lurched to the side. “Ow!”

      Symvalline glanced behind once more. They were getting closer. Leaning down, she helped Isemay reach an arm around her shoulders and stood upright. “I’ve got you. We’ll run together.”

      They kept going, slower now, but determined. In moments, they crested the rise and reached a meadow that spread before them. They’d be able to run faster through the relatively flat area—but so would their pursuers. Symvalline thought she could see grasses and night-blooming flowers bending aside, as if someone were running through them, but she could see no other Rheunosians besides those who flew above. Starlight illuminated another slope at the far end of the meadow, and above that, dark towering forms that suggested a forest. A forest in which they could hide.

      “Keep going. We’re nearly safe.”

      Halfway across the meadow, she glanced back again and saw their airborne pursuers already cresting the edge of it. They were large forms, their wings wider than Symvalline was tall. Their faces were lit by the lights they carried, their features pale and hardened.

      As her breathing grew ragged and began tearing through her throat, she realized she and Isemay were not going to reach the safety of the forest.

      “Where is she?” a woman’s, no, a child’s voice cried. “Where is Neeka?!”

      The voice was distant, seemingly ahead of them. Some of the Rheunosians must have made it to the tree line. Symvalline kept running—but her feet suddenly came up against something soft and she tripped, flailing through the air and coming to rest on her knees and elbows. Her wystic stones dropped to the earth, and Isemay fell in a heap beside her. She began to scramble to her feet but caught a glimpse of what she’d run into.

      A small Rheunosian child, no more than seven or eight turns in Vinnric age, lay huddled on the ground in a ball, too terrified to move. Symvalline crawled to her and put a hand on her arm. It was cold, and the girl was shivering. “Come, child. Can you rise?”

      “Mum, Mum, they’re getting close,” Isemay panted.

      “Isemay, go! I’ll catch up.”

      “No, Mum, I’m not leaving you.”

      She didn’t have time to argue with her. She swept up the trembling child and stood. “I’ve got her. Come on.”

      But it was too late. Symvalline felt something hard and rough strike her in the back, and she went down again, this time curling her body around the child’s to keep her from impact. The child let out a cry of terror. They were in a net.

      “Mum!”

      “Run, Isemay! Keep going!”

      It was like talking to a stone. Isemay was beside her, tearing against the ropes binding her and the child, saying, “What do I do, what I do?”

      “Stand back,” she commanded and reached out for her klinkí stones. They flew to her, but not before the pursuing Rheunosian had reached them.

      The man landed a few strides away. Symvalline and Isemay grew still, watching him. The child whimpered. She could hear their pursuer breathing, see his pale, slack face in the glow of the light he held. The torch wasn’t lit by fire. Rather, it was a bulb of light resembling the illuminate orbs that lit most of Vinnr’s indoors. He was gaunt, slightly stooped, and his eyes were a colorless void. He looked to her like the creatures brought by Balavad to Vinnr. Like the Raveners of Battgjald.

      “Get behind me, Crumb,” she whispered.

      The creature stalked toward them.

      From somewhere near the tree line, she heard the voice of the youth she’d first spoken with. “Neeka!”

      She glanced over her shoulder, and the young man was speeding through the air toward them. Their pursuer’s gaze shot to him, and he withdrew a sword. The Rheunosian Ravener flapped his powerful wings and rose into the air to meet the youth, who, as far as Symvalline had seen, carried no weapon. He would be slaughtered.

      Without a second thought, she waved her hands and sent a barrage of klinkí stones into, and through, the Ravener. He plummeted to the ground in a heap, emitting a whistling screech that scoured her eardrums like hot wires. Though he hit the ground hard, amazingly, he stood. Glistening ichor poured from the holes in his clothes. He leaned forward, his movements sluggish and drunken, and swept his elongated, gaunt arms through the meadow grass in search of the sword he’d dropped.

      “Crumb, can you reach the dagger in my boot?” Isemay’s hands reached through the net’s holes at her feet, searching and finding the dagger Symvalline kept in one. “Good, quickly, cut the ropes and get me free.”

      Isemay did as she was told, wasting no movement, and Symvalline rose clear of the net in moments. She stepped to the Rheunosian Ravener, her stones hovering. “Leave that sword where it is and move away,” she commanded.

      The creature turned its cold solid-gray eyes in her direction. His lips parted in a thin sneer, and that screeching wheeze, more muted this time, passed between them. The sound wasn’t words, but she could understand the threat in them nonetheless.

      It shouldn’t have been possible for him to move, not with eight neat holes piercing from one side of his body to the other. Yet he was more than moving. He was planning to attack again.

      Something flashed in the corner of her eye, and she saw with a glance the Rheunosian youth hovering beside her, staring at her in shock. “You!” she called to him. “Take the child and see my daughter to safety. Go!”

      The youth quickly dropped down to sweep up the little one, who was still tangled in the ruined net. The Ravener had found his sword and was leveling it at her for another attack. Symvalline sent two more klinkí stones into his arm, and the sword fell.

      “I can carry two of you,” the Rheunosian said. “But not all three. We’ll be safe in the Churss. The Minothians can’t follow us in there.” He pointed up to the hilltop where the towering forms of strange-looking trees loomed in darkness.

      “No need,” Symvalline responded. “I’ll slow them down. Now go. I’ll follow when you’re safe.” Isemay began to protest, but the command in Symvalline’s voice stopped her short. She would not be spoken against this time. “I am a Knight and your mother, Isemay, you are still a child. You will do as you’re told.” She caught the youth’s eye and gave him a short nod. “Go.”

      They both saw the Ravener once again retrieving his sword, like a drunken man who couldn’t think beyond one simple action at a time. The creature gripped the weapon in both hands, looked toward them, and spread his wings wide, preparing to launch himself at them.

      The youth said, “Hold on, Neeka, like an urzidae cub.” The child hugged herself to his body, and he took Isemay underneath the arms. With a flap of sturdy wings, he rose up.

      Her daughter’s eyes never left hers, and she could see the defiance mixing painfully with love in them. The youth swept toward the forest, and Symvalline turned back to the Ravener. With a hurricane-strong barrage of her klinkí stones, she ensured he would not rise again. After one last glance toward the retreating Rheunosian and Isemay, she looked back to the valley and faced the oncoming horde.
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        * * *

      

      The troop of Rheunosians approached quickly. Symvalline didn’t know if she could stop them all, but she would try. Whatever feud might be going on in this realm was not her concern. Her daughter was the one thing that mattered, and she would end anyone who tried to harm her.

      Four more flying Rheunosians halted and came to a hover before reaching her. It might have had something to do with the massive spinning vortex of klinkí stones she held out as a shield as tall and wide as a house. The blue of the stones’ hearts blurred the night, like a carnival of cerulean fire.

      Through the shield she watched them hesitate. Three of the four were the same pale, gaunt Ravener-types, but one looked more like the Rheunosian man who had taken Isemay. Less pale and misshapen, more like the youth who’d helped Isemay escape.

      “Hold!” the non-Ravener one commanded. “Wait for Archon Tuzhazu.”

      She had a moment to be thankful that her plan had worked. The pursuers would be stopped long enough for the others to get away.

      As they stood at an impasse, the typical-looking Rheunosian gaped at the dead Ravener who lay near her feet, his expression of shock enough to show he was unused to being confronted with death. She held her shield and her silence, waiting for them to make the next move.

      Soon enough, the steps of large animals coming over the rise reached her ears, and moments later saw what was making them. Seven massive thick-furred creatures with heads bearing a single horn, gleaming black eyes, and heavy jaws marched toward her. Astride their saddles sat more Rheunosians. Some were winged men, but a handful were the smooth-skinned, hairless women, all muscular and kitted like soldiers.

      The foremost stopped his mount before her shield. She noted that he, aside from the non-Ravener-types, was the only one armed with a sword, which he’d drawn. Most eyed her with expressions not of malice, or at least not completely, but with more of the same surprise as the first Rheunosians she’d met.

      “Who are you?” he asked in a resonant baritone that nevertheless crawled to her ears like a spider.

      She said nothing, her focus flitting in each direction, trying to keep account of them all. He only waited moments before he spoke again.

      “I asked you a question, starpath traveler. Tell me your name and your realm. Who sent you and from where?”

      “It doesn’t matter where I’m from. I am no threat to you or your people.”

      His eyes dropped to the dead Rheunosian Ravener that lay nearly at his mount’s feet. “A liar, then. That tells me who you are, but it doesn’t tell me why you’re here. Or why you slaughtered this one.”

      “He threatened my—” She stopped herself. She wouldn’t tell them of Isemay. Her daughter was safer if she was secret.

      “Your?”

      “The Rheunosians who tried to assist me.”

      “Archon Tuzhazu,” a soldier near him said. “She could be a plague-bringer.”

      The leader held up a hand, and the woman who’d spoken fell silent. He smirked at Symvalline oddly, a look she couldn’t read. “Is that what you are, liar? A traveler from another realm who brings us the wasting death?”

      Symvalline glanced over her shoulder, reassured that she could no longer see Isemay or the other Rheunosians. She hoped that meant they were safely away. It was time for her to be as well.

      “Yes, a traveler,” she said. “And now I’ll be leaving. Whatever quarrels you have are none of my concern or doing.”

      “No,” the one called Archon said. “I don’t think you’ll be on your way just yet.” He heeled his mount, and it began to lumber toward her obediently.

      “You’ve seen what I can do with these stones,” she warned. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He gave her that smirk again and reached into a pouch at his side, withdrawing something fist-sized, a darker shadow in his hand that seemed to repel the light.

      Somewhere not too far distant behind her, closer to the forest, there was a sound. Small, no louder than a subdued chuckle—but it sounded more like a cry. The Rheunosians heard it too.

      “Archon, there’s movement,” one of the mounted women said.

      The leader gave a short nod, and the woman spurred her creature and bounded after it.

      Symvalline wanted to turn to look. If one of the Rheunosian children was still in this meadow, they would need her help. Yet her attention was fixed on what was in the Archon’s hand.

      He followed her eyes and said, “Let me take a closer look at those stones you control.”

      He held out the thing in his hand as if offering it to her, and she felt a sudden and irresistible tug in her mind, as if her very thoughts were being pulled toward his beckoning fingers. The sensation was so unique that it caught her off guard. And like that, all eight of her stones were sucked through the air. The came to rest hovering in a much smaller circle around his outstretched palm, as if the thing he held was a magnet.

      Alarmed, Symvalline recovered immediately and called back her klinkí stones through the Mentalios. They jutted toward her for a moment, but then sprang back to circle the Archon’s fist. His smirk turned into a grin of triumph.

      Without time for a heart to beat twice, Symvalline raised an arm and drew back her sleeve, launching a dart from the wrist-mounted crossbow she wore like a vambrace. The darts in the bow on her right would incapacitate a person for hours. Those from her left would kill them instantly. She chose the right. She hoped to avoid further bloodshed, though this leader of Raveners had brought this retaliation on himself with whatever powerful wystic weapon he wielded—and she feared she knew exactly what it was.

      The dart struck the Archon in the neck. His face flushed with surprise, and he toppled from his mount into a motionless heap. Calling back her stones, Symvalline had them back in her control and spinning in the air once more before her still-raised hand. “No one move. I’m not here for trouble. It was you who brought it to me. Now I’m leaving. Do not follow.” She’d already begun to back away as she spoke, hoping for even the tiniest bit of Verity-given clemency.

      A groan emitted from the Archon, and to her astonishment, his hand shot up and grasped a stirrup. He began pulling himself to his feet as she hurried her own backward steps, never taking her eyes from him. The dart would have laid out a Vinnric for half a day, but here, in Arc Rheunos, their bodies must be different. And, she cursed, he was an Archon, a servant of Mithlí with his own Verity spark. She had no options but to kill him or outrun him.

      He heaved himself up. The soldiers surrounding him seemed confused and hesitant, unsure of what to do, whether to charge her or assist him.

      She raised her arm, not to fire another dart but to finish him for good. Before she could, he flung out his own arm. Briefly, she caught sight of the wystic artifact that had taken control of her stones. Then it penetrated her shield without the slightest resistance and struck her in the temple, and she knew no more.
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      “Let go of me!” Isemay yelled at the winged man as he carried her toward the looming forest ahead. “Let go, I have to help her!”

      “Please stop squirming,” he replied shortly, his voice strained from effort. “I don’t want to drop you.”

      She glanced down, saw how high they were, and promptly followed his advice.

      The child clutching him whispered in a voice filled with fear, “Are they going to get us, Salukis? I promise I’ll never disobey Deespora and sneak to the Thallorn for nightcaps again. I promise on my talisman I won’t.”

      “Shh, it’s okay, Neeka. We got away.”

      As he spoke, they descended toward the edge of the forest, and Isemay could see it more clearly. It wasn’t a forest at all, not in the way she thought a forest should be. Rather, the hilltop had given rise to a forest of stone towers, all as tall and thick as the oldwood forests in Vinnr, stretching beyond her vision. Far in the distance, she could just make out a glow over their tops, as if sunrise was on its way.

      Salukis gave his wings a milder flap, and they reached the ground. Under ordinary circumstances, Isemay knew she’d find his flying ability extraordinary—but not at this moment. He released her with a sigh of relief, and Isemay ran forward a few steps, just as happy to be free of him. The other Rheunosians had all gathered to wait for them, and the older woman scooped the child named Neeka from Salukis’s chest.

      “Oh thank Mithlí you are safe, little one,” she crooned, hugging the girl. “I would never have forgiven myself if… Where are Cylli and Onni? Where are the twins?!”

      Those gathered began to look about them frantically, calling the names the woman had said. Isemay pressed her back to one of the tall stone columns, dejected and scared. Facing the meadow below, she could make out the swirling mass of cerulean klinkí stones her mother wielded. She took a determined stride forward, but a strong hand came down on her shoulder. She whirled and faced the woman, who was still holding Neeka. Her flashing green eyes were filled with compassion, yet stern.

      “Please,” the woman said, “don’t. We can’t protect you from them. The Minothians will imprison you, and you’ll never be free again.”

      “But my mother!”

      “I’m sorry. There’s nothing we can do for her now. Nor for Cylli and Onni. Deespora can help. Please come with us.”

      Isemay stood undecided, then turned back to the meadow to watch, helplessness making her feel weak, afraid in ways she never knew fear could manifest.

      “Mura, that stranger, she killed a…a Deathless,” Salukis said.

      “What?” the woman said.

      “A Deathless Guard was after Neeka, and the stranger was protecting her. When the Deathless came after me, she threw those blue stones, and they went through him like a spear and killed him.”

      Repeating him, Mura said, “She killed him…” and her voice trailed off ominously, causing Isemay to glance back. The two Rheunosians were eyeing her warily, as if they feared she might attack them. Confused, she felt as if she needed to defend herself.

      “They were coming after us. He drew a sword. My mum saved your lives,” she chided.

      One of the other winged Rheunosians, no more than a child, said quietly, “Mura, we should get back and tell Deespora what’s happened.”

      Neeka added, “I’m scared. What are they going to do to Cylli and Onni?”

      Isemay could feel their fear, and something deeper, a helpless sadness, like the cold sea mist that had surrounded the funeral party at a burial she’d been to as a child. The deceased, a teacher of hers at the Conservatum, had died by accident, and all had wept as he was sent to sea wrapped in gray fog. Isemay felt that sense of no return again, and of irretrievable loss. She looked back to where her mother stood alone against a troop of hostile soldiers, and this time she saw only a handful of lights moving back toward the mountains that rose on the other side of the starpath valley.

      Everything in her went numb. She felt like a dead tree, erect, unaware of its death, too insensate to even know to fall over. Someone was speaking, maybe to her, but the words couldn’t penetrate. Her mother was gone, her father too, fighting a battle she knew nothing about, one or both of them maybe dead. She was in a strange world with no one familiar to rely on.

      “What is your name?” These words, repeated who knew how many times, slowly came through.

      “Isemay,” she responded through cold lips.

      “And you’re from the realm of Vinnr?”

      “Vinnr,” she acknowledged.

      “Isemay from Vinnr,” Mura said. “I don’t think they will harm your mother. The Minothians still honor life, just as we do.” She paused, as if uncertain of what she’d said, then continued. “Come with us to speak with Deespora. She may be able to help. Isemay, can you hear me? Please try to understand.”

      “I’m going down there,” Salukis said.

      “No!” Mura said. “You can’t.”

      “We need to know what’s going on, and someone needs to look for the twins. They might still be there, hiding.” He glanced sideways at Isemay, then said in a lower voice. “There are too many questions we still need answers to, Mura. Why have these other-worlders come here? And why now? What if their arrival has something to do with the Equifulcrum?”

      “That stranger saved Neeka,” Mura responded. “Do you really suspect them of harm? This one is still a child. What realm sends a child to create chaos? Besides, she said they’re from Vinnr, not Battgjald.”

      At the mention of Battgjald, Isemay began to listen closely. Knight Evernal had said something, some kind of warning, about the Verity from Battgjald, whom Isemay’s father had gone to face him. Isemay had been barely paying attention, too excited about the festival in Ivoryss and the visit from the foreign Verity. She blurted, “What do you know of Battgjald?”

      The two Rheunosians fell silent. Then Salukis said, “What do you know of it?”

      “My da, he is the Stallari of the Knights Corporealis of Vinnr. My mum is a Knight too. Our realm was visited by the Battgjald Verity right before we…came here. My father went to…to—Vaka Aster’s eyes, I don’t know! It all happened so fast.” She wanted to kick herself for paying so little attention. For being obstinate and impetuous and ignoring her parents one too many times. She finished more quietly, “If I had listened to Da and not gone to Aster Keep, none of this would have happened.”

      Salukis was quiet, and Isemay could feel his considering stare as he spoke to Mura. “I think a Knight Corporealis must be like an Archon.” He looked to her. “Are your parents watchers of the vessel of your Verity and protectors of your realm?”

      Isemay nodded.

      He and Mura shared a look. “It explains much,” she said simply.

      “Yes.” He returned the focus to his plans. “We should try to find out what we can before they take the Vinnric all the way to Everlight Hall. If the Menace is visiting other realms, he may be returning to ours.”

      “You’ll get caught,” Mura said, her voice strained.

      “I’ve never been caught before. I swear, I’ll only go as far as the Aktoktos Gate, then come back. Wait for me here until midday? I’ll be fine.”

      The woman fell into a disagreeable silence, clearly seeing no point in arguing further.

      “Take me with you,” Isemay pleaded through her nerveless lips. “I need to look for Mum.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t. It will endanger us both. If I’m going to help your mum, I have to do this alone.”

      He bent his knees, and with a single flap of wings, he rose. Mura called after him, “Midday, Salukis! See you’re not late.” Then she turned back to Isemay, seemed to want to say something, but merely gave her a look of pity that did nothing to soothe her fears.
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      Symvalline smelled the crispness of fresh mountain air along with dry stones mixed with hints of unidentifiable herbs or plants. Underneath these were notes of unwashed garments or people, not overpowering but still detectable, as if the scents had settled into the space around her long ago and fallen dormant. Her temple throbbed, but she didn’t yet reach for her head to see if blood had been drawn.

      Consciousness had come abruptly moments earlier, but she kept still. She needed to listen before acting, try to learn what she could about her captors before they turned their own questions on her, and try to discover Isemay’s fate.

      She heard breathing, two people. Likely whoever was guarding her. Cold stone beneath her told her she was indoors, so they’d left the meadow. Though she could not see it, she sensed light, perhaps from a window. Was it daytime? How long had she been unconscious? Distantly, she heard the sound of boots on stone, coming from somewhere below her.

      One of the guards whispered, “Straighten up. It’ll be the Archon.”

      Risking it, she opened her eyes but only to slits. She could see two sets of booted feet. Their footwear was not leather, but some kind of rigid and unusual fiber. Her guards were on the far side of the room near a doorway, as far from her as they could get. In the corner of the room sat a small wooden table, no chair. She could also make out a door near the guards, which swung outward as she watched. Someone with large booted feet entered.

      “Is she awake?” the now familiar voice of the Rheunosian Archon asked.

      “Not yet, Archon. She hasn’t moved at all.”

      Another set of feet entered behind him, and the Archon turned. “On the table.”

      The person, not a soldier but someone dressed in what seemed to be common clothes, hurriedly set a tray containing a pitcher and four goblets atop it, then turned and left quickly, almost scurrying.

      “She’s slept enough. Get her up.”

      “But, Archon, if she carries the plague⁠—”

      “She is not a plague-bringer,” he said shortly. “Get her up.”

      The guards approached her reluctantly, and while their backs were to the Archon, she saw him pull a flask from a pouch at his waist and quickly let a drop of its contents fall into the pitcher. Her gaze was blocked as one guard knelt and poked her in the chest with the tip of a wooden bludgeon. “Wake up,” he commanded.

      To avoid any unpleasantries, she immediately opened her eyes, startling the guard. He stood again as if on a spring, and they both took a step back. Symvalline pushed herself to a seated position and finally reached for her bruised head. It was tender, with a thumb-sized goose egg, but no blood. With her Verity spark, she would be healed within the day. She had already sensed that her wrist crossbows had been removed. Next, she reached for her Mentalios.

      Gone.

      Along with her medicine bag of herbs and concoctions, a small kit she went nowhere without.

      Her eyes darted back to Tuzhazu. He smirked knowingly. “You two, wait outside while I speak with our guest.” The two guards began to exit, but diverted first to the table and goblets when he said, “Take some mead with you. For your diligence.”

      The Archon regarded her closely as the guards grabbed their drinks, and Symvalline was afforded a view of their extraordinary wings. They were membranous and covered with a felt-like down, two or three heads higher than the crowns of the guards’ heads, and sweeping down just short of reaching the floor. The guards wore a kind of armor made from some dense material over their chests that were designed to fit around their wings, and buckled at their waists, and shirts and trousers similar to clothes of Vinnr beneath. When the door was closed behind them, the Archon stepped forward and she rose to her feet, taking a preparatory stance.

      “So, it seems my guess was right,” he began. He produced her Mentalios lens from the same pouch. “This is more than just a pretty pendant. Why are you here, fellow Archon?” He tucked the lens away as he waited for her reply.

      The Vinnr Scrylle had sparse details of this realm, but enough that she knew it had three moons, which she’d recognized upon arrival. Archons were its name for an order like the Knights Corporealis. “In my realm, servants of the Verity are called the Knights Corporealis. And if you guessed I am one, perhaps you can guess why I came, as well.” She spoke slowly, drawing out her answer as much as she could in order to take in her situation.

      The chamber was modest, no larger than the main room of a small house. In a corner lay a heap of old textiles, the source of the unwashed smell. High atop two of the walls were open frames that let in outside air. Too high to see through, but wide enough to fill the interior with daylight. The air was cool, but not cold.

      “A lack of cooperation will not go well for you,” Tuzhazu said evenly.

      “An expectation of cooperation from someone you attacked without provocation and nearly killed me is foolish for anyone who likes to think of themselves as an Archon.” She looked at him squarely for the first time, the challenge in her eyes equal to her tone.

      Not as tall as Ulfric, but stout like him, his beige skin was striated with a web of darker lines along his face, arms, and what she could see of his chest. The lines looked natural, not decorative, like the Dyrraks’ skin adornments. Symvalline couldn’t quite ignore her curiosity. He was the first being of another realm she’d had time to truly observe—if you didn’t count the gangling people of Battgjald she’d encountered on Mount Omina. And Vaka Aster, of course. Besides these markings, the wings, and the ears, which were longer than Vinnrics’ ears, he appeared much the same as her own people.

      Her tone provoked him, and he took a menacing step forward, spreading his wings halfway. She gasped, unable to hold it in. Unlike the guards’ membranous wings, his were ragged and skeletal, with bits of dried flesh attached to them in places that looked like the skin of a desiccated carcass. The wings rose over his head and curled forward, the visible bones tipped with gleaming metal hooks that looked like a hornet’s stinger, but hundreds of times bigger. The man’s wings were incapable of flight and horrid to look at, reduced to remnants by either accident or battle. And he now brandished them as weapons.

      “I can hurt you, Archon, despite your Verity’s gifts.”

      She pulled her gaze from the appendages, suppressing a shudder. “Try it, if you dare. We’ll see which of us suffers more.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “Consider it a test of endurance.”

      He stared at her silently for a moment, then his face broke into a wide, though not friendly, grin. “You’re a fierce one! If I only had five soldiers with your verve, I’d have enough to finish the Zhallahs for good!”

      She let him enjoy the moment, then continued with a slight blunting of the edge in her tone. “You used a Fenestros to disarm me, thus showing me you are a servant of the Verities too. Why, then, are you threatening me? We are in the same service, with the same purpose. You should be coming to my aid.”

      His smile dissipated and he blinked, revealing another difference from her own people. His eyes had two sets of lids, the inner set closing from side to side, like a bird’s, before the outer set. At the speed at which the Rheunosians had shown they could fly, she could see the need for the protective layer.

      Her mouth was dry and made dryer by the anxiety the Rheunosian was no doubt pleased to be causing her. But she’d seen his suspicious vial and wondered what he’d put in the pitcher. She looked to it, noting he had not drunk any either. But, she reasoned, if he’d offered it to his own guards, it must be harmless.

      “Thirsty?” he said, catching her glance.

      She pulled her eyes from the tray. “The only thing I would request from you, my fellow oath-taker, is to be set free.” She paused, remembering the meadow. Had they caught others? “Both myself and the other Rheunosians I was with. If you’ll grant me use of your Scrylle and a Fenestros so that I may take safe passage back to my own realm, I will be gone and trouble you no more. Will you?”

      “Other Rheunosians? You mean the Zhallahs”—he spat a word in a language Symvalline didn’t know, and not a kind word—“you were protecting?”

      She eyed him, giving no hint of her thoughts.

      “Why chase frightened mice when you can catch the courageous cat? But”—he turned aside and paced toward the table to pour another gobletful—“you killed one of my soldiers. I think first we shall establish why you’re here, and it seems, unable to leave. I can see you’re not from Battgjald. That leaves Vinnr or Himmingaze.”

      He came back and held out the cup. She refused it silently. He began to circle her. She stayed rigid, watching him from the corners of her eyes.

      When he again stood before her, he said, “Vinnr, I think, based on the clothing you wear and the fact that you speak the Verity tongue. I’ve heard Himmingaze is a watery world now and has a language of its own.”

      “Why would you assume I’m not from Battgjald?”

      “Are you?”

      “You seem eager to know. I saw your…unusual soldiers, and I know their kind. Raveners from Battgjald. Does that make you a Knight with loyalty to this realm, or are you a puppet of Balavad’s?”

      “‘Raveners’? No, we don’t call them that here. And ‘puppet’… interesting term. Am I to understand that your dealings with Balavad have been less beneficial than our own?”

      He tried to pass her the cup again, and again she refused, watching his face closely. She sensed something was coming and didn’t like her chances of coming through it unscathed. But whatever happened, she would not drink what was in that goblet.

      With a deliberately unchallenging tone, she answered, “Your dealings with Verities are yours, and I don’t seek to interfere. I simply seek aid in returning to Vinnr.”

      His patience seemed to have reached an end. “Who sent you here?”

      “I cannot say. That’s the truth.”

      “Why have you come?”

      “I can’t say.”

      He stepped close enough that she could feel his breath on her face. “Who follows you?”

      Looking into his red-rimmed emerald-gray eyes, a color like tarnished silver, she gave a slight shake of her head. “I don’t know. But if you let me go⁠—”

      Abruptly, he hurled the clay goblet into the wall behind her, smashing it to bits. She quelled inwardly but didn’t flinch. He had no visible weapons except the ghastly metal-tipped wings. If he attacked, the only weapons Symvalline had were her own strength and training.

      He collected himself, his nostrils still flaring with anger, and stepped back. “I have time to learn your secrets, Knight. The Equifulcrum is still days away. When it comes and I take my place as leader of Arc Rheunos, I promise you’ll no longer need to concern yourself with the Zhallahs we’ve captured. Until then, how would you like to meet a new Verity?”

      She said nothing, unable to gauge his intentions. There was a trick in his question, but she would have to play along until she understood it. Something about his eagerness for this Equifulcrum, which she knew from Scrylle archaneology was the syzygy of their three moons, an event that occurred only once every three hundred years, told her it would be better for her and Isemay to be gone from this realm before it happened.

      To answer him, she said flatly, “It would be my honor to have an audience with Mithlí, Verity of Arc Rheunos.”

      He smirked at her one last time, then spun and paced from the room, giving her a better look at his wasted wings. She could see where they sprouted from his back, their bases made of thick, denuded, yellow-white bone. Where the bones thinned, more shining metal had been wrapped onto the skeletal framework, piercing through the flaps of skin still hanging here and there, creating a frightening armature that epitomized suffering. The healer in her wondered if he still felt the pain of whatever had done this to him. Darkly, she wondered if he enjoyed it.

      The door slammed, and Symvalline was left alone. Already, her headache had lessened, and she easily ignored her thirst. Refusing to give in to the frustration at having gotten no useful information from the Rheunosian Archon, she began to pace the chamber rapidly, touching every stone, digging her fingers into every cranny, looking for any hidden asset that would help her either escape or protect herself. He’d said nothing about Isemay, and she was sure her daughter and at least some of the Zhallahs had escaped. This was her only comfort. And with her mind free to focus, several more things surfaced that she desperately wished to know: Where was Ulfric and was he safe? What was happening now in Vinnr?

      “Heyo.”

      The word was whispered, barely audible, and coming from above her. She wheeled around, looking first to one window, then the next. A face was framed there, looking down at her. Amber-skinned with markings similar to the Archon’s, locks of copper hair dangling beside his cheeks. She recognized him and her heart froze.

      “You’re the Rheunosian who took Isemay,” she said.

      “Yes, I’m Salukis.”

      “Where is my daughter?”

      “She’s safe in the Churss with the other Zhallahs, my people.”

      Her relief was so great, like a weight suddenly ripped from her, that Symvalline nearly staggered. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “I overheard most of what Archon Tuzhazu was saying. They’re taking you to Everlight Hall, in the middle of the Tyrn Mountains. That’s where Mithlí is being⁠—”

      They both jumped at the sound of something rattling on the other side of the door. Symvalline cut in. “Can you get me free?”

      “No, there’s no way. The Minothians have too many guards at the gate to the mountains, and the Deathless prowl the valley. I have to go before they see me. I’ll tell your daughter you’re unharmed. Archon Raamuzi will think of something to help you.”

      “Wait, before you go, can you tell me what Tuzhazu meant about the Equifulcrum? What’s happening then?”

      “At the Equifulcrum, Tuzhazu will be the next living vessel of Mithlí and ruler of Arc Rheunos. Then—” He glanced away quickly, distracted by something outside.

      “What?” she pressed.

      “He may come for the Zhallahs. I have to go.”

      “Wait. What does he want with your people?”

      “To bury the truth of what he and the other Archons did forever. And I think he means to bury all the Zhallahs with it.”

      His eyes darted to the side, and in the next breath, he was gone.
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      “Is it a boy or a girl?”

      “A boy, of course. Look at the hair.”

      “But he doesn’t have wings. Is he a mutant?”

      “Mura said he’s from another realm. Maybe they look different there.”

      The whispering from the children trying to decide what she was had been going on for some time, but Isemay had tuned it out. The party had moved inside the rock towers, a feature of their world they called the Churss, to wait for Salukis. The sun had long since risen and begun its arc across the sky, turning the night’s cool air into a comfortable warmth. They seemed to believe the soldiers from across the valley couldn’t reach them here, though Isemay couldn’t see why a bunch of towering rocks were much protection. She sat apart from the six children, sullen and unwilling to speak to them, as close to the edge of the Churss as she could get to watch for Salukis and news of her mum. Never in her life had she been so miserable.

      “Hush, Neeka, Ballion,” Mura chided. “She is a girl, obviously, and our guest. Try to be nice.”

      “But she’s got hair!” one of the children said, as if Mura might be missing an important factor to the argument. “And her skin is all wrong.”

      “Shh!”

      Her tone quieted the group, but Isemay hardly noticed. She heard steps behind her, then Mura sat beside her. When Isemay gave no sign of having seen the Rheunosian, Mura sighed.

      “Isemay,” she began. “I know what you’re going through. I lost someone to the Minothians too. My brother, and now maybe Onni and Cylli too. But I haven’t given up hope that I’ll see my Dwoon again. You shouldn’t give up hope, either.”

      She wanted to seem grateful, though her heart felt dry and withered, and attempted a weak smile that faded quickly. Her thoughts had been bounding between her mother and father since the dawn. Her mum’s nurturing warmth, her da’s adoring praise. Symvalline’s stern but caring lessons, Ulfric’s stoic but devoted indulgences. But despite their love, they had never let her get away with things. She was taught from birth to be a diligent, assiduous, and upright citizen of Vinnr, the kind who might someday become a Knight, a worthy servant of Vaka Aster. Nevertheless, Isemay was naturally stubborn, if precocious. “Impish” was her mother’s word. And the traits of strength and wisdom hadn’t yet developed in her, because, as her parents so often reminded her, she was still a child.

      But that time was over. She had to grow up. Right now. It was up to her to be of service to her parents rather than the other way around. Somehow, she swore to herself, before another night passed in this foreign realm, she’d find a way to help her mum.

      Mura spoke again. “It’s just past midday. The children are hungry and scared. We need to return to our homes in Maerria and get them to their parents. And we need to meet with Deespora. She’ll be able to help. She’s an Archon and knows more about the Minothians than anyone.”

      Through dry lips, Isemay said, “I thought you were going to wait for Salukis.”

      Mura sighed again and put a comforting hand on Isemay’s forearm. From the corner of her eye, Isemay saw the hand change colors to match her own pink-tinged walnut-brown skin. If she hadn’t been so upset, and so deeply tired, she would have been astonished. Yet instead she noticed how warm Mura’s hand was, and the way she somehow felt a bit of her worry and fear evaporating, as if she’d received news that all would be well. It was a distraction from her distracted state, and she gave in to it, if only briefly.

      “He’s late,” Mura said, “but he’ll be on his way. He’s too hardheaded to get caught.”

      “I’m not moving until I know what’s happened to my mum.”

      Mura was silent for a few moments, then said, “I understand. I’ll wait with you. Just a moment.” She rose and walked back to the children. “Young ones, you should get back to Maerria. I’m going to wait with Isemay a little bit longer for Salukis. Get to the Churss Circle and tell Deespora what we’ve seen. If you start to get lost, ask the Churss and they will guide you. We’ll return by nightfall. Neeka, Ballion, you’re in charge. Watch the younger ones.”

      There was rustling as the children gathered their things, and quiet feet once again approached Isemay. The little girl, Neeka, stood beside her without speaking until Isemay turned her face to look at her.

      “I’m sorry about your mother,” the little girl said, and the hue of her face, which had been a light, pale tone, shifted like Mura’s hand had to match Isemay’s own. “You can have my nightcaps.” She held out a sisal-like pouch, and Isemay took it.

      “My thanks,” she mumbled.

      The child gave her a sad smile and rushed off to catch up with the rest, who had begun to walk deeper into the stone forest.

      Curious, Isemay opened the pouch’s flap and reached inside. She pulled out a handful of button-sized bulbs that smelled unlike anything she’d ever come across. Not bad, maybe a bit musty, but with a hint of a spice similar to what the Vinnrics used in sweets.

      Mura sat beside her again, and Isemay asked, “What are these?”

      “They’re nightcaps, and delicious. They only grow by the river we found you and your mother at, and only during the vernal season. That’s what we were doing there, though it’s forbidden. My people, the Zhallahs, are never to leave the Churss. But we didn’t think anyone would see us in the middle of the night. Usually the Minothians don’t leave their gatehouse at the entrance of the Tyrn Mountains unless they see someone in the valley. But when the starpath opened, it must have drawn them out, and we were there. So stupid. Deespora is going to have me and Salukis weaving textiles until the next Equifulcrum for this…”

      Isemay’s stomach rumbled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten since the day prior, before everything had gone wrong. “So, do you just eat them raw?” she asked.

      Mura nodded, and Isemay popped one in her mouth, chewing cautiously. After a moment, she said, “It’s like a mushroom, but sweet.”

      Mura’s expression said she didn’t understand exactly what Isemay had said—they must not have had the word “mushroom”—but she nodded again. “See? Delicious. You see why I let the children talk me into risking coming down here.”

      Isemay wouldn’t have called them delicious, but they were edible and took the edge off her hunger. As she ate more, she asked, “What happens if Salukis doesn’t come back?”

      Mura’s eyes, a brilliant green and large like a nocturnal cat’s, grew hard, and she didn’t look at Isemay. “Deespora will know what to do.”

      “Mura, why are the Minothians taking your people? Where do they take them?” Isemay was trying to think like her parents, ask strategic questions that would lead her to the answers she needed to find them.

      Staring into the distance, Mura reached for a pendant hanging from a fiber band around her neck and began to fiddle with it. “It is complicated, and I’m not sure Deespora would approve of me talking of it. Maybe a story for another time.”

      Isemay couldn’t very well force her host to tell her, and besides, she was too spent to be angry. They returned to silence and she looked closer at Mura’s pendant. It was made of stone, the same kind as the Churss towers all around them, with a naturally occurring hole through the center. The edges of the stone had been carved into a delicate design similar to scrollwork.

      “That’s like mine,” she said and drew the memory keeper Ulfric had given her from inside her white, though now very dirty, tunic and over her head.

      Mura looked at her own pendant, then to Isemay’s. “A Churss talisman. We treasure them here. They bond us with the Churss and remind us of Mithlí’s gifts.”

      “Mine reminds me of my da,” Isemay said miserably.

      “It’s very pretty,” Mura offered. “What is that creature it’s carved to look like?”

      “We call them dragørflies. They are favored by our Verity, Vaka Aster.”

      “And that crystal in the center, what’s it for?”

      “My da is a lens maker. He made this for me to show me my memories.”

      Mura looked confused. “Your people can’t remember things without a crystal talisman?”

      Isemay half smiled. “No, I mean, it shows me whatever I want to remember if I think about it and focus my thoughts. See these two stones?” She pointed to the klinkí stones, one from each of her parents, that made up the eyes of the dragørfly. “These were my parents’ and contain a bit of their Verity spark. It’s what we call wysticism.”

      Mura nodded. “That is very like the Churss. The stones of this forest share Mithlí’s vitality, her ‘spark,’ I think you called it. They protect those who are devoted to her and keep out those who have forgotten or denied her.”

      Isemay looked sideways at the towering formations and considered this. “Do you mean they can…think?”

      “I don’t know if that’s the right word. They can understand and they can act.”

      “But I am not of this realm. Or devoted to your Verity. Why am I able to enter the Churss?”

      The ridge of bare skin above one of Mura’s eyes went up, as if she were cocking an eyebrow. “I don’t know. Perhaps they sense something in you they approve of.”

      Isemay let her gaze fall back on the meadow below them, to the last spot she’d seen her mother. Stone trees that could feel and defend their residents. Men with wings and women with skin that shifted in hue according to either whim or emotion. A sky with three moons and mushrooms that tasted more like sweet bread than plant. It was all so different from her home. Yet one thing was the same. There was still enmity between different peoples. And Isemay and her mother were now part of that strife, like it or not.

      She turned the memory keeper over in her hand. Looking into the crystal, she thought about calling up some memory of her family to make her feel better. As she considered it, a light suddenly flared within it, brilliantly blue and yellow, swirling.

      “Huh?” she squeaked. She’d said no focusing charm nor called up any memory.

      The crystal’s inner light began to brighten. Then, as clearly as if he stood before her, she saw her father’s face. Isemay shot to her feet.

      “Isemay?” he said, looking directly at her.

      “Da! Is that you?” she cried. “Is it really you? Not a memory? How…where are you? I was so worried you were—” But she couldn’t give voice to that fear, the fear he might have been dead. Because he wasn’t. He was safe! He could help her and Mum!

      She saw his hand reaching toward her, so tiny in the crystal, yet she almost reached back just to feel the safety of his rough fingers and hardened palms holding her own hand.

      “Are you safe, Crumb? Where is Symvalline?”

      “I-I don’t know. Mum and I are in Arc Rheunos. There are people here who’ve helped me, but Da, Mum was-was taken.” But the face of the crystal grew cloudy, and he was fading. “Da!” she cried, but he was gone, and the light inside the memory keeper vanished.

      She held the pendant tightly and shook it, hoping somehow it would bring him back. She could feel tears welling in her eyes, her heart seeming to swell into a hot, painful stone in her chest that threatened to drag her to the ground. Gritting her teeth, she promised herself she would not cry, not in front of this stranger in this strange realm. She became like her heart, stone, still burning but resolute.

      “Salukis! Thank Mithlí, he made it back.”

      Mura’s voice cut through the tenuous control Isemay wrestled with, pulling her from her pain. She looked out over the meadow and saw his form coming toward them, his wings making him look uncannily like a bruhawk. He landed beside them moments later.

      After a brief quizzical look at Isemay, he spoke to Mura. “Is she okay?”

      Mura shook her head faintly, and after a moment, Salukis went on. “We need to get to Deespora. I overheard Archon Tuzhazu speaking with the Vinnric woman. Deespora is right, after the Equifulcrum the Minothians are going to attack us.”

      “You saw my mother?” Isemay jumped in. “Is she hurt? Is she in danger?”

      “She was unharmed, but the Archon did not seem to like her much. They’re taking her to Everlight Hall to meet Akeeva.”

      “Don’t worry too much, Isemay,” Mura tried reassuring her. “Arc Rheunosians, even the people of Minoth, do not believe in harming other living things. Your mother may be held captive, but they won’t hurt her.”

      She saw the uncertain look Mura shot Salukis. “Then why,” she asked, “did he just say they were going to attack you?”

      Both the Zhallahs’ faces grew uncertain then.

      Without answering her, Salukis said, “Let’s get home, Mura.”
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      The light outside had brightened and darkened twice while Symvalline was carted by wagon toward her next place of imprisonment, Everlight Hall, which lay somewhere within the mountain range. She could see very little through the narrow cracks between the planks of the wooden sides, back, and roof of the wagon bed. Locked away tight, her time was occupied by nothing but waiting to arrive.

      For nearly the entire journey, the rolling of the wagon wheels and murmur of voices when her captors spoke outside had sounded closed in, as if they were traveling along a narrow tunnel. A ravine that led deeper into the mountain range, perhaps, though it had seemed endless. She’d overheard her Minothian captors call them the Tyrn Mountains.

      Only one thing distracted her from the tedium of her captivity. She wasn’t alone. Her two companions, also prisoners, were a woman and her little girl. On occasion, she heard the Minothian guards speaking of another prison wagon as well. These mountain-dwelling Arc Rheunosians seemed to be quite adept at taking others captive. Tuzhazu had been vague when she’d fished for information about the Zhallahs she’d met in the valley. Had some of them been caught after all?

      The woman and child with Symvalline had spent most of the first day and night huddled as far away from her in the wagon bed as they could get, as if she would infect them with the plague everyone in this realm was so clearly
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