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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It could be said that a perk of living for over a thousand turns is that it gives a person plenty of time to think. About everything from oneself to the Cosmos, and all subjects in between—a truly exceptional and marvelous range of ideas to explore. But on this warm morning in the late vernal season, Ulfric Aldinhuus wasn’t thinking of anything marvelous or exceptional. He was thinking about his very, very long life, and about whether the reasons he wasn’t dead yet were maybe the wrong ones.

      Immortal, yes, or close enough not to bother splitting hairs, but there was more to living than not dying, more to life than that. Every time his daughter Isemay smiled at him or showed him some new and clever trick or trinket she’d created, he no longer wanted to live forever. He just wanted the time he did have to be spent with his family.

      But an oath taken one thousand seven hundred and thirty-nine turns ago—by the Verities, he was old!—wasn’t easily put aside. Less easily when the one who could release you hadn’t graced Vinnr in close to four hundred turns.

      And today duty called yet again, and he would not ignore it. Despite his hopes for dismissal from this duty, or curse, he was still devoted to it. An oath was an oath, and the only honorable way to turn from it was with the consent of the one to whom it had been made.

      While lost in his thoughts, the scent of Halla-warmed dalla flower petals tickled his nose and he smiled to himself. His daughter Isemay, at sixteen turns, still couldn’t sneak up on him, though she’d been trying since she’d barely reached his knees. He let her believe it was due to a lack of stealth, keeping it his secret that her beloved scent, as familiar to him as her mum’s and his own, was what always gave her away. She was the daughter of two Knights. To not have learned stealth and secrecy by now could only have been due to stubborn resistance. She was sly, no doubt about that, but not against the ways of the Knights Corporealis, whom she aspired to be one day. Her da Ulfric was Stallari, a role he’d taken reluctantly, and Isemay loved Ulfric and her mother Symvalline as a child should love a good mum and da, but she also revered them and all they represented.

      “Come here, Crumb,” Ulfric said, standing and looking up to the overhanging walkway circling the hall.

      He heard her exasperated exhale before she stepped out from behind the thick column hiding her above. She’d dressed in an off-white tunic and wrapped a similar-colored scarf around her head, attempting but failing to hide her dark copper-tinged, slightly untidy waves of hair so she could blend in with the resplendent alabaster hall. “How do you always know, Da? And I really wish you’d stop calling me Crumb. I’ve told you.”

      “But you’re still no bigger than a crumb, and a name that fits is a name that sticks.” He waved her down. “Why aren’t you in study at the Conservatum?”

      To go with her sigh, she added an exasperated smirk, the same one she seemed to have for all her elders these days. Except for Knight Eisa Nazaria, at whom she didn’t dare smirk or do anything else that might be construed as disrespectful. “You know there’s no reason to be there today. The whole city of Asteryss will be waiting to catch sight of the entourage from Yor, and the foreigner called His Holiness. I bet even Acolyte Irrick left his lectures today to see them.”

      Though Isemay was right, it troubled Ulfric how vulnerable the city would be left with such a large part of the population gathered at Aster Keep, distracted. He changed the subject. “I have a gift for you. Quick now, before it’s time for me to go.”

      She chose the shortest route. With a short jump over the walkway banister, she wrapped her arms and legs around an ornamental tapestry hanging next to the shrine and lowered herself with the nimbleness of a creature born in trees rather than an ancient, impregnable stone fortress. The shrine bore a statue representing Vaka Aster and stood twice Ulfric’s height: a robed woman wearing a crown of stars, holding out in one hand a globe representing one of the five celestial stones she had gifted to her creations, and in the other was the hilt of a sword that pointed upward and leaned across her chest. Isemay, tapped one foot against the point of this sword on her way down to push herself into a swing over her father’s head, then released the tapestry and came to a practiced landing. She spun around flamboyantly and bowed in front of him, a playful grin painted on her face.

      “How many times have I told you not to do that, daughter of mine?” He added menace to the timbre of his voice, but it was false. She knew it, and he knew she knew it. He didn’t have the heart to fight this morning, as uncertain as the future was. Besides, secretly, he was proud of her talents, as any father would be.

      “This thirty-night, or in my life?” she asked innocently.

      With a snort, he reached inside the topmost pouch of his bandolier and drew out a copper chain that matched the glints of her hair. Turning his hand over, he dangled the pendant attached to it and watched Isemay’s eyes widen as it caught the light from the many illuminate orbs dotting the hall.

      “Is it…” she began to ask but lost her breath in surprise.

      “Yes, a Mentalios, and more. Of course, you’re not a Knight, so you won’t be able to use it to speak to the rest of us—yet.”

      Distracted by her constant ambition to one day join the Order, she smiled broadly. “I can’t wait for that! It will be so wonderful to finally know what you and Mum are saying to each other when you don’t want me to hear.”

      “You can wait, Crumb, and you will. Besides, it doesn’t work like that. You can’t hear anyone’s thoughts at any time. And…  well, it’s not decided yet—you’ve not decided yet if that’s the path you want to take.” Ulfric delivered these words in his familiar lecturing tone, but inwardly, what he meant was I’ve not decided yet if that’s the path I want you to take. He went on aloud, “I designed this pendant especially for you. I call it a memory keeper.” He beckoned her to take the jewel.

      She reached out slowly, her expression excited and a touch cautious. The overall pendant took the form of a dragørfly carved out of a natural eyestone, its wings just wider than Isemay’s palm. Inset beryl-colored gems comprised the creature’s eyes, and the center hole in its thorax bulged around a clear circular piece of crystal the size of a sparrow’s egg. “It’s heavy,” she said. “And beautiful.”

      His lips kinked happily at her joy. “What is the focusing phrase I taught you?”

      Without taking her eyes from the pendant, she recited easily, “Cæcra ad resrs, boromcad bea dord. Kucik kea kesrs, emsu kæ lœkra.” The words were Elder Veros and meant “cycle of light, balanced by dark, focus my sight, into my heart.”

      “Good,” Ulfric praised. “Now, think back to your fondest memory, perhaps from your childhood. Remember the bird I gave you when you were only five?”

      She nodded.

      “Think about how much you loved it and focus this memory into the lens there. Speak the phrase to still your thoughts until only that memory remains in your mind.”

      She pulled the chain free from his hand and held the pendant cupped between both of hers. Staring at the crystal lens, her lips moved soundlessly as she said the Elder Veros phrase. Ulfric, to himself, did the same beside her, wanting to share this moment and this memory with his precious daughter.

      The crystal’s clarity changed. In its center emerged the hovering image of a wooden bird, painted in bright greens and yellows. She gasped but remained still, her expression now one of pure delight. The image changed, and then Isemay herself, a version of her when she had been small, appeared from within the lens, chasing the bird. Though the vision was soundless, they could both see her as a little girl, giggling and holding the colorful toy, running among the corridors of Vigil Tower and pretending she was flying along with it.

      They watched Isemay’s memory for a few moments before she tore her eyes free. When she did, the image wavered and vanished. “Thank you, Da. It’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He smiled indulgently, as only a father can. “You’re welcome, my daughter.” His tone deepened, grew serious. “Anything you ever want to recall, you can see in the pendant. It will always help you remember.”

      He caught the way her stare lingered, his tone having unnerved her. When he didn’t meet her eyes, she lifted the chain over her head and let it fall around her neck. Though Isemay took after Ulfric and her Yorish mother in height, her head still only reached as high as the top of his chest as she wrapped her arms awkwardly around his breastplate and bandolier. He hugged her back, swallowing a knot that suddenly formed in his throat.

      From the hall’s entryway came the sound of approaching boots. Soon the smoke-roughened voice of Knight Thorvíl called to him. “The skimmer and Mylla are outside, Stallari. We await you in the foyer, we do.” He left the way he’d come.

      Ulfric released Isemay abruptly. “I will see you this evening.”

      “Please, Da, let me come to Aster Keep with you. The whole city will be there. Why shouldn’t I?”

      “For the hundredth time, no. I’m telling you as Stallari, not as your father. You stay here with Stave and Safran and your mother⁠—”

      “But—”

      “Isemay.” Instead of rising angrily, his voice dropped to a menacing note, though it resonated nowhere near as threatening as his enemies knew it could be. “I’ve forbidden it.”

      “And so have I.” Symvalline entered the hall, dressed in her ceremonial sky-blue cloak in recognition of the day’s serious event, though she had opted to remain at Vigil Tower with the other two Knights.

      Isemay’s eyes bounced between her parents, then she frowned. “So you think I can handle a sword, but not a crowd. I see. You know I’m not a child anymore, don’t you?”

      Ulfric, sighing inwardly, reached out and gripped her shoulder, pulled her close, and planted a rough kiss on her forehead. “I’ll see you tonight, child.” He strode to the entryway, exchanging a yes, this again look with Symvalline, but stopped midway and turned back. “I love you, Crumb.”

      The words cracked her blustery façade, and for a moment she appeared as she had in the memory keeper, so small, so young and guileless and filled with wonder. Even her voice sounded as it had at five as she said, “I love you, too, Da.”
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      Knight Mylla Evernal stood outside Vigil Tower with her sister-in-arms Knight Safran Glór at the top of the stairs leading into the tower’s main hall, fidgeting with her baldric and sword to make sure they weren’t too tight, weren’t too loose. Today’s planned summit hardly seemed exceptional, but she didn’t want to be caught off guard if the visiting dignitary calling himself His Holiness had plans to make it so.

      The summit at Aster Keep would include Arch Keeper Beatte of the kingdom of Ivoryss, Stallari Aldinhuus of the Knights Corporealis, and the foreigner coming from the kingdom of Yor, a stranger until recently. Despite the mundanity of kingdom politics, it happened to be the most exciting event she’d been part of since, well, since the day she’d taken her oath to become a Knight Corporealis. Stallari Aldinhuus had prepared them to be ready for anything and shared his suspicions regarding this Holiness Prime. Thus, her struggle to quell her excitement, and a touch of apprehension, wasn’t without reason. The other Knights never hesitated to point out that she was the novice among them, to her endless frustration, and today could be her chance to show them she was as capable of fulfilling her duties as any of them.

      Worried her fidgeting would be obvious to Safran, or worse, the Stallari when he emerged, she distracted herself while waiting for him with thoughts of Havelock Rekkr, her paramour, and their conversation the night before. On her way out of the inn they’d tarried in last night, her to return to Vigil Tower, him to his squadron of Dragør Wing Marines to prepare for today’s event, she’d warned him that her duties after the summit could call her away from the city of Asteryss for a time, depending on the outcome.

      His response, as was typical of him, had been calm and unquestionably accepting of her role. “You don’t have to explain anything, Mylla. I’ll still be here when your duty is done, whether that’s today or tomorrow or a full turn from now. Duty to our maker is your first calling, and mine is to Ivoryss. That’s what we stand for, and we stand stronger because of it.”

      He was so blargin’ honorable and reasonable it could, and frequently did, drive her crazy. Especially because he was so blargin’ right.

      Vaka Aster and each of the five Verities that had created the Cosmos, comprised two forms, one celestial and one physical, a human vessel given in service to the makers. The duty of the Knights Corporealis was to protect and watch over this vessel. Vinnr’s was currently an alabaster statue that had long ago been flesh when its maker had still chosen to walk among them. Mylla’s term of duty, though short compared to the rest of the Order’s, had stretched over the last three hundred and forty-two turns around Halla. Havelock’s, of course, was significantly shorter, for he was a commoner and destined to live only a single life span. He and his Marines watched over the rest of the commoners. But she watched over, when it came down to it, the fabric of their world itself, for if the Verity’s vessel were destroyed, Vinnr would be as well.

      Mylla. Mylla! Safran’s voice, sent through a Mentalios lens each of them wore, pulled her from her thoughts back to the present.

      “You don’t need to shout,” she said aloud.

      Safran smirked. I do if I want to be heard through that fog you call Lock.

      “He’s spruce, he is, novice, but so young, just a babe yet,” Stave Thorvíl added as he returned from fetching the Stallari. “He needs to live a few hundred turns and acquire a few scars before he’ll be worth more than a wink and a pat on the head from a warrior like you, he does.” The ever-present scent of the lind leaves he constantly rolled and smoked clung to him and gave his voice the same roughness as his features.

      “So it’s scars that make a man spruce, is it?” she asked, feigning the raptness of an eager pupil. “That must make you the sprucest man alive, then. If by ‘spruce,’ you mean disheveled, loutish, and often perforated.”

      “Being the hero of many a battle is what led to these perforations, it is. That smooth-faced pilot of yours doesn’t look old enough to know which end of a sword is pointy. And anyway, Safran’s is the only opinion of me that matters, and she thinks of my scars as marks of dignity and distinction, she does,” he finished, grinning at his mate.

      “Safran, is it true?” Mylla asked, enjoying the ribaldry. Among the long-lived Knights, the “youth” of all commoners was simply too easy a mark to ignore. Mylla had learned to laugh along with them instead of taking affront.

      Safran’s darker-than-coal eyes widened innocently as she turned to face Stave. Though she had lost the ability to speak aloud some turns ago, her voice in the Mentalios link had lost none of its expressiveness, which at the moment, dripped with sarcasm. I hardly love Stave only for his scars. But I’ll grant that leaves very little else to love.

      “What?” Stave argued. “You mean aside from my charm, wit, and great big⁠—”

      “Great big what?” Isemay cut in from where she stood behind Ulfric and Symvalline, who’d exited the tower together.

      Mylla and Safran tipped their heads and saluted by touching their chin marks, indigo nine-pointed stars, given to them when they’d been ordained Knights. The Stallari returned the gesture, then gave the top of Stave’s head a hard stare. Stave had conveniently remembered he needed to tighten his greaves and had leaned down to do so, avoiding Ulfric. After a moment, Ulfric turned back to Isemay.

      “I told you—” he began, but she cut in.

      “I know, Da, but I’m only standing here. I’m staying, I swear!” She waited a beat, but Ulfric’s admonition didn’t come, so she finished with a mischievous grin, “What was that again, Stave?”

      The Knight stood up, cleared his throat. “My collection of axes. All great and big and much-loved by my darling Safran. And sharp as a rook’s beak too, they are,” he finished proudly.

      The six of them broke into laughter, even Ulfric and Symvalline. Safran’s amusement was silent but no less animated. Ulfric’s was short-lived, though, and Mylla noticed his gaze shift toward the peaks of the Morn Mountains.

      Beyond the shadows of the great columns of Vigil Tower, the day was so clear that they could see the distant range fringing the eastern horizon. Mount Omina, nestled among them, would be free of snow now, though the Knights had still been forced to tramp through winter pack a thirty-night ago when they’d secreted the vessel of their maker there. No living commoner had been granted an audience with Vaka Aster since she’d ceased being animated some hundreds of turns prior. Now they simply made due by paying homage to the shrine in Vigil Tower, and few even came to visit that anymore. No one would know the Knights had taken the real vessel away, as Ulfric intended.

      To Mylla’s surprise, she caught Ulfric’s thoughts in their Mentalios link. Stay vigilant, Eisa, Mallich.

      “They always are,” she commented. The two Knights he referred to had stayed with the true vessel at their secret cave in Mount Omina to keep watch.

      He turned to look at her, seemingly as surprised as she that she had caught his thought. Much was riding on his shoulders today. She hardly blamed him for this slip in Mentalios discipline. If ever a day or a reason existed when his mind would be scattered, it was this day, this reason.

      Because, if Ulfric’s suspicions proved true, today brought the unprecedented—and time would tell if also unwelcome—visit by another celestial like their maker. Another Verity, who called himself His Holiness. And with Vaka Aster’s celestial presence so long absent, only the Knights were left to protect her inert vessel, if protection was required. Though they’d discussed it at length, none of the Knights could guess why another Verity might visit the realm of Vinnr, and so they had hidden the vessel from the world. Just in case.

      We’ll know soon if the Stallari is right, Mylla thought and wasn’t quite able to stop herself from another reflexive adjustment of her baldric.

      Underneath this, she wore her ceremonial breastplate with a dragørfly centered over a nine-pointed star, Vaka Aster’s symbol, engraved in the metal. Ulfric’s armor sported considerably more dents and scrapes, given its age, though its sheen was prismatic beneath Halla’s midmorning rays. All the assembled Knights carried sheathed weapons at their waists, and the crystal Mentalios lenses of their Order hung from copper cuffs around their necks, Mylla’s and Ulfric’s beneath their armor.

      “Anything further from the bruhawks?” Ulfric asked Safran.

      Though the Knights could communicate silently with their Mentalios lenses, pendants crafted using a wystic design that channeled their thoughts among each other, they customarily spoke aloud most often, with the exception of Safran.

      Safran grew serious again and sent, It’s the same. Ranks of possible fighters, two deep, line the eastern border of the city, a few hundred of them. Some wear Yorish legion uniforms, others the clothing typical of Yorish citizens. A few hundred wear other styles, some look to be uniforms, but not like any I’ve ever seen.

      “Could they be from Dyrrakium?” Mylla asked.

      They could. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen a Dyrrak. They are most certainly different from Ivoryssian and Yorish. That’s all I know for certain.

      It would be as strange as anything else that might happen this day if the unusually clad entourage that had come with His Holiness were from Dyrrakium. The kingdom had cut itself off from the rest of Vinnr several centuries ago. The word Dyrrakium itself was Elder Veros, meaning “exile.” What could it mean if the Dyrraks had abandoned their self-imposed expulsion from the original kingdoms?

      “Knight Evernal, say your goodbyes,” Ulfric said. “Stave, Safran, Symvalline, remember what we planned. If you see, hear, or sense anything amiss, don’t waste your time protecting Vigil Tower. Take the Vigilance and rally with us at Mount Omina.”

      The three nodded and Ulfric turned to Symvalline. As they spoke quietly together, Mylla exchanged a hug with Safran, who clasped her tightly and sent, I’m looking forward to hearing your stories of the day. When they separated, the tiny crinkle of concern in Safran’s forehead surprised Mylla. She’d never seen her friend anything but composed and confident.

      With her lips quirked in a half-grin, she responded, “A day free of Vigil Tower is as much a welcomed adventure as anything. At least one of us will have a story about something more exciting than axes to tell tonight.”

      Her attempt at lightening the mood fell flat. Despite the many turns, most shaded in tedium as the Order had stood watch over the vessel of their maker, the possibility of encountering another Verity had never been an anticipated reason for “adventure.” Now that it was, Mylla had to admit she shared more than a little of her friend’s worry.

      “Novice,” Stave said, drawing her attention, “this isn’t training. The bruhawks will be watching, they will, but once you enter the keep, you and the Stallari are on your own. Keep your wits as sharp as your weapons, and don’t let anything distract you from your duty. A young mind tends to be a wandering mind, it does.”

      She squashed the urge to roll her eyes. “Understood.”

      He clapped her on the shoulder as Safran gave a high-pitched whistle. The two silvery bruhawks perched atop the tower leaped clear and dove, streaking downward like stars until the instant before it seemed they would smash into the stone landing. They flared their wings, easily twice as long from tip to tip as an Ivoryssian commoner was in height, and extended their talons just in time to grip the metal perches installed on the landing for them. They came to rest, a few silver feathers alighting and blowing off with the breeze.

      Both Mylla and Safran stepped toward them, Mylla with one hand outstretched. The nearest, Yggo, arched her neck forward, inviting Mylla to scratch, which she obliged. Safran bowed her head and began the incantation that would be carried to the hawks by way of the Mentalios link: Vesr sraak aak, sraka aak suu kaa. With thine eyes, these eyes too see.

      As one, the flying sentries snapped into rigid stances and blinked several times. Mylla withdrew her hand. On the last blink, their bright yellow bird-of-prey irises shifted to a spectrum of color, iridescent greens, blues, yellows, and reds, a swirling mix of hues that mirrored the matching spectrum now swimming in the crystal surface of Safran’s Mentalios. What the ordained bruhawks saw, their Knight cohort also now saw, and what she directed, they would carry out. A useful and symbiotic partnership made possible through the wystic gifts of their celestial maker. Today they would fly as sentinels over the keep while Mylla and the Stallari joined the summit inside.

      Ulfric and Symvalline stepped apart, and he descended the few steps to the surface skimmer. He didn’t beckon Mylla; he didn’t need to. The burden of duty pulled her along. Before she sat, she caught the level but stern look Symvalline threw Ulfric and didn’t need the Mentalios to know her thoughts. The fate of this world may rest on our shoulders today.
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        * * *

      

      The skimmer, a horseless carriage powered by the harnessed light of Halla, rolled them smoothly over Asteryss’s paving-stone streets. Ulfric would have preferred the dignity of arriving at Aster Keep on horseback, but he reminded himself those days were long past. Advancements are aptly named thus, and though he’d lived enough turns to accumulate all the wisdom and prowess of experience that came with long life, he often felt as if his true self, the man inside the warrior, had not advanced with the times. Maybe he could not.

      He brushed that thought aside and looked to his young protégé. Mylla stared at the passing buildings, her eyes seeing things that lay far beyond the city. He thought he could guess what her thoughts were about: love. She and the young Dragør Wing fighter pilot couldn’t hide anything from a man who’d seen as much as Ulfric had. And no sense of duty, no invocation of ambition or honor, no feeling he’d ever experienced held a candle to the overpoweringly potent combination of youth and love. Even the possibility of death fell to a whisper in a mind playing that orchestra. Of all the knowledge he’d accumulated over the millennia, this was a truth he was utterly certain of, which had never changed.

      He considered leaving her to her thoughts. Mylla’s scant term of service would hardly matter if their visitor turned out to be another Verity. What could one with so little experience, who’d only met the living Vaka Aster on a single occasion, hope to do if this Holiness’s intentions were malicious? Of course, he wouldn’t, though. Mylla was a Knight first. She’d sacrificed a normal life, as they all had, to get to this station in her life, and in part his own duty was to see to it that she fulfilled hers.

      “Mylla,” he said lightly, and she faced him. “Beatte’s court will demand we meet the Arch Keeper and this visitor unarmed.”

      Her dark eyes, the irises barely lighter than the pupils, flashed. She had the eyes of a Dyrrak. But when she was alarmed or excited, they stood out strikingly against skin paler than most Dyrraks, more of a Yorish trait. An orphan, no one really knew her lineage. Ulfric had chosen Mylla to fill a gap in the Knight’s Order because of her fine scholarship and high marks in the Resplendolent Conservatum, despite many who grumbled about her Dyrrak blood. And Mylla had never made him doubt or question his choice.

      “Why would they?” she asked. “Acolyte Irrick and the Conservatum will vouch for us, even if Arch Keeper Beatte has let skepticism make her forget her own lessons.”

      “Beatte has shown very little favor toward our Order during her reign, and the members of the Conservatum grow less and less true to their first precept with every passing turn. It’s a consequence of Vaka Aster no longer walking among us. They no longer think of the creator as their master. They know, or they think they know, where their best interests lie—in the hand that feeds, not the one that travels the stars without a thought for them. Beatte tolerates the Conservatum as long as they don’t annoy her with theology. We’ll find no allies among Aster Keep, and Acolyte Irrick keeps quiet about his arrangement with us. It’s best for him that he does.”

      Though she kept her expression level, he sensed what she was thinking. If the Resplendolent Conservatum, the proving grounds for all future Knights and senatorial scholars who chose each successive Arch Keeper, no longer served their Verity, what did that mean for the Knights in the long-term? Does she suspect she’s the last Knight? And on the heels of that: She may well be.

      “You have your klinkí stones?” he asked.

      “I do, Stallari.” She placed her left palm against her right vambrace where the secret weapon of the Knights remained in place.

      “Good. Keep them concealed. Remember, if this Holiness is the Verity we suspect him to be, he’ll be weakened in his sundered form outside of his own realm. Weakened doesn’t mean powerless, though. To fight him would be foolish, and if escape is required, follow me to the well. Our intent is not to engage in battle with a foreign Verity or even a foreign invader, only to preserve Vaka Aster’s vessel from any, and all, threats.”
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      A man can live a thousand turns and still have too little time to develop the necessary patience to reason persuasively against the will of a stubborn sixteen-turn-old adolescent. And this was particularly true for Ulfric—because his daughter was exactly like him. Obstinate, intractable, and when pushed downright devilish in her stubbornness. The last thing the leader of the Knights Corporealis of Vinnr needed today was to be upstaged and defied by his copper-ringleted daughter in front of half the realm and its leadership.

      But there Isemay was, near the front of the crowd, bearing witness to the proceedings with no regard for her father and mother’s instruction to stay away. Her arrival coming so close to his own told him she’d left the tower within moments of his and Mylla’s departure. As he made his way to the keep’s rampart, he saw the look of surprise on her face when she realized he’d spotted her. Defiantly, she held his eyes until he marched past. There will be a reckoning when this was over, Ulfric swore to himself. Daughter or not, he could not protect her if she sought out danger so recklessly. So like her Knight mother. So like her Knight father. Could he even pretend to be surprised?

      Once the crowd recognized the Stallari, their rumbling increased, pulling his focus back to the task. Dragør Marine Commander Tannir Brun, dressed in an elegant tunic of indigo velvet bordered with royal-blue piping, marched one step to the right behind Ulfric past the masses gathered outside Aster Keep, the seat of Ivoryss’s leadership. To his left, also one step behind, paced Mylla. The throngs of querying and concerned citizens who’d come to witness this summit hemmed them in from every direction.

      Ahead, Ulfric finally spotted the reason for this event: His Holiness. The man stood at least two heads above all others present, though his shoulders were disproportionately narrow, making him look the way a child standing on another’s shoulders might. His crimson hair caught the light, its hue and vibrancy like a fuel-oil fire, and cascaded from his head and upper lip in a molten mass, curling here, braided there. Ornamented epaulets with silver frames polished to a glow sat atop his shoulders and linked in ornate filigrees and decorative scrollwork across his chest to create a ceremonial chain-mail shawl. Near him stood an entourage of six pale soldiers, their uniforms a mix of Yorish and some other design, and three black-robed priests.

      It took Ulfric one look at His Holiness and his attending cadre—each priest bearing a mark on his face similar to those carried by Vaka Aster’s Knights—to confirm the thing he had worried about since news of Yor had crossed their borders. Worried about and dreaded. His Holiness was the Verity creator of the realm known to the Knights as Battgjald, there could be no doubt now. Having been touched by a Verity himself gave Ulfric the sight to see through His Holiness’s façade of being an ordinary man.

      The Verity waited at the base of the wide alabaster steps leading over the rampart to the keep’s main gate. Lining both sides of the staircase, Dragør Marines kept watch, each man and woman erect and vigilant, their expressions fixed in equal measures of discipline and disdain. The rumors about Yor and how quickly it had come under the sway of this interloper had spread, it seemed, and the small delegation would not leave this place alive if they dared show any aggression here.

      The reasons His Holiness had requested this audience had only been explained in vague terms of the usual kind: to discuss diplomacy, trade, borders, contracts, and the like. Arch Keeper Beatte would not suspect another Verity would be walking among them. Yet for Ulfric, why the Verity had also requested Ulfric’s attendance was the only question that mattered. What purpose would a sundered Verity, another of the five, have here in Vinnr, and what did it have to do with him?

      The Scrylle of Vinnr, a celestial artifact belonging to the Knights that contained the recorded history, lore, and wystic teachings of Vaka Aster, only made sparse mentions of the other Verities and their realms. And why should it? Other realms did not concern the Knights of Vinnr. Their own world was quite enough. Now here the Verity was, calling himself His Holiness, and walking in the body of a man, hiding his true nature. Why the deception?

      Ulfric could not stop himself from looking back over his shoulder into the crowd, searching for his daughter’s bright hair and beloved face. He could no longer see her. Isemay, you should have listened to your da, for once, he thought, unable to hold his growing anxiety in check. He prayed to Vaka Aster that Symvalline would find her in time to get her somewhere safe.

      He stopped a stride short of reaching His Holiness, and the intruder spoke.

      “Stallari Aldinhuus. Your reputation among the Knights of your Order has reached even me.” His voice—deep, rolling, and hard, like kiln-fired bones—held the authority of ages. “A thousand and more years—or, what is it you call them? Turns, I believe—is a long time among your kind. And I can see”—his cheeks wrinkled upward in a ghastly grin—“you also know who I am.”

      Only the skin of His Holiness’s face and hands showed, its striking whiteness even paler than the Yorish. His eyes, blacker than the emptiness between the stars, gleamed in their sunken orbits, the bones of the skull they lay in so sharp and prominent they nearly broke through his crystal-hard flesh. Now that he was closer to the Verity, Ulfric could see that the body he inhabited was not like any of the people of Vinnr. He wondered how long ago this one-time man of Battgjald had lost his body to his maker’s vessel.

      The first cold tickle of fear, a feeling Ulfric had almost forgotten, whisked over his skin. “Inside,” he responded. “We will not begin this meeting until the Arch Keeper attends.”

      “It is not your kingdom’s lowly ruler whom I’ve come to see.”

      “And yet,” Ulfric said flatly. Perhaps his words were rash, but he was Stallari of the Knights Corporealis, and this being, celestial or not, would not cow him.

      The usurper measured him with a steady gaze, and the skin of his pale face tightened further. “It is your time to waste.”

      As if on command, the gates atop the rampart began their slow, grinding recess into the keep’s inner curtain wall, and the keep’s receiving horn boomed over the city to beckon them. Ulfric threw a look over his shoulder to Commander Brun, and she nodded that she and her Marines were ready for the procession to proceed. Beyond the wall toward the city’s far border, he caught sight of Vigil Tower. The time it would take to climb the forty-four steps to the keep’s courtyard would not be enough to begin to measure the depth of danger this Verity’s presence signified. Yet it was plenty of time for one fearful thought to ring inside his mind, over, and over. Will any haven be safe for my family?
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      Three hundred and forty-two revolutions around Halla had passed since Mylla had last looked into the eyes of a celestial being. Still, her memory of Vaka Aster, brief though their encounter at her oath-taking ordination into the Order had been, did nothing to prepare her for the sight of this other Verity.

      Despite her training and her pride, her eyes widened as their groups converged. She knew him for what he was at once. Where Vaka Aster’s radiance had seemed bright and enveloping, if not exactly warm, the one calling himself His Holiness seemed to suck the light away from the space surrounding him, leaving a vacuum of chilly emptiness behind. Even through her armor and tunic, Mylla’s skin prickled in his presence.

      What in the name of a rotting gimgree carcass is another Verity doing in Vinnr? This can only mean…  I’m not really sure. But I am sure we’ll soon find out.

      The receiving horn’s low clamor faded, and she followed Stallari Aldinhuus up the rampart steps, the deliberate footfalls of the full procession contrasting loudly, oppressively, in the now still afternoon air. No birds sang, no music wafted from the city’s public halls or travelers’ inns. The commoners of Ivoryss themselves seemed to hold their collective breath, their cautious silence commanded by the recent gossip and stories about Yor. She could see that more than a few in the crowd had shielded themselves against their fears by downing more lind sap liquor than was strictly necessary. Tension seemed ready to roil into chaos.

      Acolyte Irrick says Yor is now under this man’s, this being’s, control, that he’s turned Yor’s throne to his ends. The bruhawks saw a small army at the borders. What has Arch Keeper Beatte done to ensure the same kind of takeover can’t happen in Ivoryss? Does she even grasp the stakes of this situation?

      These thoughts rippled in her mind and faded reluctantly. It was only through her strict discipline as a Knight that Mylla kept herself from turning around to ensure the usurper and his cadre were not drawing furtive weapons or planning an attack at this moment as they trailed along behind. Absurd, naturally, for they’d been stripped of their arms before coming within sight of the keep. Just as she and Ulfric had.

      With the exception, naturally, of their klinkí stones, which to commoners would appear to be harmless baubles and bits.

      This unwelcome paranoia was new to her, but she supposed seeing a celestial being with the power to create and destroy worlds would have that effect on anyone. In the first and true language of the Verities, Elder Veros, his name was Balavad. Her Knight mentors had taught her about the existence of this Verity and his realm of Battgjald, and she’d read of it in the Scrylle herself. But only cursorily. It had seemed irrelevant, until now.

      Her nerves were making her hands want to rub together, so she gripped them into white-knuckled fists. The sun’s rays bounced off the Verring Sea to the southwest just beyond Vigil Tower as they climbed, so bright they washed away the water’s usual beryl glow. Asteryss itself lay north of the headland on which Vigil Tower stood. It rose from the prow of one hill, Asteryss from another, each overlooking the basin the city was nestled within.

      More Halla rays beamed against her breastplate, turning the metal oven-hot around her chest. Sweat leaked from her armpits, her forehead, her neck, made clammy by a lingering dread at this unexpected visit. Would the climb up this staircase ever end? How long could she endure those dark eyes of the foreign Verity flashing like cleavers behind her?

      She’d seen young Isemay in the crowd, barely even trying to stay out her father’s sight. He’d never have permitted Isemay to come. Which is probably the main reason she’s here. The girl has more of her father in her than he’d probably thank me for mentioning.

      At last they reached the upper courtyard before the keep’s inner curtain wall gates. In a show of military might, Commander Brun had ordered a squadron of Dragør Wing fighters to land their single-person aerial combat crafts in the yard. The pilots stood at the ready on either side of the gate, all bearing the same stoic expressions as their ground compatriots below the rampart.

      Mylla searched their faces. There he is. Dragør Wing Pilot Havelock Rekkr, first to the left of the entryway, the spot chosen specifically because he knew to expect her to be at the Stallari’s left side. And because he was a squadron leader, of course. Their eyes found each other.

      The procession came to a stop before the massive gates, and Mylla shifted her attention to the elegantly robed Chamberlain Cympher and always numerous courtiers awaiting them. Cympher greeted them with a windy speech that Mylla tuned out immediately. She found life at the keep predictable, if unnecessarily complex. Cympher and courtiers like him were pretentious and pointlessly bureaucratic. Scholars of the Resplendolent Conservatum, like Acolyte Irrick, and warriors, like the Knights, had no time and saw little purpose in pomp.

      At last, the chamberlain concluded, “In the name of Arch Keeper Beatte, I bid you follow me.” He waved them in and turned in a movement so polished it must have been rehearsed.

      As she passed Havelock, he curled the edges of his mouth into a faint smile that did not quite crack his military bearing. Can he see how nervous I am? she wondered, feeling as if her anxiety was nearly dripping from her skin. I hope it isn’t obvious. What would he think of a warrior who sweats like a nervous novice at the first sign of a threat? She nodded back, then saw how sharply his glance strayed to the Verity in her wake. Lock’s anxious grimace, like a virus, spread down the line of Marines as they went by.

      The Knights and Brun, the foreign visitors, and the chamberlain passed along the hushed inner court of Aster Keep beneath the shadows of spires surrounding the enclosing walls. Green summer grasses and hedges dotted the space with a gaiety none felt. The Stallari had likely warned Beatte of the possibility this visitor could be another Verity. Therefore, Mylla was certain they were being led to the secure throne room below the main court. After descending two stories, she knew she was right, and the cooler air below the courtyard brought some relief from the dank perspiration still clinging to her.

      “You seem nervous, Knight,” said someone behind her. When she glanced back, one of the foreign black-robed priests was gazing at her. His face and lips were pale, almost translucent, beneath his hood. The man wore the mark of the Battgjald Knights, named Flesh Casters, which the Stallari had once drawn for her: three inverted chevrons rising between his brows to end at his hairline, in a dark indigo color that had faded to sickly green in his colorless flesh. The symbol stood out starkly, and his halting croak made her wonder how frequently he used his voice. “We are all part of the same Order. All unified for the same cause. You have nothing to fear from us,” he finished.

      Intrigued, she asked, “What cause?”

      “To serve the Verities.”

      “Pretty words coming from a sycophant,” Commander Brun broke in, and the foreign Knight’s long teeth flashed in a snarl through the gash of his mouth. “Whatever your Verity did in Yor will not happen in Ivoryss,” Brun continued. “I suggest you think carefully on the limits of your service, such as it is.”

      She senses the same threat I do, Mylla thought, surprised at the commander’s outburst. Something is amiss. Danger is coming. The Stallari was wise to order the removal of the vessel from Vigil Tower. An army at our gates and a Verity in our midst…  the Scrylle has never recorded another Verity trespassing in this realm…

      Even more ill at ease, Mylla considered things. What Balavad’s Flesh Caster said was true enough. The Knights Corporealis had been servants of Verities since almost the beginning of recorded time. Yet, for the first time since she’d felt called to the Order as a child, she wondered what else this service, which had granted her both honor and immortality, might require.

      Brun’s hostility strangled any further conversation to death. Only their breathing and footfalls made any sound until the hall opened up into an antechamber, large for its subterranean location. The chamberlain finally stopped and thunked the iron knocker against a broad door. Someone slid the peeping port open from the inside, and the chamberlain asked, “Is the Arch Keeper ready?”

      A pause, then: “Aye.”

      One, two, three bolts grated clear, then a brace was unhooked and the door swung open toward them.

      The cloister’s main room flashed brilliantly from dozens of lens apparatuses adorning the walls, ceiling, and even floor in some places. Much of the kingdom’s light and other inventions came from wystic devices that focused and divided radiance into its many forms, a task that fell mostly to the court’s scholars, all former students of the Conservatum, and also mastered by Stallari Aldinhuus. Mylla rarely had a reason to visit this chamber, and the round and rectangular, thick and thin lenses meticulously ground and crafted by artisans—and a few by Aldinhuus himself—dazzled her. She was not an inventor, not the way the Stallari was, which made her appreciate his talents even more.

      Chamberlain Cympher ushered them to a halt, and Mylla and Brun automatically took several short paces to either side of Ulfric, affording them better views of the chamber and the visitors. Though she knew Brun to be a stalwart if sometimes intemperate leader, Mylla questioned how reliable she was. Then she questioned her own questioning. If, after all, this Verity proved to be a common enemy, even training every weapon in the room on the being would be like trying to hold back a tempest with a neck scarf. Glancing at the Marines ringing the Arch Keeper’s throne like a set of sharpened teeth, Mylla thought, She is right not to trust His Holiness, but does she think swords and soldiers can protect her from a Verity, even a sundered one not at his full power?

      On the other hand, Balavad’s Flesh Casters would be little trouble, as frail as they looked. The Stallari could easily dispatch half a dozen foes singlehandedly before pausing to take a breath, and Mylla’s close-quarters combat skills were honed, having been drilled into her by the ruthless Knight Eisa Nazaria and the others for many turns. The courtiers and acolytes wouldn’t be much use, their attributes being boot-licking and intellect rather than strength or force, but the ten Marines in a semicircle of protection around the Arch Keeper’s council table were at least something. Verity or not, Balavad’s powers outside his own realm were limited, Mylla reminded herself, an effect of being sundered and split across the Cosmos. And he had only six disarmed soldiers and three of his strange Flesh Casters. As far as she was concerned, aside from Balavad himself, the Knights were the only true threat in the chamber.

      Beatte wasted no time getting to the point, without even first inviting anyone to sit. “Your Holiness, I am Arch Keeper Beatte, ruler of Ivoryss. Your message said you claim no land as home, yet many here have heard you took an army into Yor and wreaked havoc. Whether this is true or not is not my concern. Now state your reasons for coming to Ivoryss.”

      Beatte’s diplomatic courtesies had apparently gone on holiday, though her bluntness failed to faze the usurper, who smirked. Disquietingly. “Arch Keeper Beatte, as I told your envoy and Stallari Aldinhuus himself, I am not here to discuss matters of state with you. I merely needed you to agree to this meeting in order to get by your city gates. It is with Aldinhuus I wish to speak. However, since you have insisted on the pomp and circumstance of your kind, I will make clear my intent.”

      The callow leader didn’t like at all what he said. She clutched a heavy gem hanging on a chain around her neck tightly and said, “You brought both a brigade of fighters to our capital of Asteryss and a reputation of dishonorable conduct. Now you insult me in tone, if not words, when I grant an audience⁠—”

      “It is you who has been granted an audience with His Holiness,” one of the pale Flesh Casters cut in.

      The Arch Keeper rose from her seat, and her Marines withdrew their swords. Even standing, she barely reached the Verity’s height. Her dark cheeks bloomed rose as she commanded, “Keep your silence, underling, or face the consequences! Yours is not the only Verity in this world.”

      If the raised eyebrows and looks that passed between the Marines were any indication, Mylla wasn’t the only person in the room surprised by Beatte’s statement. So she knows what he is. And claims fealty to Vaka Aster still, even if she doesn’t publicly say so. How quickly commoners lose their faith⁠—

      The ghastly smile that curled the lips of the one calling himself His Holiness cut short her thoughts. “Am I not?” he said.

      Beatte squinted, her cheeks now practically glowing, and her eyes shifted.

      No, don’t look at the Stallari, Mylla mentally tried to will her. The Verity will see it as weakness; he’ll know we cannot summon Vaka Aster.

      Too late.

      The interloper took advantage of her silence and reached toward the closest of his Flesh Casters, beckoning him forward with a long, thick-jointed finger. The attendant undid the clasp on a leather satchel hanging over one shoulder and reached inside as he stepped up, withdrawing a tied scroll.

      Balavad took the scroll and unrolled it. As close as Mylla was, she could see the script written upon it was Yorish.

      “A treaty already signed by the Arch Keeper of Yor, declaring a new devotion, kingdom-wide, to me. My Flesh Caster Order,” he waved the parchment at another of his Order, who took it and passed it to one of Beatte’s guards, who in turn held it before her to read, “will take over all rites and services for your kingdom and the Knights Corporealis of Vaka Aster. Worship of your absent Verity died, as is natural, in the centuries since your creator deserted your world. I have been watching. Vaka Aster has left you behind and left your lost and frail selves to fall into ruin.”

      The Verity opened his arms in front of him and held his hands out, palms up, in a gesture that seemed a mockery of benevolence. “I have come to fill the void left by your uncaring creator.” He stepped forward to tower over the none-too-diminutive Stallari and pointed that bony finger again, this time at him. “And you, Stallari Aldinhuus of the Vaka Aster’s Knights Corporealis, will help me.”
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      The moment the words struck his ears, Ulfric knew them for what they were: the end of an age of relative peace—and possibly of his world. He might have laughed at the absurdity of the Verity of Battgjald’s words. Ulfric, leader of the Knights Corporealis of Vaka Aster, help a usurper in a takeover of Ivoryss and eventually all of Vinnr? The oath he’d taken was to serve his Verity, not become a militant pawn in Verity wars.

      None of this mattered, however. Despite his alarm, only two things did: Protect Isemay and Symvalline. Protect Vaka Aster. Before his next breath, he calculated that both could only be achieved in one way.

      “What is it you want from me?” he asked.

      The Verity responded, “Your fealty and that of your Knights, your kingdom under my sway, and above all you are to relinquish both your Scrylle and three Fenestrii to me and take me to the vessel of Vaka Aster. The true vessel.”

      To his left, Knight Evernal twitched as if to attack. Ulfric thrust out his hand in a halting gesture and focused a command through his Mentalios. Don’t. She settled, grudgingly.

      The usurper smiled. “Well done, Stallari. A man with your authority would have a place among my own Order.”

      He lowered his hand and returned his attention to the towering figure. Bargain with him, Ulfric. Bargain with the skills of all the centuries you’ve lived. Bargain for lives more important to you than your own. You can’t take him to the vessel. With this thought came another: He doesn’t know where we’ve hidden it. Are the Verities blind to each other? He deposited this thought into his ageless arsenal of wisdom. If true, if the Verities couldn’t detect one another, it could be useful someday.

      Before he could speak, Arch Keeper Beatte broke in, her voice now cool, on the verge of defeat. “So you’ve taken Yor. We can only surmise using what guiles. Why Ivoryss too? Why do you want our kingdoms, when you have your own world and a realm of your own creation where you’re already the one ruler? Verity or not, this world owes you nothing.”

      “Keep wagging your tongue,” the Flesh Caster with the leather satchel warned her.

      Balavad’s black eyes lit with some inner flame as he gazed at Ulfric. “Stallari Aldinhuus is the only one among any of you worthy of my attention.”

      The Arch Keeper, oh so young and hapless, was about to act as anyone as youthful as she might, and Ulfric moved to intervene before she could command her Dragør Marines to attack the Verity, and thus commit suicide. “Arch Keeper⁠—”

      Her words froze him before he could finish. “Guards, restrain the turncoat Aldinhuus. Seize this usurper and his entourage. No enemy of Ivoryss will be allowed to walk free another moment.”

      As a unit, the ten Dragør Marines raised and pointed their swords. Each paced a step forward, and Brun moved in from Ulfric’s right. He could almost taste the blood that was about to be spilled. “Stop this madness, Beatte!” he pressed, but his next words—I would never betray Ivoryss!—died on his tongue before he could say them. He would betray Ivoryss. He would, if it meant doing his duty. Or saving his family.

      Evernal’s back pushed against his, ready to defend him. As the Marines moved in, the Verity’s forces closed around their leader, forming a circle of defense. Ulfric hesitated to encourage Mylla to withdraw her klinkí stones, or to do so himself. They already had too few secrets or surprises. They needed to wait until the right opportunity struck before revealing them.

      The Marines’ wariness caused them to crowd in slowly, affording Ulfric time to measure the situation. Yet even a warrior of his long history knew limits. Balavad remained stolid, unconcerned inside his circle of protectors. Ulfric’s mind raced with ideas on what to do, what to say to end this certain fate. Why would the Verity want Vaka Aster’s vessel? If he destroyed it, he would destroy this world, their entire reality. Why would he have gained the obeisance of Yor, and possibly Dyrakkium, if he simply planned to wipe them from existence?

      What am I missing?

      “Just relax, Aldinhuus, and we can end this peacefully,” Brun said, standing at a sword-length’s distance and beckoning toward him with her free hand. “You too, Evernal.”

      “You and the Arch Keeper are wrong, Brun,” Mylla said. “We are not your enemies. That being is.”

      Ulfric kept his eyes fixed on the squad of Marines, mind whirling. He wants our Scrylle and Fenestrii. He came from Yor. What could I be missing? He is here and needs my aid to find Vaka Aster’s vessel. Why? Yor and the Scrylle, the vessel…  what is his intention?

      “I have no time for games,” the Verity warned.

      Then, as if all connected by a common spark, the light reflecting from the chamber’s many illuminate orbs suddenly exploded, cutting Ulfric’s thoughts short and blinding him. He clutched the Mentalios pendant around his neck with one hand and raised the arm concealing his klinkí stones in front of his face, prepared for battle and death. Mylla pushed harder at his back, using his weight to keep them both upright. As he drew a breath to give her the order to attack, the dazzling light diminished almost as quickly as it had erupted, and Ulfric could see once more.

      Balavad still stood between Ulfric and the Arch Keeper, his form a dark shadow in the afterglow. His arms were extended, and between his palms floated a ring of shadow no bigger than a man’s head. After blinking rapidly several times, Ulfric realized that every light orb, glass, crystal, and mirror in the chamber had shattered.

      The resulting explosion of lethal shards, in the thousands, now hung in midair, motionlessly surrounding the people in the chamber. Glinting sparks flared within the shards, holding the explosion of light the way a mother carries a late-term child, taut and ready to let go. The pieces seemed aimed toward the sphere of blackness between the Verity’s palms, being pulled into it, sure to tear through anything and any person that stood between them and the vacuum.

      Arch Keeper Beatte sat unmoving and mostly unharmed on her throne, terror and shock frozen on her face. The courtiers and acolytes, however, had not been spared. All lay dead or dying, mutilated by fragments of shards. It had happened soundlessly when the chamber was filled with light, so swiftly that none had even screamed. Only one or two of the Marines still stood, the others having fallen, but they were only stunned and stupefied, not yet suffering the fate of the rest. Commander Brun had stumbled back against the foot of a column and now swiped frantically at her eyes, trying to rid herself of her daze. Behind Ulfric, Mylla remained upright, unflagging in her readiness for battle. As if fighting were a real option against this being.

      Reason with him, Ulfric thought. He said aloud, “Verity, there is no need to harm these soldiers or anyone else. They are following orders to protect their ruler. I’m the only one who can take you to Vaka Aster.”

      “Or her.” His Holiness indicated Mylla with a glance over Ulfric’s shoulder.

      Still just a novice, at least to Ulfric, she wouldn’t be a match of either wits or strength against Balavad for long. It was better to keep the Verity focused on him. “If we do take you to the vessel, you could end Vinnr. Is that your aim? You know we will die protecting Vaka Aster.”

      The usurper’s voice burned like oil as it seeped into Ulfric’s ears. “But you must understand, Stallari Aldinhuus, I am not ending your world. I have come to save it.”

      Could Verities cultivate a sense of humor? He thought not. The only thing dangerous enough to threaten their world now stood before him. “Saving Vinnr from yourself, then?” He smirked. “Your trickery is as transparent as water.”

      “I am not the trickster, Stallari. I’m the savior. See for yourself.”

      The usurper waved to the Flesh Caster—the title an abomination to Ulfric’s ears—carrying the leather satchel. As the warrior-priest withdrew something, his robe shifted open slightly. Ulfric glimpsed a stout chrome chain hanging around his neck bearing a fist-sized crystal sphere: a Fenestros orb, one of Balavad’s own five. And in his hand was a Scrylle.

      To a commoner, a Scrylle appeared to be a hollow scepter that contained a parchment covered in Elder Veros runes, slightly flared at the ends, and made of a handsome gleaming metal. Only the Knights and a few of the members of the Resplendolent Conservatum could identify the type of metal as having been forged from the stars themselves. The flared ends served two purposes: as a base upon which the Scrylle could be stood upright and as a mount to hold a Fenestros, a celestial orb resembling a smooth gemstone that was in actuality much, much more. The Fenestros orbs served as lenses by which the celestial sparks of Verities traveled and could be harnessed by Knights and others trained in their uses in as many ways as ingenuity and experience could devise. When a Scrylle and Fenestros were joined, a Knight could peer into the barrel of the Scrylle scepter through the celestial orb like a kaleidoscope. But instead of revealing only the Scrylle mount, a gateway between the viewer and the Great Cosmos opened and allowed the viewer access to timeless ideas. Like a library composed of formless but apprehensible thoughts, history, lore, and teachings, the Scrylles contained the accumulated knowledge of millennia, which could only be gleaned by Knights trained in how to read it.

      And this Flesh Caster freely brandished the Scrylle and lore of a foreign realm, Battgjald. The realization struck him like a slap. Looking inside that would be looking inside another reality, another dimension so far removed that, until now, it may as well have not been real. Being exposed to the usurper’s Flesh Casters, taller, thinner, paler than any Vinnric, even the Yorish folk, hadn’t brought this fact home to him the way seeing the Scrylle did. His thirst for knowledge suddenly awoke in him, almost edging out his fear.

      “Caster Rhafn,” the Verity said and gestured for the Flesh Caster to hand the Scrylle to Ulfric. He took it, and was surprised when the Flesh Caster removed his Fenestrii and passed it to him as well. “Look inside,” Balavad commanded.

      Though now a warrior, Ulfric had been a craftsman and scholar before being called to serve Vaka Aster, and he was not a man who could resist the promise of knowledge, no matter its source. This Verity, it seemed, was intent on hiding nothing if he meant for Ulfric to look into the Scrylle. His curiosity had to be sated.

      Holding the artifact close to his chest, he attached the celestial orb, and it stuck in place as if held by a magnetic force. The weight of the joined objects was deceptively light, and with his hands locked around the cylinder, Ulfric focused on moving his mind through the Fenestros until he could “see” what was recorded within the Scrylle.

      In a rush no untrained Knight could endure, the annals poured into his mind. All Battgjald’s lore buffeted him, drowning his own thoughts to oblivion: a deluge of events and inventions, an influx of knowledge of a world foreign to him, a reality that fit only within vague outlines of his own, peoples and races he could barely comprehend but were similar enough to the Vinnrics to be recognizable. The edges of his mind strained, filled lightning quick to capacity, and he felt it creaking under the force of the tidal wave. So much to know. So much…  Clenching his jaw, he brought all the strength and discipline of his thousand and more turns into controlling the Scrylle’s influx, and with strained yet unbent determination, he began to get a grip, to swim against the flood, slowing the mental invasion and concentrating on what appeared.

      Balavad’s disembodied voice whispered inside his thoughts: See the Syzyckí Elementum.

      As if commanded, there it was. A myth that Ulfric could not deny, now solidified into fact. A conflux was coming, a gathering of all the Verities into a reunification of their sundered selves into their original singular form. From the five back to the one. But this was not the surprise that turned his marvel to horror.

      Ulfric ripped his focus free and staggered against Mylla, the Scrylle falling from his hands. It landed on the alabaster floor, undamaged. Its Flesh Caster keeper hissed as if burned and scrabbled to retrieve it and his Fenestros, throwing a look of hate toward Ulfric that he barely noticed.

      “The Verities are…” He couldn’t continue, unable to fully believe what he’d read.

      “Now do you see, Stallari?” Balavad examined Ulfric’s pallor with interest. “Yes, you do. Your kind is coming to an end. We Verities agreed long before we created what you conceive as time, long before we created these realities, that all of these things, and
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