
        
            
                
            
        


	The King of Ill-Omens, a summary

The plan to interview Alia’s parents is a bust: the manor is deserted when she finds it, no clue left explaining what became of them. Determined to return to the Complex instead, she and Shisum enter Rhubarad before they realize it’s been conquered by its secter. They escape, only to encounter the Ultan and his Elitarian defectors skulking in the region. He conscripts them into his campaign to take Vilimantha’s capital back. 

On the opposite side of the continent, Marseviks undertakes his great betrayal, training a worldly prince and his soldiers in secrets mages once broke the world to keep. There’s no going back and no reason to: Fiyaza left rather than be party to it, both his parents are now dead, and Atrus never completed his mission to carry a letter back to the Atsises. He was killed by enemy soldiers fleeing the secter in Kandeshul, as Marseviks learns from Kandeshuli mages only later. He has the one solace, that among his students is a mage of unparalleled skill, even if Horus’s people don’t believe he ought to be warrior or a hero. 

At the Complex, betrayal is at the forefront of everyone’s minds. The mood is dangerous: mages know Kandeshul has been attacked, Noelmene conquered, and they also know the news was leaked against Congress’s wishes, that their leaders are hiding truths from them. When the Anyimari secter absconds without permission, Congress starts arresting people. Dyafer’s attention is split because she’s trying to keep their society together long enough to get them moving toward the war they need to fight while Congress pulls in the opposite direction, gaze turned inward. 

Before the Anyimari left, one of their mages put two and two together. It crossed Ramsu’s mind that if anyone knew anything touching on the root cause of the crisis, it would be the sublimely secretive, knowing, superior Bogethore Soll. When he takes his three friends to snoop through the mage’s room, they find nothing but proof someone else ransacked the room before them, but while there, they accidentally break a little bottle of liquid someone left sitting on the floor. In the aftermath, Ramsu’s Sight begins acting strangely, but he tells himself it isn’t.

With the border weirdly quiescent, the Towtielans ought to be able to take some time to convalesce. The Kwentaro hasn’t come back to explain himself and the invasion everyone expected isn’t happening. This peaceful interlude is cut short by the arrival of the rest of Anyimar’s secter. Their first act is to arrest Boden for crimes against the Code, but he’s okay with that: this is a fight he’s wanted to pick for two hundred years. 

While the Gorol slips away, unchallenged, Dyafer finds herself on trial. The Kovis and Moirsel have returned, and all her former allies have turned against her. Only her opponent, the Atsises, defends her. The real enemy is gone, back to his stronghold in Famrisha, where Sparud is enjoying new love and exploring his protectorate, oblivious to what it means that he’s been named his Haimar’s heir.
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A Prologue 

in the quiet before dawn

Within the confines of a small tent, a small woman sat upon a folding stool at a folding desk. She bent low over her work, eyes narrowed in concentration, pausing occasionally to take her pen in her right hand and flex the cramped fingers of the left. After a moment’s respite, she would hunch forward again, head swinging side to side with the regularity of a pendulum as she turned her gaze from the page on which she wrote to the missive at its side. The canvas floor of the tent was littered by drifts of crumpled pages, prior efforts that had been judged inadequate. 

She returned the pen to the inkwell and straightened, and in the light of a brace of candles, the deeper shadows covering the center of her brow became visible. Beneath the vylles, her skin was the pale brown of oak, her hair a cap of darkness. Eyes dark holes in her face. While she rotated her head cautiously to stretch her stiff neck, she held the two pages up side by side, comparing them one against the other yet again. 

Someone scratched at the flap of her tent, and she started so violently the inkwell wobbled across the desk’s surface and almost tipped. “Haimar?” a voice called from beyond. “The sun’s coming up. Breakfast will be ready soon, and we have a pot of tea for you.”

“I’ll be out in a moment, mage,” she replied, not inviting the woman in. Maneuvering the rickety chair back from the table, she set down the pages she had been inspecting and crawled across the floor. She snatched up the balled-up, failed attempts of earlier that night, taking care that she found them all. She used her hands and not her Vision, because she was just too tired to waste the effort. 

Once she had them gathered, she incinerated them, channeling the smoke out of the flaps. There was no one to assist her with this task, with both of her lieutenants absent. One of them, she had sent away herself; the other had abandoned her. ‘I’ll be here when you change your mind,’ was all the mage had said before she walked away. There was no one else she could trust with this secret, no one she could stand to burden with the weight of carrying it. Already it bore her to the ground, and all she had done thus far was lay the groundwork. 

After she had destroyed the rubbish, she turned back to the desk. The page on the right, she returned to a heap of innocuous notes, some scribbled onto corners of torn-off pages, some printed on high-quality stationary. She placed these in an attractive walnut box carved with delicate flowers and vines, which she then tossed on the floor. 

The page on the left, she glanced at again briefly. As soon as the Mieneh has been deposed, we will possess a majority in Congress and can move at your word. The Complex will be yours without a battle fought. Master, my will is yours.

With a nod of satisfaction, she set it atop a second stack off to one side. Briefly, before the latest letter obscured it, the words of the next were visible: …more troublesome secter can be isolated, driven back to their protectorates. They can be picked off there, their demise relegated to hearsay and distorted by fear.

She gathered the pages up carefully in both hands, rapping them against the desktop until they were neatly squared. She deposited them with the care of crystal in a slender leather folio, which she sealed. Drawing open the coat she wore even within the tent, she put the folio against her belly before wrapping the coat around her again and doing the buttons up to her neck. 

She took the time to extinguish the candles and rub wearily at her burning eyes. She examined the space one final time to be sure no telltales remained. Then, wondering when she might get the chance to sleep, the Vriomeh ducked from her tent into a new day in search of breakfast. 

 




Chapter One

loosed at last from a pit of vipers

Northern Rhyna, the Complex

Kairfir paced the somber vestibule of the Kandeshuli Abode, where he’d been wearing a hole in this carpet for an hour. The time had come for action, but he couldn’t act without informing his friend. He was leaving, and he meant to bring her with him, which meant coming clean.

 He realized he had stopped a foot from the wall. Before him hung a portrait of the previous Vriomeh, painted by a Kandeshuli artist in the dark, satiny oils they favored. “How does one say such a thing?” he asked the painting. Presten Queren was spoken of fondly by his people as a great mage and wise ruler, but the old Haimar only gazed back at him, not willing to give him a hint.

With a growl, he turned on his heel and stalked toward the opposite side of the room. The time had come to make his confession, and he had no clue how. Between his twin Maheila and little sister Rania, he had never held onto a secret long enough to contemplate revealing it. 

He knew what he had to do: tell the truth. It ought to have been simple; it was easy to articulate. He had comported himself in the last few months, though, with a lack of candor so substantial it amounted to a lie. He could only hope his friend would care he had acted with her best interests at heart, if not her right to make her own decisions.

Of course, this was all rather pointless until the woman got here.

One of the great iron-banded doors that let onto the Complex grounds swung inward. The woman who entered was his age, taller than him and statuesque. Once she’d closed the door behind her, she cast back the cowl of her cloak to reveal a golden mane.

“Sorry it took so long,” Velena said as she approached. “I didn’t realize you’d sent a call. I just thought I wanted to see you because.”

The apology made him grimace. “No matter. You’re here now.”

He led her over to a cluster of stiff-backed chairs upholstered in green satin. It would have been a silly place to have this conversation, but the Kandeshuli Abode had been virtually deserted for a long time now. The odds were slim that anyone would happen by, and if one of the meager handful still inhabiting this building did draw close, it was going to be obvious. 

“So what’s up?” 

Circling in on what he wished to discuss, Kairfir asked, “Been by any of the Elitarian Abodes lately?”

She gave him a level look. “I happen to live in one. I also happen to be sitting in one right now.”

“Well, the rumors say Noelmene fell. And Kandeshul was attacked. Our secter are occupied.”

“Maybe. We don’t know where those rumors came from.” She scrutinized him through narrowed eyes. “Or do we? Am I about to learn what you’ve been up to the last few months?”

He gave himself a second to let that sink in. “Am I that transparent?”

Velena rolled her eyes. “I know you, Kair. ‘Hey, let’s visit the teachers as often as possible so we can remind them of our missing classmates we don’t actually miss!’ ‘Hey, let’s go around talking about how incompetent Congress is in public to people we don’t know!’ ‘Hey, let’s tell Vashine – Vashine! – our honest opinion on something smacking of treason!’ So two choices: either you lost your mind, or you have a plan and acting stupid is step one. I have yet to see you bark like a dog…”

Standing, he walked a few feet to another cluster of seats. He reached over the back of a spindly settee and snatched up a backpack that had been sitting there. He tossed it to her, and she caught it automatically.

“It’s time for us to leave. I’m sorry if you have to leave anything especially meaningful behind, but it took too long for you to get here, the night’s wearing on. There isn’t time for you to go back to your room.” 

“You could have just told me about this earlier and let me deal with it myself.”

He looked away, knowing he deserved the criticism.

“Kair.” She came to him, taking his elbow in one hand. “I’m not angry. We knew you were up to something. We figured you must have some reason for keeping quiet. We knew we could trust you to do the right thing.”

“Not enough,” he muttered.

“That is not fair,” she told him firmly. “You know perfectly well that had nothing to do with you. I think it’s ridiculous, too, but we both know it wasn’t a judgment on your leadership. She probably wakes up every morning wishing he were more like you, clear-sighted and responsible.”

Kairfir wasn’t sure he agreed. He had wondered more than once if Vashine’s primary appeal might not lie in the fact that he wasn’t ever, in any way, even for a moment, clear-sighted or responsible. It had been his observation that women were frequently drawn to men like that, and the more needy and childish they were, the more eagerly otherwise-intelligent women destroyed their own lives to be near them. He had witnessed the absolute archetype of that romance, he called them Mother and Father. Well, Mom and That Asshole, but anyway.

He didn’t intend to speak ill of their friend, even if she wasn’t here to hear it. “Mom always told me love is like the morning dew: it settles as readily on horseshit as it does on roses.”

She grinned. “Horseshit? You do him too much credit.” She turned solemn in another sudden shift. “Are you going to explain? Why did you mention the abandoned Abodes?”

As they made for the front doors, he said, “You remember I was thinking about paying the Atsises a visit?”

Velena slammed to a halt, gaping at him. At the same time, the door leading deeper into the Abode swung open behind them. Kairfir’s hands went to his mendijhür, but it wasn’t like he’d meant to use it. So far as he had seen, violence was less an instinct than a habit, one he had never had a chance to develop. 

But this was just as well: he had little hope of talking their way out of this, but he had no hope whatsoever of fighting free.

The woman who sauntered into the entryway from deeper within the building was Kandeshuli like Kairfir. Also, once upon a time, Feinzadi like him, too. She was thicker-set than their people normally were, barrel-chested, nose crooked, jaw solid. Back home, she would have been judged downright ugly. She moved with a confidence that suggested that, had the thought ever even occurred to her, she had lost no sleep over it. 

There was no surprise in her, but rather curiosity, and Kairfir realized with a jolt of anger that she had been listening at the door. Doubtless readily visible to the Sight, had Kairfir been as watchful as he ought to have been, instead of worrying about childish hurdles like getting chewed out by a friend. People’s lives were on the line, his own included, but the reminder came too late. 

He had expected the mage to fall straight into an interrogation, but her anvil-hard face softened enough to let slip a small smile. “I’d only be pretending if I claimed to be amazed you got them to test you without us. Shit, boy.” She strode forward and slapped Kairfir on the back hard enough to stagger him. 

“I didn’t expect to see you here, Mage Marechech,” he said cautiously. He was pretty proud that his voice didn’t quaver. 

“Of course you didn’t,” the mage agreed. “Any number of people have opinions on where I ought to be. Far’s I know, the only thing we’re all agreed on is that the Complex isn’t it. Yet here I am.”

This wasn’t just uninformative, it was deliberately vague, and he felt his distrust increase. The mage’s eyes flicked onto Velena, who had sidestepped until Kairfir was between them. She stood with both hands clasped at her waist like a chastened maid, but Kairfir Saw the tension in her; she was poised for action. Not hiding behind him but using him to hide her aura. That wasn’t going to happen: two-on-one wasn’t nearly good enough odds to risk it, not against a mage like Mel Marechech. 

The outer door opened behind them, and a stranger entered. They moved hastily to either side, making space for a mage with curly dark hair hanging to his shoulders, braided in places, the braids decked by beads. The newcomer’s eyes went to Kairfir, but he addressed his words to Mage Marechech. “Place is deserted, not a soul to be found.”

“I’ve only gone over half the building, but this boy’s the first I turned up.”

“Headed off to begin the campaign?”

Marechech spread her hands, turning a demanding look on Kairfir.

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking me.” 

“Where is everyone?”

“There are four mages other than myself living in this building.”

“I thought they weren’t going to split up the teachers, I thought that was decided,” the mage by the door protested. “Went through my Abode and Tressle wasn’t there.”

“Marse Tressle is in a cell beneath Congress Hall.” This got both of them staring at him, but he had no desire to satisfy their curiosity. “Why are you here?” 

“Valmere brought us back,” Marechech replied. “Told us important duties called. Didn’t tell us what those duties were.”

She continued to eyeball him, but her fellow tossed his head so his curls bounced. “Weird thing, Mel, I passed the Anyimari Abode, and it was empty, too. That got me wondering, so I turned a circle of the grounds. Sherun and Dsiabor are gone. Feinzad and Tashal are occupied, though. Full up, it looked like.” 

Velena gasped. 

“You know why they’re back.” 

Mage Marechech had fixed her eyes on Kairfir, and he could feel the demand like the tug of a leash. Instinct urged him to be overawed. To cave if for no other reason than to get the woman’s eyes off him. But lives were at stake; trust had been placed in him. “You know why you’re back, whether or not it was explained to you.”  

She took a few steps closer, then sidestepped, walking a slow circle around him. One hand strayed onto the hilt of her sword, but Kairfir wasn’t sure it meant that she was contemplating using it, it might just be the force of habit. There was no anger in her aura, only intensity. Her eyes bored into him, and although Kairfir knew the limits of a mage’s power, it gave him a sense of exposure. Like the woman could see right into him.  

He had decided Marechech wasn’t going to answer and was trying to find a way to extricate the two of them from this conversation when the mage said, “Never got close to New Towtiel. We were moving at a snail’s pace, taking every excuse to start late or stop early. A messenger caught us on the road before we even hit Dsiabor’s northern border. She walked off a way with Valmere so no one else could hear, then we got told we were recalled. We turned around straight away and started marching like we meant it.” She was quiet, then took a step closer. “She left us stashed in a thicket a few miles from here. Why do you suppose she would do a thing like that?”

“I wouldn’t presume—” He abandoned the sentence when the mage growled. “Just being careful?”

“You’re a brave boy,” Marechech said softly, “but I can See how scared you are. You are not pleased to see us, not one whit. Why would that be?”

He couldn’t help himself and took a step to the rear.

The mage grinned evilly. “What is it you’re plotting, boy?”

“This boy isn’t plotting anything,” the other mage said scornfully, “he’s barely old enough to shave.”

Marechech barked a laugh. “Good one, Kasra! You See how mad that made him?” To Kairfir, she added, “You’ve started confessing, might as well keep it up.”

He took another step back, wondering desperately what to do. If that was Kasra Toreg, they were screwed. Then again, Mage Marechech could already have killed them both. Having two mages of that quality here to handle two kids just out of training probably accomplished nothing but to put them in one another’s way. 

While he struggled to come up with a plan, the outer doors opened yet again. On the one night where he had required solitude, the entrance to this abandoned building had become a turnstile at a popular summer festival. The man who slipped into the well-lit room was their age, pale-skinned and leggy like Velena. He was giving off triumph like the voice of a horn. 

Tag closed the door behind him, and when he turned back, his eyes were on the older mages. “Friends of yours, Kon?” 

“Kandeshuli,” he replied. 

“Vilimanthan,” Toreg said for himself. 

“Ah.” Now he felt confident he was among friends, Tag came forward, rubbing his hands together. “I’m sorry your secter couldn’t return with the others, but they’ll be back. Aren’t you glad now?”

“For…?”

“That you didn’t make a show of all your questions where other people might hear. I warned you our Haimar would sort it out.”

Neither Kairfir nor Velena asked what he meant; they had already had this conversation. Toreg, however, said, “Sort what out?” 

“This world in crisis nonsense,” Tag told him confidently. 

“Nonsense,” Marechech repeated. 

“Oh, yes,” the man said enthusiastically. “Since our Haimar left, the Mieneh has gone from one folly to the next, doing everything in her power to swell the Kwentaro’s strength at our expense, until even the other Laharians saw the truth.”

“The Kwentaro’s strength,” Marechech said. 

“She attempted to disband our secter. The decree said, ‘Any mage whose Haimar is not present to govern them and in good standing with Congress as a whole,’ but only a few days later she shipped the Anyimari secter off to their master.” For the first time, Tag checked. “But surely you knew that?” 

“Actually, I didn’t.”

“She disbanded our secter?” Toreg demanded, outraged. 

Kairfir leapt in to correct this misleading information. “She did not. The rest of Congress voted in that idiotic plan over her protests, I know it for a fact.”

“She’s the Lahar.”

“They gave her a title. They didn’t rewrite our laws to give her a veto. The result being that they can enact all manner of useless, destructive policies and blame them on her, which is why they did it.”

Tag bared his teeth. They had spoken about this, and they had done so on more than one occasion; he ought to have known already how Kairfir felt. It took him by surprise anyway, as if he had assumed, now the side of common sense had lost, Kairfir would happily throw his lot in with willful stupidity. 

Tag was still standing right by the doors, and he spun on his heel. Before Kairfir could do more than cry out a pointless warning, he had a hand on the handle and was pulling one leaf open. He slipped into the night, leaving the door ajar. He would bring death down on all of them, and it wasn’t just their own lives that currently rested in their hands. 

Cursing, Kairfir tore after him, hurling over his shoulder, “People are going to die if we don’t catch him!”

Velena was right behind him, but there was a moment when they were alone, and he would have been swearing in frustration had he not needed his breath for running. He had a number of admirable qualities, but being a badass warrior of incomparable skill wasn’t one of them. He wasn’t sure he could trust those mages, but right now the bigger problem was that they didn’t trust him. He was trying to calculate the odds he could get the teachers out of jail before Tag brought the Tashail secter down on him as he scuttled down the stairs. He had just reached the bottom and made to stretch his legs when the mages landed on either side of him, light on their feet as predators. They were past him by the time he registered their presence. 

Tag was nothing more than a racing shadow, but Kairfir’s Sight hadn’t lost the man, so he put his head down and willed energy into his pumping legs. Velena was already falling behind, hindered by the backpack she was juggling. Their quarry knew they were pursuing, and halfway across an open square where several paths intersected, he ducked around a water feature and took off down a different path. 

Toreg was on the left, closer, and he just kept on straight, the row of shrubs that was in his way flattening before him as if it had been mown down by a giant scythe. To the right, Marechech leapt over the water feature, one foot landing in the center of the reflecting pool and bounding off again. Kairfir had slowed down slightly, trying to figure out how he would navigate the change in directions; when he realized he had slowed to a jog while he gawked, he made a noise of disgust and picked up the pace again. 

The others had only gone another twenty paces down the trail, a sheltered walkway overhung by vines. By the time he reached them, his classmate and former friend was down on the ground between them, and he had lost his head. Kairfir swallowed when he saw this, grateful for the darkness of the night and almost wishing he didn’t have the gift that was the Sight. It was only fair he be forced to witness this, though: it was his fault, whoever’s hands had held the blade.

“Well?” Marechech’s voice was a hiss barely audible above the wind, but Kairfir started and almost cried aloud at the shock of it. “We killed someone for you, think you’d like to tell us why?”

Both of them were still holding their bared swords in their hands. He swallowed hard while he tried to weigh his options. He didn’t want to be honest with them, but did he have a choice? Velena had caught up by then and stood at his back, and she would support him no matter what he asked. But she couldn’t defend him from this. 

The wind moaned through the vines, rustling the leaves like a thousand whispering voices all warning him against this course. It fell still, the leaves fell silent, and he was left with the contradictory feelings both of exposure and claustrophobia. His eyes went back to the dead man just beyond them, body already losing its human warmth. 

He knew Mel Marechech entertained sincere doubts about the wisdom of the Vriomeh’s choice to secede because the woman had told him so. Knowing who her masters weren’t little told them who her masters were. There were more than two sides. Even her doubts, however genuine, didn’t necessarily mean anything. She might doubt their Haimar and choose to obey. That was what Tag had urged Kairfir to do, and he had even considered it before coming to the conclusion that there was only so much brazen folly he could stomach in his leaders. 

He didn’t want to be honest with them, but he had business to be about, and the night was wearing on. If they came with him, he would at least know where they were. Drawing a deep breath and hoping like hell this was the right decision, he told them, “I’m leaving the Complex tonight.” His voice shook, and he couldn’t have cared less. “On the way, I mean to break some people out of prison. Congress has been arresting mages while you were away, but none of them are actually traitors. Just people who had the wrong friends or asked the wrong questions.”

It was almost impossible to see anything in the shifting shadows of this leafy tunnel, but he could tell that they were looking at each other. They seemed to have come to a meeting of the minds because both of them put their swords away. The suddenness and coordination of the movement startled him, and he shied back, hands rising, fleetingly convinced he was about to be run through. He was caught standing frozen with his hands upraised defensively, shying from an attack that never came. Clearing his throat, he dropped his hands and stood up straight. 

No one commented. Marechech just said, “I suppose you have a plan?”

“I have something better.” Only at this point did he think to ask, “What about the rest of you? There should be another hundred and fifty mages…?”

“Still hanging out in that thicket.”

“Where’m I taking them?” Toreg asked. When he hesitated, the man tossed his head angrily. “I’m not leaving my best friend behind to serve your paranoia.”

“There’s no such thing as paranoia in a place where people are being threatened with torture for the crime of having associated at some point in the past with people the people in power don’t like,” he snapped. 

“Gone that far, has it?” Marechech asked. 

“It has. We’re getting the people in question out of here before it reaches its obvious endpoint.”

“Where’m I taking them?” Toreg asked again, pointedly. 

Still he hesitated, agonizing. 

“Look,” Marechech said impatiently, “you can’t ever know beyond a shadow of a doubt, but we’ve been talking to these people. Everyone has their own reasons, but there isn’t a one of them did it for the purpose of betraying us.”

“There aren’t only two sides,” he pointed out. “Your Haimar—” 

“Our Haimar.”

“I meant the Diode.”

“Diode ain’t my Haimar,” Marechech said forcefully. 

He threw his hands in the air. “Stop quibbling! My point is, I don’t trust Valmere Landaru.”

He was surprised when they shrugged this off. “Neither do we,” Toreg told him. “She almost has to be in on whatever happened down there, doesn’t she?”

“Damned if I know why Congress didn’t ask her pointed questions about the amazing coincidence that made her the Only One Left,” his fellow grumbled. 

“But one of them did,” he said, and he was watching them carefully when he said it. He could See that their shock and horror were sincere. Letting out a sigh, he told the man where to meet them, finishing, “I trust I don’t need to tell you stealth is a priority.”

Toreg chuckled and slapped him in the back. Then he was gone. This left them alone with Mage Marechech, who asked, “Congress Hall?”

“No. Come on.” 

They had to maneuver around Tag’s body to progress down the sheltered way, then the three of them slipped through the darkened gardens. It was a moonless night, and a fierce wind chased wisps of cloud across the starry sky. The Complex might have been a ruin, so deserted did it seem. 

They stole south, keeping to the shadows, favoring the more treelined ways and the lee of hedges. Several times, Marechech stopped them, and they stood quivering as the seconds slipped by, straining their senses. There was going to be a problem if the older mage attempted to take over, but he was happy to let the woman guide them through what felt like a gauntlet. She had centuries of experience and was more skilled a mage than they were ever going to be. 

It was a spooky night, and despite the chill, Kairfir was sweating. Once, a night bird cried in the distance, and Velena let out a squeak, a sliver of a stifled shriek. Kairfir wiped at his eyes, which were beginning to burn because he feared to blink. 

The next time Marechech flung out a hand, Kairfir heard it too: the tread of footsteps. The three of them crowded behind the crackling stalks of a climbing vine that had not yet reawakened for the season, peering through its trellis as a mage trotted into view. Mages faded into the backdrop in a way most people didn’t, but he had only to pay heed to his Sight and he would See them standing behind the nonexistent concealment of this dead bush, which would hide them from the eyes but not from the mind. The man was intent on his errand, though, and confident that all was well. This was his home and everyone who remained was an ally so far as he knew, and he went complacently by while they watched in suspense. 

Only when the sound of his footfalls had died off completely did they move again. South and further south, to the southernmost tip of the gardens, where they came to a building that gleamed in defiance of the darkness. Bypassing the main entrance, Kairfir stole along the northern face to a breezeway letting onto a courtyard. Dodging between the freshly-seeded planters, he led them to a door in the far wall. 

They walked along dark corridors lined by lamps they dared not light. Kairfir had to stop a couple times to consult his memory. This was a massive building, and he hadn’t come often to the place he sought. Finally, though, he found the right door. His companions had followed him without question and followed him again into a room crowded by lines of shelves filled with simple, humble objects. 

There, he stopped, pondering his next step. This was supposed to be his task, but those plans had been laid without factoring in the defectors. He wanted to go ahead with this as scripted, but neither of the people with him knew this building. They wouldn’t be able to find Toreg and his friends or lead them back to this place in a timely manner. They needed to be done here and gone by the time the sun was flirting with the sky. 

He led them into the far corner and pointed at the hole in the floor. “Follow the passage until it ends. There, you’ll find a shovel and a pick. A few minutes of digging at the face of the dead end will knock a hole in the wall of the cell where the teachers are being kept.”

Marechech peered down into the hole, astonished for once. “Why the hell is there a tunnel into the cells in the basement of the Dsiaborese Abode?”

“Because we dug one. Obviously.”

“What does that mean, anyway? ‘Cells meant to cage mages,’ did you never wonder at it? I mean, how?”

Kairfir shrugged. “I can’t answer that question. I can tell you that there’s no getting through the walls with the Vision. That’s why you’ll find a shovel and a pickaxe at the end of the tunnel.” He pointed down. 

“Shovel it is,” Marechech agreed. She stepped promptly onto the ladder and began to descend. 

Velena put a hand on his arm. “Go. Collect the others. We won’t let you down, I promise.”

He knew she was right: she could do this, and he trusted that she would. He should go collect the rest of the defectors while they were occupied. Then they would be off, loosed at last from this pit of vipers and free from the Complex, with nothing left to tie them to the hateful place. 

Nodding purposefully, he turned and walked away. 

 




Chapter Two

the Lahar wakes to find the world quite other than she had expected

Northern Rhyna, the Complex

Dyafer had never been down to the cells in the basement of Congress Hall. Their existence was strange, but she had not spared a thought for this: part of what made them odd was the fact that someone had ever judged them necessary. No one used them, and they had been to her the next thing to an urban legend, mildly intriguing when she thought of them. She’d rarely bothered to. They hadn’t been real to her.

She was getting a tour now. There were only a handful of them, which again, she had both known and been oblivious to. It was that season when the weather was negotiable, summer one day, still winter the next, and it was frigid down here. Her jailors had taken her shoes for reasons best known to themselves. Maybe just a desire to make this as unpleasant as possible. 

It was for this reason that she sat upon the floor, legs folded and feet tucked inside her robe. There didn’t seem to be any furniture or even a scrap of bedding cast upon the floor. The space was dark as the bottom of a well now, but she’d had a chance when they led her here to glance around. The room was as small as it was vacant: it had taken half a second.

The door that lay between her and freedom was thick, made from solid wood; the walls were stone. Dyafer had pictured jails as spaces made mostly out of bars, but if that was true at all, it wasn’t true of this one. Perhaps this construction had been necessary to make these bizarre, impossible-to-explain cages work the way they did (and shouldn’t).

She had no option but to languish in this miserable, tiny cell, but she couldn’t take it lying down. It was her fault that this had happened, and later, she would be dismayed that she could have been such a fool. So determined to distrust the only person worthy of her faith that she had walked into a trap she had been told was waiting. But that time was not now. This might be what she deserved, the fruits of her willful refusal to look frankly on her own circumstances, but she wasn’t down here in this hateful cage alone.

Her companion wasn’t Kitru. This wasn’t why he hadn’t been there when she needed him. Wherever he had gone and for what reason, she had commanded him to abandon her, and he had been obedient. Expecting to find him nearby was more the force of habit than rational thought or even hope. It had been a while since last he was a player in her life, and it would be a lie to claim his absence ate at her. 

No, the Moirsel had warned Mairid anyone who stood by Dyafer would share her fate, and he’d been as bad as his word. Now she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he did not and never had intended to betray her, it made his conduct that much more mysterious. He had told her more than once that he didn’t believe in striving valiantly for the principle’s sake. It begged the question what he was doing here, taking a stand in support of a cause he had known was doomed from the moment he joined up. A part of her was glad his common sense had deserted him, selfish though that was. 

The interval after the vote was a jumble in her memory. There had been a moment where her mind was numb with shock. Inasmuch as she was capable of thought, she had been trying to calculate her course. What the odds were that she could escape. When she managed to focus her attention on the room, events closer-to, Mairid was being beaten. Not by the Moirsel, but by the Diode.

She twisted toward him now. Thinking to examine him more thoroughly. Make certain none of his injuries were life-threatening. Her hand jerked back, though, when she recollected the accusations from her trial. The scaffold of imaginary sin from which she had been hanged. 

They had accused her of having a love affair with a man because he’d grabbed her hand and refused to relinquish it. Had someone done as much in her youth, she would have pulled a knife with her free hand and started counting down. She’d let Giloren get away with it because mages were calm and composed, because leaders did not engage in violence to make their points. At its most basic, because you couldn’t kick a man between the legs for grabbing you and still be his ally or his friend, neither of which he had been willing to give her anyway. 

“I would ask if you knew,” she said to the man passed out on the floor, “but of course you did.” It was comical, in a dreadful way, to recall that she had laughed at him over the incident with the wine. This was a sexual advance in her protectorate, but she hadn’t meant it that way, and for some reason, she had thought the truth mattered more than appearances. If she hadn’t been too busy snickering up her sleeve, Mairid could have told her: her enemies didn’t need proof, all they had needed was for her to give them an excuse. 

She rested a hand on his shoulder. She had been correct that he had no head wounds, not so much as a bruise. One of his collar bones and four of his ribs were broken, though. His right arm had been broken in three places, each bone snapped, and she wondered if it had been done to prevent him fighting back. Even if he had drawn his sword, it didn’t justify the appalling violence that had been done him. 

Aside from the broken bones, the prevalent, deep bruising seemed to be the total of his injuries. The attacks had mostly been against his limbs; every blow had landed on bone or muscle and none of his organs had been damaged. There was no bleeding on his insides. He must still be in terrible pain, and it was a blessing that he wasn’t conscious. 

Heaving a sigh, she pushed herself away from him. She groped ahead, arms outstretched as she searched for a wall because she couldn’t easily See them. It was so strange not to simply know. She felt wrong in this place, senses deadened, as if her entire being had been numbed. 

These cells had been built to imprison mages, but she was going to have to find some means of getting out before their enemies came back and beheaded them. She had been told these cells were impervious to a mage’s powers, but she had taken too many things on faith lately. That people could be trusted to obey the rules, that treating people in a certain way would cause them to reciprocate. That she knew how to differentiate friends from enemies. Taking things on faith was a habit she meant to break. 

She went first to the door, pressing her palms against it. She focused her attention on the hinges, imaging the pin lifting free from the leaves. When nothing happened, she pounded a fist against the door and tried again. Nothing. 

She envisioned the door bursting into flame. 

Falling down. 

Not there. 

Ancient and porous as a burial shroud. 

But nothing happened, as if she were Un-. Gritting her teeth, she groped across the rough surface, searching for a handle or inspiration. She had to find a means to get them out; her enemies would keep them in this pitch-black pit until they staged a public version of their trial. They must kill her to carry through with their coup, and they must do so in front of everyone. Left alive, even broken in a prison, she could become a rallying point. Her people might come charging back to try to free her. 

Dyafer swallowed the fresh lump of nausea, wondering if they would torture her. It had been proposed so many times by then, it had begun to feel inevitable; there seemed to be people who needed it to happen. If they could coerce her to confess their fantasy, how perfect must that seem? This was an era of scapegoats, and she was their King of Ill-Omens, poised to take the blame. 

“Far be it from me to intrude upon your investigations, but I spent an enormous amount of time struggling with the door already. You might contemplate a different tack.”

“Mairid?” She spun about, swaying with a wave of dizziness that was fear and fatigue but also relief. She hurried to his side. “How did I not notice that?”

“Oh not just now. This would have been two hundred years ago, give or take. Do you think it may have changed?”

“You were in prison two hundred years ago?”

He laughed faintly. “Only inasmuch as I’m a slave to my curiosity. It’s quite a boast, after all: a cage from which mages cannot use their Vision to escape! I wanted to test its veracity.”

“And?”

“Defeated on every front. Not only did I never find a way around the prohibition, I never figured out how it was being accomplished.”

“I’m so sorry. I should have listened to you. This is my fault.”

His voice was light when he replied, “I don’t recall that it was you who hit me, hm?” 

“Don’t be absurd, you know what I meant!”

“Let it go, Dyafer. I can only be what I am, and it is that, not any action of yours, that led me to this cell.”

“No action of mine? Demanding you bend the knee in Congress, ignoring your warnings, ignoring the evidence of my own senses, none of that happened now? If it was all a bad dream, how come I’m awake and in a cell?”

Mairid laughed faintly, but she heard his breath catch and knew he was in pain. She reached out a hand, but halfway there it halted indecisively. He took it while she dithered, twining their fingers together. “Come here. Come lie down with me and rest. As nightmares go, it could be worse.”

Hesitant, she scooted closer, lying on her side with her head pillowed on her arm, brow pressed to his shoulder. She had spent the last eighty years striving never to touch another human being, but her vivid awareness of him was reassuring rather than discomfiting. There was no deceit in him, very little fear, and a warmth she wanted to call affection that was as comforting as a thick blanket made of fleece. His pain ate at her, but she was the one who had deserved the beating anyway. 

Burying her face in his upper arm, she told him, “It was the salt that made me realize how badly I needed you on my side. But, I don’t know, I felt like walking across the grounds and knocking on your door would be too provocative. I convinced myself that, if the other Elitarians understood I was trying to talk you away from them, it would start a war.” She laughed sourly. 

“Why did you not just come to the lesson with your people?”

“Hm?”

“When I taught our mages how to manufacture salt. We had a fine time, there were a few amusing mishaps, and you might have learned something, look you.”

She sat up on an elbow and stared into his face. “How did I not realize you would be the teacher? You know about beetles and seeds, of course you know how to take salt from the sea.”

She could just See his wry smile through the fog that was their nightmarish environment. “Speaking of trials. I investigated how to purify water after being poisoned almost fatally.”

“I never heard that story!”

“Have you ever heard any of my stories?”

All the stories that came to mind belonged to other people, who had encountered the man doing something weird and been amused by it. She had realized, or was coming to realize, that every one of these anecdotes depicted a tragic, self-inflicted loss. Whatever he was doing had probably been dreadfully interesting, and they should have asked. 

It wasn’t a mistake she was making anymore, and as she lay back down, she prompted, “Tell me?”

“There isn’t much to the story, not that you want to hear. I was a new-made mage, fresh from the Complex, on my first tour of my protectorate. I shouldered my backpack and made a beeline for the jungle. A month into this amazing journey of discovery, I drank from an apparently pristine stream, and you do not want me to go into detail about what happened next. I was lucky to survive, people sometimes don’t.”

“You were alone?”

“Mm-hm.”

“What were you doing?”

The shoulder against her face twitched in an aborted shrug. “Learning! Finding out what there was to be found! I came to the Complex with an education, but not in anything I cared about. Music and poetry, rot like that. And arithmetic, to be fair.”

“The instant you passed your test, your Haimar sent you off completely alone into the most dangerous, impenetrable woodland in our world so you could poke around?”

Someone laughed in response, a woman who wasn’t in the room. “No, he just went.”

Dyafer jerked: the intruder lurked just beyond the door. She must have jarred Mairid as she sat up, because he cried out softly, fingers clenching. Fury coursed through her, warming her frozen extremities. After everything else, they must spy on her as well? She had no idea how long the woman might have been there: it seemed to be a function of this place that her Sight felt cramped, blunted as if it had been shrouded in down.

“Hello, old friend,” Mairid said wistfully. “This strikes me as an odd place for us to meet.”

Their visitor laughed again. It was a single bark, sour and distinctive, that helped Dyafer conjure a face. “Landaru,” she snarled. “What are you doing here?”

“Be quiet for a minute, let the grownups talk.”

This would have been the most offensive thing anyone had said to her in decades, had she not gotten to know Mairid recently. 

“They want the Mieneh alive at least for a while, but your end needn’t be public, you must realize.” The mage’s voice was harsh, but Dyafer was having trouble making out her aura. It wasn’t the solid door between them but the unpleasant effect of being in this cell. “What were you thinking? The Fantash would have slit your throat if I hadn’t leapt in and beaten you. The Moirsel would like to kill you at his leisure, and it will not have slipped his mind. Not past waking up and breakfasting.”

He grunted. 

“Why should I not leave you there? You brought this on yourself.”

“Why indeed?” he retorted, then answered himself. “You know the answer as well as I do, Valmere: we are who we are, to the bitter end.”

“To the bitter end,” she repeated, adding, “May it be yours and not mine, though it breaks my heart.”

A clatter beat at Dyafer’s ears, echoing off the narrow confines of the cell: the flap at the base of the door had been pushed open and slapped closed. Beneath that, Dyafer heard a silvery tinkle. “You haven’t done one single productive thing since they hung that title on you.” The pained fondness had fallen away, making Dyafer realize the woman was talking now to her. “Make yourself useful and get him away from here.”

The key flew through the air and slapped into her palm. She couldn’t use her Vision against the cell itself, but it seemed that there were limits. This, she realized, must be why the walls were solid. While she stared at the key, unable to tear her eyes off the prospect of freedom, she asked, “You’re doing this for Mairid? Because you’re old friends?”

“I’m doing it because I was told to. I’m not resenting it bitterly because it gives me a chance to snatch him away from this pack of jackals before they can torture him to death for the crime of being insufficiently ashamed of being different. If you get him caught, I’ll volunteer to be your headsman.” Then she was gone. 

“That was unexpected,” Dyafer muttered. 

Mairid grunted. 

Her eyes turned onto him. “You’re not surprised. Did you know that was going to happen?”

“No, I did not. Although I certainly got the impression, as she was beating me senseless, that she was trying to stop someone else doing worse.”

There was a soft sound of crumbling masonry like a rock-fall heard from a distance, then a new pair of boots approached. 

“I knew that was going to happen,” he added cheerfully. 

The boots halted outside the door and a voice Dyafer didn’t recognize whispered, “Haimar Atsises?”

Mairid seemed surprised and not best pleased. “Mage Kon? This is not where I thought to find you.”

“It’s all gotten complicated, Haimar. If I might get you away before I explain?”

“We ended up with a key, so that saves you a bit of bother.” 

Dyafer went to the door, sliding the key through the flap to the young mage beyond. When the lock clicked open, she gasped. The door swung inward, letting in a gust of incredibly sweet-smelling air and one extremely anxious youth. He hurled himself to the floor beside Mairid, worry pouring off him. Together, they got the man up, but it was a difficult procedure thanks to all his broken bones. 

Out through the door, Dyafer saw a black hole gaping open on the opposite side of the corridor. They went to and then through what was indeed a hole in a wall. It led into another cell, which also had a hole in its wall. The place was empty but reeked of unwashed human being: it had been populated recently. A mage was waiting for them by the hole and greeted them with a bow. 

“Lahar. Atsises.”

This voice, she knew. “Mage Marechech?”

“The same. If you’ll just be moving along, I’d like to take the rear.”

“Gracious, Mage Kon, you’ve made some interesting friends since last we spoke,” Mairid commented as he stepped through the next hole. It let into an earthen tunnel, unpleasantly close and perfectly dark. Dyafer made to duck in behind him, but the boy beat her. Mage Marechech brought up the rear, both hands resting on her hilt in readiness. Dyafer’s flesh writhed at her proximity; she had seemed like an honorable person the one time they met, but Dyafer had been a more trusting person then. 

“When I went back to my Abode,” the young mage said, “I got caught.”

“By me,” the mage behind them volunteered. 

“The mage said the Diode turned them around and headed back before they could even catch a ship for New Towtiel, then left them camped in a thicket some miles from the Complex, where they decided they didn’t want to stay.”

“Would you? Valmere’s a friend, but I never liked her being left behind when the rest of them vanished. There’s no way some Un- feud took Boden Resten out, that relentless little prick was only going down if someone stuck a knife in his back while he was drunk. You want traitors, let’s be looking at the Towtielans. She’s the only one I see.”

“Anyway.” The boy sounded annoyed by the interruptions. “I don’t trust them, but it seemed smarter to go ahead with my task and just move fast than stand around playing dumb forever while they decided how to betray us.”

Dyafer was astonished he had said this so bluntly before a mage of Marechech’s stature. Marechech herself only chuckled. Mairid’s response was: “I suspect you know how little liking I have for you putting yourself in harm’s way.”

“The teachers are in a bad way, Haimar Atsises, it took a while to get them through. Time is wearing on.”

It occurred to her where she had heard the mage’s name before: this was the youth she’d helped to test not long ago in place of his own Haimar. She couldn’t recollect off the top of her head which of them that was, but she was certain that he wasn’t Dsiaborese: her assistance wouldn’t have been necessary. “How do you know each other?” 

“Mage Kon asked if I might find a use for an extra mage. It turns out he’s a useful individual.”

“How did you know there was a secret passage from the cells to wherever we’re going?”

“I built it. The instant we began outlawing one another for failing to attend the right parties, I foresaw a future in which I might need to remove people from prison. For months now, my people have been hauling earth out and dumping it about the gardens. There were a few patches of subsidence, but I was the only one who noticed.”

The men ahead of her stopped. She heard Mairid mutter, “There is just no way,” before he floated upward. 

The tunnel opened up, light flooding down to reveal a ladder. The boy was already climbing, but Dyafer paused, arrested by the wall of soil before her. Carved into the dirt, almost as tall as Dyafer herself, were the words: CHEERS, BITCHES. Beside this message, someone had drawn a crude face with its tongue sticking out. It appeared to be winking. She stared at this as she recollected the vulgar things Mairid had said during her trial. She wasn’t sure this was his work, but if his mages had done it, he must have approved. She shook her head, marveling that, after several months trying to tease his motivations apart with increasing obsession, she didn’t have the first idea who he was. 

Electing to bypass the ladder herself, she floated up through empty air. She didn’t have to rise far before she could step to the side onto the floor of what looked like a basement or storeroom. One would assume they were in the Dsiaborese Abode. Two mages unfamiliar to her were waiting, swords drawn. Dyafer tensed, but Mairid walked past them. 

“Thank you for your foresight,” he said over his shoulder before sitting cautiously beside a stack of folded clothing where, without any fuss, he fainted. 

Dyafer made it to him at the same time as the boy, and they settled him onto the floor. “You two,” she said sharply. “We need a stretcher and we need it now. Don’t waste time looking for one, you can make it from the shelving against the walls.”

The young mage went to help the others make a stretcher while she retreated to a corner with a change of clothes of her own, simple moris such as mages wore to train in the circle. She couldn’t recall the last time she wore a pair of pants; even these, loose and soft, felt odd. They had provided her with boots, too, and she stomped a foot on the ground once she had them on. 

When she returned, she found the mages shifting Mairid onto their stretcher. She settled the change of clothes he hadn’t been able to don across him like a blanket, then they all followed Kon out into the Abode. It was only then that she came upon the disturbing revelation that it was daytime. Just past dawn, it looked like. 

They didn’t go far before entering a large room, probably a dining hall. It was full of mages, more than a hundred of them. “Right,” she told them, “we’ll want to…” She trailed off as she noticed no one was paying her any mind. She turned to find out whom they were all looking at instead. 

The boy at her side stepped uneasily from one foot to the other, then back again. “Lahar, forgive me, the Atsises already had a plan…?”

“His plan is that we flee in daylight?”

“If you will…?”

Giving in, she gestured for him to lead the way. If Mairid had foreseen the need to break her out of prison months before she walked trustingly into her own trial, one would assume his foresight hadn’t ended there. It would have been a hell of a lot more reassuring had he been awake to tell her so, but there wasn’t time to talk this out. She watched the strangers around her nervously as Kon strode to the far wall, to a pair of double doors letting onto a courtyard. She knew none of these people. 

Mage Marechech had ended up beside her, and she muttered, “You’re sure you can trust the other defectors?”

Mage Toreg appeared at her opposite elbow. “Funny thing, Lahar, it turns out Mel is about totally alone in deciding to stay because she thought it was the right thing to do.”

“Excuse me?”

“Me, now,” he went on with a grin, “I stayed because my best friend told me to. I’ve told him more than a few times I trust him with my life, and he said it was time to put my mendijhür where my mouth is.”

She felt less alarmed but only more confused. “I’m sorry, I must be missing something.”

Marechech chuckled, jerking her chin toward the throng of mages filing out of the room. “You not notice how most of the crowd stands a full head taller than us? Pale as milk except where the sun’s touched them?”

It took a moment for the truth to sink in. They are forever putting up statues. “They’re all Dsiaborese?”

“Or their friends,” Toreg confirmed. “‘I don’t know what’s happening,’ Lem told me, ‘but I know where I want to be when the world comes apart: close enough he can catch me if I fall.’”

“In light of the company you keep,” Marechech finished, “I’d say you can trust ‘em to have your back.”

The press had begun to ease, and it was their turn to pass outside. Directly beyond a last row of columns, the courtyard let onto dense tree growth. It was, she realized, the arboretum. Dyafer stepped off the pavement under the cover of the trees and let go a sigh. They weren’t anything close to safe, but every threshold passed away from that cell, away from the Complex itself, lifted a weight off her. She was tensed for the hue and cry, but only birds broke the morning’s quiet. 

As they moved deeper into the artificial forest, Marechech and Toreg continued to shadow her. She wasn’t sure whether this was happenstance or whether they had appointed themselves her guardians. Mages ghosted through the trees around them, and she noticed the preponderance of tall people with pale skin wasn’t the only trend; a few were gaunt, filthy in the bargain. They could only be the teachers. 

It gave her a painful pang of guilt, as she realized Mairid had had the means to free them long ago and chosen not to. He had waited, while they suffered, and he had done it for her, because the secret escape route leading into his Abode was a weapon he could use only once. 

“Do we have supplies stashed somewhere, or are we expected to run hundreds of miles without food?”

“The kid’s in charge, who knows?” Toreg replied. 

“True but not accurate, Kasra,” Marechech interjected. “The kid’s in charge of this group of ravening Dsiaborese by the will of the Atsises.”

“I see. Is that where we’re going? I would much rather head for my protectorate, which is in more immediate danger.” They both glanced at her, and she held up her hands. “I know, I know. The kid.”

She wasn’t feeling confident by the time they emerged from the southernmost boughs of the arboretum. What they found there stopped her in her tracks: a chain of canvas-covered wagons like a merchant’s caravan, teams of mules already in their traces. A handful of Un- in chain corselets stood beside saddled horses, waiting for them. Mages filed into the wagons, and Dyafer went to the one at the rear where that young mage was overseeing the loading of an unconscious Mairid into the wagon’s bed. 

“This seems incredibly risky…” 

“It’s the Atsises’s theory that they’ll devote their manpower to searching for us in the wilderness where we ought to be hiding. Meanwhile, we can relax.”

Dyafer glanced at the mages standing on either side. They raised their brows, waiting to see whether she wished to protest. It would be so much easier to have faith in Mairid’s scheme if he were awake to promise her it would work. 

The young mage held a hand out as if to help her into the wagon. “Lahar, I know he would wish for us to be nearby when he wakes.” 

Giving in, she took his hand and let him pull her into the wagon’s low bed, Marechech and Toreg following. It was cramped within; the canvas only just cleared her head when she was sitting. It would have been unbearable later in the season, but right now Dyafer was a little chilly and pulled a blanket off the stack beside her. 

Recessed under the seat, she found food and water. Better yet, Marechech quickly discovered that there was a hatch in the side wall they could slide open to get fresh air and a view of their surroundings. Mages were still piling into the wagons, but only two others joined them at the rear, one emaciated woman who crawled to the wagon’s head, ate a hunk of bread, and promptly passed out, and an immensely tall fellow who must be Toreg’s best friend. They lingered at the foot of the wagon’s bed, conversing in low voices, leaving her with two unconscious people and Mage Marechech. 

“How close do you think you would need to be to See someone through solid wood?” 

She made a face. “With the people in question mages? Ten feet, since we’re enclosed, and I’d need to know to look. If we’re made, it’ll be the fake merchant’s guards that give us away, I reckon.” 

Dyafer looked at her curiously. 

The mage nodded toward the side of the wagon. “Don’t know who those people are, but not a one of them is used to handling weapons. Look how they keep touching their swords and fidgeting in their armor.”

The wagon jounced as someone climbed onto the driver’s seat. The boy crawled in at last and pulled the canvas cover closed behind him, shutting them into a darkened, breathless space. “We’re lucky the Atsises thought a two-cart caravan would look suspicious,” he told them. “As it is, people are going to be very stiff by tomorrow.”

“Who…?” she nodded toward the wagon seat, where they could hear someone moving around. 

“A lot of people didn’t want to be dismissed from service when he told them he would be closing the Abode indefinitely. They asked to come along and join the war effort.”

With a lurch, the wagon rolled into motion. It was bumpy, but it beat a lightless cell. After maybe five minutes, there was a sudden slope and the surface beneath the wheels changed, growing harder and smoother. She felt them turning and breathed a sigh of gratitude: they were turning left. North. The direction she wanted to be heading, but it would take them directly past Congress Hall. No one had paid them a visit in their cell until Landaru snuck in to give them a key, but the Fantash might have popped by to gloat a mere ten minutes after they crawled up into the Dsiaborese Abode. 

“I can take first watch if you want to rest,” Mage Marechech offered. 

That teacher still slept the sleep of the dead; her face was familiar and Dyafer thought they had perhaps been students at the same time, but she couldn’t recollect the woman’s name. Mairid remained unconscious, and Toreg and his friend had moved down to the foot of the wagon where they were stretched out sidelong as best they could. Both of them had fallen asleep already, and they were holding hands, a sight that made her glad for reasons she couldn’t explain. The boy was wide-awake and fussing over Mairid, but his energy only made her wearier. They weren’t in prime fighting shape. 

They needed to find their people. The eleven hundred mages of Dsiabor and Sherun, not to mention Kiskinai’s folk. It was ludicrous to her that she had failed to send scouts after the Elitarians when they quit the Complex; to have returned after the edict disbanding their secter was published, they can’t have been in their protectorates. They had been lurking about quite a lot closer, waiting for the right time to return, and Mairid had told her point blank that they were in communication with mages at the Complex. 

It didn’t even matter whether she had turned her back more in a childish bid to make the problems go away, or because she was concerned direct eye contact would provoke her enemies. People had gotten hurt while she scuttled about defensively, Dyafer herself and people who mattered to her. The time for defensiveness had reached its end. 

She grasped another blanket off the stack, passing it to the mage beside her. “You have a rest,” she told her forcefully. “As soon as it gets dark, you have work to do.”

 




Chapter Three

that perfect moment when the stars align at last

Anyimar, the Noelmenen border

Night’s deepest darkness cloaked the keep, a moonless night, a clouded sky. It was the late watches, but Boden was awake. He huddled in a corner of his room, wild eyes fixed, something he’d been doing on and off for days. He wasn’t moving but fought nevertheless. A battle with himself. A struggle for control. 

He was all alone in a dark place. But he didn’t need to fear that anymore. He didn’t need the silence. He didn’t need his shadow. He wasn’t truly alone, only isolated, so he didn’t need fancies or delusions to survive. Okay, fine, he wasn’t technically free as such, but he was in prison of his own volition, it ought to make a difference. His new jailors were pathetic, and he wasn’t scared of them. They fed him regularly and had otherwise left him alone as if he scared them. That was part of the problem: solitude was… difficult. 

Motion at the edge of his vision. Against his better judgment, he let his eyes turn that way. His shadow sat beside him, smiling. It reached out to touch his cheek, and he clutched his homely, slapped-together sheath against his chest, reminding himself of its presence. “You aren’t real.”

I love you, his shadow replied.

“You’re a figment of my imagination, and I don’t need you anymore.”

Why are you upset, baby? I won’t let these people hurt you. You know you can trust me.

Gritting his teeth, he said, “Go away. You aren’t actually here, I know this. You’re in this building, if you were in my room you would have come in through the door.”

It held its arms out to him, gently sorrowing. Come here and I will hold you. I will not let the fear touch you. Come here, baby.

He stared at it, panting, torn by indecision. He didn’t want this fantasy, he wanted real happiness. His real friend, and real arms holding him. The offer was so tempting, though. 

A soft scuffing drew his eyes to the rectangle of his tiny window, visible as a faintly grayer patch against the otherwise uniform blackness. It went dark, eclipsed by a shape. There was a brief sound of struggle and a grunt. A familiar voice whispered, “A little help here?”

He dropped his sheath in shock. The intruder was wedged halfway through the window, which was a narrow slit even all the way up here on the fourth floor. It would have been a tight fit even for him. He widened the opening by a hand’s-width on either side, and the dark shape clambered onto the window ledge, then hopped into the room beside him. “Thanks.” 

“Um,” he said. 

“Am I allowed to ask why you’re sitting over there?” 

He glanced back to his left. No Shadow.

“Never mind, let’s get you out of here.”

“Are you… actually here?”

Dameth gave him
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