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CHAPTER ONE
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I came to be known by many names, most of them chosen by my people: Rebel, Trailblazer, Hero, and Betrayer. But the one I always clung to and hung upon myself was the one given me by my fellows on the day I joined them, and it was First. 

from the journals of the Zikila Suum

Vultures wheeled above the battlefield, unable to descend until the way was clear. Their interest was fixed upon a narrow defile, rough brown rock its walls, roofed by the lowering sky, cleaving through a tumbled landscape nude of all but the hardiest of shrubs. Three elves moved amongst the bodies of their kindred, crouching frequently as if inspecting them. One of them paused to turn his eyes up at the birds, and he was shaking his head as he went back to his work, as if wondering why they bothered to turn up. 

“That’s the third patrol in as many months.”

The elf cast a glance at the speaker before squatting over the body of a girl lying twisted at his feet. Her sword was still in its sheath, and he nodded to it. “They were taken by surprise.”

The woman who had spoken first stood upon a crag of rock above him, feet spread and fists on her hips as she scowled at the troubling scene. Their companion had gotten ahead of them, thirty yards down the bone-dry bed of the canyon, where a few final soldiers appeared to have been cut down as they tried to flee. Now, he stood, and began to make his way back to them. He waited until he was close to address his conclusions to his companions; this wasn’t a place where one raised one’s voice. Not more than once. 

They gathered around the woman on her rock, where the slight elevation put them out of the worst of the gore, their perch sunk into the canyon so that not even the tops of their heads would be visible to someone standing above. All three of them removed their helms while they passed around a canteen, revealing elves in their second or third centuries, as Forerunners always were: in peak physical condition, with the level heads and steady nerves that came with experience. 

Rather than the scaled, black-painted metal armor of the dead soldiers, they wore lightweight lacquer breastplates, greaves and gauntlets, scuffed with sandpaper or pumice to destroy the classic light-catching gloss. Their boots were supple leather, tied around the ankles, their clothing all in shades of brown or faded green. The only vivid color to them was the woman’s golden hair, her cohorts’ bright blue eyes. 

The man who had come from the canyon’s far end commented, “Another ambush.”

His fellow brushed his ink-black hair back from his face. “Like they’re learning our routes.”

“They never had the wit to learn before!” their sister burst out. For all their vehemence, the words were quiet. 

The brown-haired elf gestured back the way he came. “That’s not the only thing that’s changing. It’s different from one to the next, but every creature I checked had viscera.”

The other man had turned partly away from his companions, looking down upon the bodies of a dozen kids who would never get a chance to go home adults. His voice was faint when he spoke, almost lost amidst the wind that moaned as it swept across this desolate stretch of land. “They’re evolving. As they grow more dangerous, their aggression swells apace.”

“How is it possible?” 

The woman was already putting her helmet back on, a snug leather cap that buckled beneath the chin. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t continue to sit on this: there’s protecting people and there’s protecting people. Being afraid beats being dead.”

The one with black hair paused to scratch at the scar on his left ear before restoring his cap. Half-Human, his friends called him, because a creature of Elsewhere had failed to decapitate him during his first year of service and taken the tip off his ear. Usually, the nickname made him smile, but now, he clapped his helm atop his head without alluding to it. “It will take us half a day to get to Basiu Kirara.”

“Then we will start spreading the word in half a day,” the last man said, clipping the canteen back to his belt. “Sheilan is right that the time has come. I do not think anyone will disagree.”

“The time has passed,” Half-Human murmured. “We delayed too long, because everyone feared to be the one who said it.”

Neither of his friends responded. They climbed down off their rocky perch, picking their way through the constricted throat of stone where a dozen fellow soldiers and as many creatures of Elsewhere had died only hours earlier. As soon as they were clear of the battlefield, they fell into a lope, keeping to the canyon’s base where they wouldn’t be visible on the shattered plain; where their patrols had used to be safely hidden from their enemies. They ran single-file, not speaking, carrying the warning that the defenses that had always protected them before weren’t protection enough anymore. 

***
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DANAE CAST GLANCES while they walked at the elf beside her. She had observed Isador working masheka as they pushed deeper into the forest, repairing delicate mosses crushed by their shoes, straightening branches broken by their passing. Perhaps he just cared deeply for the well-being of the woodland, but she wondered if he wasn’t concealing their trail. The only people who would dare to track him were his fellows, and she felt a thrill of horror at the notion. 

The irony wasn’t lost on her: she had dreaded this man before ever she laid eyes on him and always characterized him, in her own mind, as a murderer. Having now watched him kill someone, she felt only concerned. He had used the Union, precisely as she feared he would, but he had used it to protect them both, and she was fine with that. More fine than she could ever have imagined being. 

Besides, you could learn a lot about a person from their enemies. His master had struck her as brutish and narrow-minded, and she wasn’t about to look past the fact that he murdered the boy her brother loved. Come to think of it, Isador had killed both of the men responsible for that tragedy. 

Those villains had been instruments in implementing a plan that ultimately belonged to Telume, but Isador had told her fate was a function of free will. The god presented you with choices that would lead you in the direction of his choosing, but each individual was responsible for where they put their feet. He made the path, but you walked it: you were to blame for the evil you did. 

Isador slowed, eyes skittering across the ground beneath his feet with an intensity that suggested something had caught his attention. They had come to a slightly more open space where an ancient ash had fallen, leaving a break in the canopy that its younger cousins had yet to occupy. It looked to have been lightning-struck, and where the charred wood had been torn asunder, a profusion of mushrooms sprouted. 

While the Zikila poked about, crouching to inspect the soil and pry at the leaf mold, she admired them. She was accustomed to thinking of fungus as dull and pale, but these mushrooms were darkly purple with iridescent blue stripes or blood red with brilliant orange spots, others black as night. The colorful ones were the length of her forearm with big floppy caps like broad-brimmed hats, the black ones growing in dense clusters on stalks as fine as candy floss.

“What was his problem with you anyway?” she thought to ask. 

The Zikila snorted. “There are people who believe exceptions shouldn’t be made for any person for any reason. That doing so is an affront against the proper ordering of things, even an assault.”

“Because you went about becoming a Zikila back-to-front.”

“He felt as if everything was distorted from its natural shape in my vicinity.”

“I heard him say something about your hair. Why would anyone feel like there was moral significance to something so superficial?” He cast her a wry look, and she supplied, “Because you’re elves.”

“I think he hated me less for my own sake than for the constant reminder I served that Telume didn’t agree with him. It’s a disturbing thing, to be at odds with one’s god. One’s god, one’s community. The rest of the order accepted me unreservedly and scoffed at his every warning that I would one day turn on them. You may imagine that was a bitter pill to swallow.”

“It made him feel isolated. It’s hard when no one sees the world the way you do.”

He let go a gusting breath. “Particularly for us. We’re the only people capable of relating to us, it makes us love each other rather desperately.”

“He could have tried being less of an ass?” she suggested. 

Isador’s lips quirked, but he was still uncommonly pale, and she could guess he was drowning in confused emotions. That he hated the man, she did not doubt, but relationships were rarely simple. Particularly when you knew the person in question so well and had depended on them. 

“Because I was a child and functionally an orphan, Pallas was never free of me. When he got together with the other grownups to discuss grownup affairs, he had no choice but to take me. And the others!” He shook his head, remembering. “It was the first time there had ever been a baby Zikila. We can’t have families, but we can want to. They were in raptures at the chance to have a child of their own and made the most of it at every opportunity. Pallas could rarely get a word in edgewise. They carried toys in their pockets, in case they ran into us. Bags of sweets.”

It was funny to imagine, but she pointed out, “Daemon was still a boy.”

“I couldn’t go home of an evening to normal elves who tucked me into bed and believed me to be theirs. I belonged to no one else.” 

“I guess I see what you mean.”

“There was a part of me that resented Daemon’s parents. Maybe it gets easier as you age and have apprentices in the multiple, but I hated that I had to share him. They gave him life, but I made him what he was, and they didn’t even know.” 

This spawned a mournful silence, and it was a minute before Danae felt ready to break it. “What are we looking for, anyway?” They had been following a trail resembling the silvery cloud Isador himself left behind, but it had fizzled out a while ago. There was no wind to sweep it away, and Danae wasn’t sure it was so tangible a wind could have swept it away anyway, but it had faded while they walked. They had kept on after it vanished, until they stopped beside the lightning-struck tree with its fabulous court of funguses. 

“Come here.” When she joined him, he squatted on his haunches and brushed the fallen leaves aside. Pressed into the moist soil was a fat, crescent divot in the shape of the heel of a boot. The land was dense with undergrowth, what soil was exposed soft and springy, everything covered in a thick carpet of fallen leaves. 

“He came this far, then turned around. I can’t find a full print, but there are enough scuffs and partials to give me the sense that he stood here a while.”

Uneasy, Danae asked, “By himself?”

Isador cast her a glance that made the answer clear before he voiced it. “I can’t find the prints to prove it, but I would imagine not. Why walk all the way out here, into this unremarkable patch of forest, only to turn back, unless he came here for the purpose of a rendezvous?”

Shrugging out of his pack, he set it aside before going to one knee. He leaned forward and placed his palms on the ground, closing his eyes. He was still long enough she took her eyes off him, turning in a circle as she scanned the shadowed forest for the threats that might be lurking behind the bole of every tree. He was breathing heavily, and she had only just realized what that meant when he collapsed onto his face. 

He had fallen awkwardly on top of his arms, and Danae heaved him over on his back for what comfort that would be. Tucking her cloak underneath her, she sat down on the forest floor, removing her canteen from her pack because he would probably appreciate a drink of water when he regained consciousness. Then she simply sat there, looking at his face. 

It was several minutes before the elf’s eyes sprang open. They snapped onto Danae, but he didn’t leap to his feet in order to put on a show of being well like he had the last time he knocked himself out in front of her. He sat up rather gingerly, and when she passed him the canteen, he took it with a word of thanks and took a sip. 

“That’s even harder on you than you admitted. Isn’t it?”

The Zikila took another sip of water before handing back the canteen. “It may be divine in origin, its significance philosophically profound. But the cut on my face is still real. It’s a small wound, and you don’t notice it at first. It’s hours before you start to really feel that you aren’t well. Not as strong as you once were. Never warm. Always just a little nauseous, a little light in the head.” He lifted one hand, and she noticed something she had never noticed before, which was a tremor that made his hand shake like a leaf in a teasing wind. 

“I want to learn.”

She had had no idea she meant to say it, and when the Zikila’s eyes found hers, both of them were briefly too surprised to react. 

It was Danae who found her voice first. “I heard what you said. You were going to teach my brother. That was why you spied on him and Daemon, instead of just confronting them. You were trying to decide.” 

He didn’t deny it. “We have never trained a human in our mysteries. Never once, in all our peoples’ shared history. It felt right to me, and not just because my apprentice loved him: there are two Tet Ravos walking the world simultaneously, we are entering a period of upheaval such as we have never seen. It seemed wise to seize every possible weapon, forge alliances with old enemies. Still, it was a drastic step, and I was daunted by it. I know—I knew nothing whatsoever about humans, I had never spoken more than a handful of words to one of you.”

“I’m still here. I want this.”

Isador drew a deep breath, face troubled, and she was sure he would refuse. Then what he said was, “So be it.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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There are those who will tell you they were the dearest of friends, and those who will insist that they remained enemies to the end. And both sides can marshal strong arguments in their defense. I think perhaps the truer truth, not to mention the reason the relationship is so hard to parse, is that they never decided.  

Polarized Destiny:

The Role of Duality in the Elsewhere War, 

Thessaly the Verbose

It was very late at night or early in the morning when the Zikila shook Delephon awake. He blinked up at the woman squatting over him where he’d slept slumped against a wall in a corridor unfamiliar to him, sandy hair in a sloppy braid and stern her face. There was a moment when he couldn’t think who she was or why he’d been dozing on this bald wooden floor long enough for his butt to go numb. Then he spotted the line of blood across her left cheek and his heart stuttered. It had the effect of waking him right up.  

“Did you find him?” he asked as he pushed himself erect. 

The Zikila had already stood and moved back to give him a little space. “No, but he appears to be in company with a human girl. There are going to be limits to how reckless he’s willing to be.”

“What?”

“Oh, that’s right.” Her intonation implied this was an innocuous coincidence. “That’s the human you left your wife for, isn’t it?”

“Her name is Danae,” he muttered. 

“You do realize you would be in a heap of trouble so deep you would never climb your way free, if not for the Tet Ravi?”

Delephon ignored this. “Why is she traveling with Isador?”

“Well gosh,” the woman replied, holding a hand down in a demanding manner. When he took it, she yanked him to his feet with such force it staggered him. “Probably because the man who shares her bed vanished in the middle of the night without telling anyone his plans, like a selfish, thoughtless child.”

“He told you about that.” 

She set off down the corridor, lit by a single lamp, jerking her head to indicate that he should follow. Delephon snatched up his bag, wondering why he was always chasing after a woman he didn’t want to be around. He caught her up on the stairs, and as they trotted down, she answered, “It was something we figured out for ourselves. When we went looking for the both of you, all we found were stories about Isador asking other people if they’d seen you recently.”

“Oh.” Yesterday or earlier that night, he had been too alarmed by everything that was happening to ask questions, but it was as if they had queued up neatly while he slept, ready to present themselves. “We were both in danger, you said.”

“Someone commanded Jabras to kill you.”

“That must have made his day.”

She slapped him across the face with such speed, he had only just noticed she was turning around when the blow landed. Belatedly, he raised his hands to defend himself, but she was already walking away. “They threatened his family, and he didn’t do it anyway. Do not accuse someone of wickedness unless you know for a fact that it’s true.”

She belted the words over her shoulder, and the gap between them was widening. Rubbing at his smarting cheek, Delephon was forced to resume chasing her. “Who died?”

“Naighren.”

This was so horrible that he stumbled and almost pitched forward. Heart thundering, he put the whole of his attention on his feet until they reached the foot of the stair and set off along another darkened length of corridor. The building was silent, but he could hear considerable noise in the town beyond. More voices and more movement than there should have been at this late hour on any day other than a major holiday. If Vyas Abadan had died here only yesterday, it was no surprise: elves would be arriving from all over to express their grief. 

They stepped from the citadel into what might be mistaken for a festival, were it not so melancholy. Blazing lanterns in the dozens chased back the night, each surrounded by a glinting sphere of mist. The steps of the building where the old man had lived were awash in the tokens you would expect, fallen leaves, empty shells, dried flowers, the symbols elves clung to as they tried to convince themselves there was beauty in death. 

Naighren would have gone now to take his place at Telume’s side, but this was scant comfort to the people whose world was just a little bit dimmer, a little less warm, now he was no longer a part of it. The crowd of elves holding hands and singing around the citadel took note of the two of them as they passed, but not with the interest they would have showed on another day. Grief was a great leveler, and the mourners cared little for Delephon’s destiny or the Zikila’s sacrifices: in this moment, all of them were elves, no more and no less. 

There were people everywhere, but the densest throngs were right around the building at the height of the hill. Delephon waited until they were free of the press before asking, “Are we going to look for him?”

“I am.”

The stress she placed on the first word was faint but unmistakable. “What? But—”

“Boy, until anyone can find Isador and talk to him about yesterday’s events, we can’t know why the man who did this did what he did. We can’t be completely sure he had no accomplices, which means I have to act like the threat to you still exists.”

“You don’t know that.” 

“No, I don’t, but being cautious is what’s kept me alive for six hundred years.”

“Where would I be safer than with you?”

It was an argument that would have worked with Isador, but the woman just cocked a brow at him as if amused by his attempt to manipulate her. “That may be true, but I don’t feel like babysitting you. Pallas had the idea of making you each other’s problem and I think he was onto something.” He opened his mouth, and she added, “You can go on arguing, but all it’s going to earn you is another slap or two.”

Nettled, he didn’t speak again until they quit the town through the gates that remained open in spite of the hour to let through a steady stream of elves going in or coming out. There were more than the usual number of lights burning in the human town, and he could guess that they had noticed something was happening. It must unnerve them, but he didn’t think to wonder if someone had taken it upon themselves to explain. “Can we sidetrack? Just for a second, I swear it’s important.” 

He had expected that she would refuse and was startled when she shrugged without even asking for an explanation. He led them to his forge, walking the slick streets of the human community as swiftly as he dared. Within, he retrieved a long, thin parcel from the locked chest Danae had insisted he use to store his most valuable tools. He hadn’t understood why at the time, but Ivere had been an education in humanology.

The parcel, he tied swiftly to the side of his pack, before letting himself back out. The Zikila was waiting for him on the street, where the air was filled by a colder mist than usual. She took off walking again as soon as he rejoined her, not saying anything. Delephon felt confident he had never encountered anyone who found him less interesting. 

When they reached the Nicodemus Path, she latched onto his arm and towed him through just as she had earlier, as if he were a small child unaccustomed to using the machines. Afraid he would bolt and travel to a different destination, he realized, but he had no real desire to escape. He didn’t like being bossed about or treated like a burden, but he wanted to know what was happening. If he ran, he couldn’t learn. It wasn’t frightening to him that someone had marked him for death unbeknownst to him, not as such, but it was certainly very interesting. 

It took longer, in the darkness, for the spots to clear from his eyes. When they did, he found himself gazing down upon a mountain vale he had only visited twice. The lack of tall city walls was disorienting, but they were hemmed in more effectively by the massive peaks looming over them in every direction, white caps stark against the sable sky. As he had noted on his prior visits, it would be a minute before the scope of the city below began to sink in, because its buildings of stone and timber stood amidst the boughs of an ancient forest, half-hidden, coy: Kash Edil, third greatest city in Enam Empyeer. 

They set off down the slope together, and although he had already decided he didn’t want to escape, it was an act of will to follow the Zikila in silence and without anxious fidgeting. He had avoided this city for the purpose of steering clear of one particular resident, whom he had desperately wanted not to bump into. What would the man think, if he caught Delephon skulking about the city where he lived? It would have felt like begging him to be his friend. 

The streets remained almost entirely empty at this early hour. He peered uneasily down every crossing way, even as he told himself he was being an idiot: he had come here for the purpose of finding the elf in question. What difference did it really make if they encountered the man a few blocks before they arrived at his door? At least this way, it hadn’t been Delephon’s choice. 

The Zikila seemed to know where she was going and only paused a few times in the middle of an intersection in order to gaze at her options thoughtfully. If there was ever any doubt as to the choices she had made, you couldn’t tell. This woman went everywhere at a decisive pace, the crunching of their feet on the snow-covered streets smashing against the silence of the city surrounding them. Very few people were up here and the wind combing through the city’s trees had a lonely sound to it. 

When they turned down a path onto the lawn of a modest house with cheerful orange tiles on its roof, they could see that a light was still kindling. The curtains were drawn, but Delephon caught a glimpse of the house’s inmate through the slender gap in their middle. He couldn’t see the room and could only guess it was the parlor based on its location; Jabras appeared to be sitting and was staring into the fire looking absolutely miserable. 

They had almost reached the door when the Zikila stopped, head cocked quizzically. She took several steps out into the yard, head tilting to one side so she could peer around the corner of the house, at which point she grunted explosively. As if nothing had happened, she returned to Delephon where he waited on the stoop. 

Not pausing to inquire if he was ready, she rapped smartly on the door. They could hear hurried footsteps within, and the door was opened with such speed it was obvious the home’s owner had been hoping for someone. Whoever it was, it wasn’t them: his face fell when his eyes landed on them. “Hello...”

“Jabras.” The Zikila kept her voice quiet out of respect for the neighbors, but it was no less brisk. “Ankhumoses is going to be staying with you for a few days, until we’re sure you’re both safe.”

The elf looked nonplussed. “I thought we were. I thought the man was dead.”

“He is. Too soon: he took his secrets with him. I’m not prepared to gamble both of you that every possible threat died with him, not until we know more. It seems to me you’re the ones best suited to look out for each other. Be smart, take care of each other, we’ll be in contact soon.” She made to turn away but stopped. “You know there’s a griffon sleeping against the side of your house?”

“Yes,” Calix answered, not going into details. 

The Zikila nodded, as if she didn’t need more information, and walked away without so much as a farewell. Apparently Delephon wasn’t the only Tet Ravos who was unimpressive to her. He turned to watch her go, contemplating how funny it was that Isador should turn out to be a soft touch in comparison. He had seemed so much more fearsome before Delephon met the bloodthirsty maniacs who were his compatriots. 

“Must we stand here all night in the cold?”

He faced the elf who had stepped back from the stoop, pulling the door inward to invite him to enter. He had meant to say something cutting in response, but what came out was, “What happened? I saw you through the curtains, you looked like you were going to cry.”

The man’s face crumpled. He didn’t begin to weep, but he didn’t answer, either, shaking his head stubbornly. Delephon stepped across the threshold, allowing the bitter mountain air to be shut away. The foyer to the elf’s small house wasn’t a room but a hallway, opening along the righthand wall into a sitting room. It was dimly lit by the fire burning down in the next room, but both of them lingered by the door. 

“Why are you still up, it must be nearly dawn. Something is wrong.”

“It’s my sister. I’m afraid for her. You wouldn’t understand.”

Delephon opened his mouth, and again, the words that came out weren’t the ones he intended. “Wouldn’t I?”

As soon as he said it, he cringed. It wasn’t just that he hadn’t meant to say it: he hadn’t wanted to. He had dreaded it. He had spoken to this man as rarely as possible over the years for fear of blurting out precisely this sentiment, which was in his mind every time he looked at his fellow Tet Ravos or allowed himself to contemplate their destiny. 

The Zikila had first believed that one of them was meant to be vykollo men yedeva, a villain of mythic proportion fashioned by Telume to test their people; he’d heard them say so only earlier. What they hadn’t said, but he knew to be true, was that they had assumed the villain would be him. Even Isador, who loved him, saw the wickedness in him. This was the reason they were bound together by the vatrax the Zikila cast on him. 

As for Calix, he seemed like precisely the sort of hero who might have been created to slay a monster. Delephon couldn’t fault anyone for thinking it; you couldn’t help yourself when you looked at him. What the Zikila couldn’t know was that Delephon had feared to become that monster because of him. 

He had been born alone, without a sibling of his own. Brought into the world beneath a cursed communion, bearing a Tet Ravi whose legitimacy many doubted. His people hadn’t been cruel to him intentionally because of these things, but rather accidentally. Because they feared to hurt his feelings by alluding to his cosmic malformations, they didn’t speak to him. He couldn’t help but lose, so they didn’t invite him to play games with them. He had been shunned all his life by well-meaning souls who wanted only what was best for him.

Then there was Jabras, who chose to interact with him any time they were brought into proximity, who manufactured excuses to get close to him. A friendly gesture, many might think, but they couldn’t know, they hadn’t had his smile turned on them. They hadn’t felt the insincerity of it. The unspoken secret it shared with him: we will never be friends. Someone like me will never love someone like you. 

Jabras was a hero. Brave and moral. Lauded far and wide for his good deeds, his respectful manner, his humility. He was, as Delephon had known since the moment they first laid eyes on each other, the perfect brother their god made especially for him. 

Only to hold him just out of reach.

The other elf didn’t react to Delephon’s mortifying, revelatory comment, unless his brows hitched slightly. He didn’t even seem surprised, as if this wasn’t the first time he considered it. Delephon observed this as his thoughts fell into a new and startling pattern. 

“I have something for you,” he said, unpinning his cloak. 

Calix took it from him automatically, but his eyes had found the bundle lashed to the side of his pack even as Delephon was slipping the straps from his shoulders. There was no mistaking the way his eyes lit up, much of the misery falling from him. He even stood up a little straighter, as if strength was returning to him. “You’re joking.”

He knelt while he untied it from his pack, which he pushed out of the way against a wall. When he stood, he held the bundle out in both hands and Calix took it from him instantly. “Sorry about the scabbard. I wanted something nicer, it’s why I hadn’t contacted you.”

“Don’t be stupid,” the other elf said as he stripped away the lengths of twine binding the cloth wrapping around the sword. This was the first time he had ever actually said something rude to Delephon’s face, yet it wasn’t charged with unpleasantness in the way all their prior interactions had been. “The whole point was to trade prettiness for quality.”

The hard leather sheath was plain, spotted by burns along one side where he once left it too close to the fire, unsuited to the weapon riding in it. Calix was already snapping it onto his belt so he could draw the sword. He turned as he did it, so that he was holding it in the brighter light of the fire in the next room, rotating the length of steel as his eyes devoured it. 

It was long and curved, its thickest point toward the end, sharpened on the whole of one side and a third of the reverse. A slightly larger weapon than the one Delephon was carrying, although the two of them were the same height. Calix fought monsters for a living, he could use a little extra cutting power. 

“So?” he prompted. “Do you think you might tell me what’s happening?”

Eyes still fixed on the sword, the elf replied, “They told you about the man who threatened me?”

“Threatened your family, they said.”

“Another Zikila showed up and told me it would be okay, he would put a stop to it. Then we couldn’t find my sister anywhere, I haven’t seen her since.”

“Do you think he got to her?”

“I don’t know! And I feel like they’ve forgotten about me.”

Together, they made their way to the kitchen at the end of the hall, where Calix lit a lamp before putting the kettle on the stove. The sword, he placed in the middle of the table, in order that he might continue to admire it. “I don’t think anyone forgot,” Delephon told him as they took chairs across the table from one another. There were just the two; this house hadn’t been made for a family. “The man who threatened you is dead, but they weren’t the ones who caught up with him. They found his body, and they think he was killed by another Zikila—”

“His apprentice? The man who’s close with you?”

He hadn’t known what relation they had to each other, if any, and nodded as he catalogued the news. “Anyway he didn’t stick around to explain himself.”

“Why would he do that?”

The other elf sounded uneasy, and Delephon chewed on his lip while he considered it. Although he knew, as Calix didn’t, that doubting Isador’s motives was a silly thing to do, the question bore asking. “I think maybe he doesn’t know anyone is looking for him? It kind of feels as if we’re all,” he held up the forefingers of either hand and whisked them past each other. “Anyway,” he added as a thought occurred, “he might be avoiding them for reasons that are totally innocent. It seems like he’s at odds with the others over—” Too late, he realized what he had been about to say. 

Calix had noticed his hesitation, but the kettle began to sing and he was forced to get up. As soon as the tea was steeping, he came right back, sitting down and fixing Delephon with a demanding look. 

He tossed his head but could find no excuse to refuse to disclose what he knew. “It’s the Tet Ravi. From what I heard, they assumed one of us would be vykollo men yedeva from the time when we were born. The others all agreed they should step back and allow it to happen if it was Telume’s will, all of them but Isador. He wasn’t willing for us to become evil, even if he had to challenge our god for us.”

The other elf’s green eyes were wide, not an expression of surprise but the wild mask of a person clinging to their composure by their fingertips. His breath came heavy through his nose. “What you mean is he wasn’t willing to allow you to become evil.”

“That wasn’t what I said.”

“What you said was, they stepped back, all but him. You have to see how that feels funny to me, because I’ve never met the man. He might have been willing to challenge Telume for you, but he was content that I be lost.”

“Are you stupid?” he retorted. “He cast a Servient Union on me, that’s how little he trusts me. He never bothered following you around with a safety net because he never felt like he needed to remake your life around you.”

“Because you have no blessings whatsoever to be grateful for?” Calix snapped.

“I meant,” his voice was rising and he couldn’t rein it in, “you didn’t need a minder because he never thought there was any chance you might be the one who was bad! Jabras the Perfect, about whom minstrels write songs!”

“I hate you so much!” Calix exclaimed. “You act like its beneath you, like there’s something wrong with wanting to live up to it. Our god made us for a reason, and I don’t care what you think, I’m proud of it!”

This startled him so much, it knocked the anger out of him. He had no idea how to respond and pointed out, “The tea is probably ready.”

Calix bared his teeth at him before thrusting back from the table forcefully. When he came back a moment later, a mug in each hand, Delephon moved the sword aside to make room for their drinks. That got the man’s eyes on it, and his visage softened. 

“Anyway what if that’s not what this is about?” His jaw was still tight, but his voice was steadier. “Galen told me I should trust my instincts when it comes to the Tet Ravi.”

“What do you think?” Delephon prompted. 

It was a moment before Calix said it, and it came out a whisper: “Elsewhere. It has to be.” 

***
[image: ]


ISADOR WOKE TO A STRANGE situation, wrapped up snug in a nest of blankets piled on the floor in room he didn’t recognize. He sat up, squinting around him as he wondered where he was and why he was indoors, in a bedroom, sleeping on the floor. He drew a deep breath and let out a sigh as he remembered. They had returned to Denombur’s place the previous evening in search of further clues, hoping to find evidence of what exactly his master had been up to in the middle of nowhere in the woods. It had been late by the time Isador finished with a search that proved fruitless, and they had decided to linger overnight. He had ended up with Denombur’s room and he wasn’t about to sleep in that man’s bed. 

Rising, he went to the vanity against the far wall, where a pitcher of water awaited him. He couldn’t recall that it had been there the previous evening, so the girl must be stirring. While he brushed his teeth, he poked about amongst the objects on the vanity, not really hoping to find anything. Matros had speculated that the stranger he saw treating with Denombur had handed over gold or jewels; not just an item that could be ported in the hands, but in one alone. This almost necessitated that it be innocuous. 

Mashek could be inserted into inanimate objects, but potency and size went hand-in-hand. In Narais, they had levies that could be erected at need to shield the thousand vulnerable canals that crisscrossed the city. Each of the three mechanisms were the size of a wagon. You couldn’t carry around an engine with the power to unmake the world in your trouser pocket. 

He never did find anything, and once his ablutions were completed, he quit the room in search of breakfast. He found Danae in the kitchen, where she was already occupied with going through the pantries in a quest for food that hadn’t spoiled. Isador went to the stove, where he got a fire lit and put the kettle on. 

“I’m finding a lot of basic ingredients like rice and flour,” she said over her shoulder, “but it’s the perishables, I’m realizing, that turn edible items into actual food.” 

He grunted. 

“I guess I’m asking how long we mean to stay here.”

He considered it only briefly, it wasn’t a difficult decision to make. “We’ll go straight back. I’d rather not do it on an empty stomach, but there’s no reason we can’t stop once we’re there and eat something more satisfying.”

She joined him at the table, where they picked through an assortment of nuts, stale crackers, and pickled things in jars. “Did we not find what we were looking for? Or were we never sure what that was?”

“A bit of both,” he admitted. “We know the two of them were in collusion, your brother witnessed it. What we don’t know is how far-reaching their alliance was. Pallas used your chief a number of times to achieve his ends, but use was all it ever was. When he bothered to explain himself to Cleatus, he lied.”

“After what I heard yesterday, I don’t know why we’re taking this seriously. Like it was anything other than prejudice. He said himself that he was looking for something that could force your order to agree with him. He thought you were evil, and the more he harped on it, the less they listened. Feels like cause and effect.”

Isador might not have been so candid with his dathan, had that person been the proper age and an elf. Danae was almost entirely an adult, though, not only physically, but in terms of maturity. And human, don’t forget: she had probably been more world-wise at the age of ten than Daemon was on the day he died. “It’s entirely possible he just reached a breaking point. It’s not like the heart operates on a clock. I’ve seen people meekly endure a state of affairs for long enough it seems completely impossible they’ll ever seek a change or even really wish for one. Only to watch them turn around, on a day like any other—”

“And kill someone because of it.”

“Well it doesn’t have to be quite so dramatic, but yes, that was what I meant.”

“You have your doubts.”

“The timing worries me. Why not a couple hundred years ago, on the day I was set free from his custodianship? What changed?”

“What didn’t? Del told me there have never been two Tet Ravos before, and even one of them is cause for alarm.”

He had picked up a cannister of walnuts and shook it at her before prying off the top. “That is precisely my point. In an era of ravinat, it isn’t simply that anything could happen: many things do. This is an age of great change, and you err if you ask, What will be the end result? and stop there. Between leaping forward into the future and arriving at our destiny, many, many steps must be taken. Not all of them will be pleasant, the changes positive.”

The girl’s brows were furrowed, and she took the time to take up her cup and sip her tea while she thought it through. “It’s not enough to have faith that we’re in Telume’s hands and hope for the best, we need to participate.”

He nodded because his mouth was full. 

“I understand your meaning. Not what it has to do with this.”

Swallowing, he took a sip from his own drink. “Something has led him to conclude that my time is come, and now, I will reveal myself.” She just looked at him blankly, and he laid one splayed hand against his breast. “I know I won’t betray our gods, but that’s just one fact he got wrong. It doesn’t mean he was incapable of observing a series of events and drawing a viable conclusion from them.”

The girl set her cup down slowly, and her cheeks were rather pale. “You think he might have been onto something. You think he may have known something, something really bad, and his only mistake was to blame it on you.”

“As he was wont to do.”

“That is an upsetting thought,” she pointed out as she drained the last of her tea. Isador watched the purposeful way she pushed back from the table and felt pleased. 

He went to meet her in the doorway to the kitchen. “Finding out whether he had allies is imperative. If he trusted anyone with his fears, they’ll know what he knew that caused him to take such drastic measures.”

“I’m sorry about the magistrate,” she said quietly. 

He nodded in recognition as they walked together to the front of the house. A light rain was falling, and both of them paused on the stoop to pull up their hoods. 

“So how does this work? Um, the apprenticeship.”

“We’ll be making it up as we go. There are no rules to cover this.” 

“Oh.” 

She looked like she didn’t know how to take this, so he added, “A lot of what I have to teach you, either you can’t learn or you already know.”

“Is this even going to work?”

The girl seemed dispirited, and he patted her shoulder. “I don’t see why not.”

“And you’re sure Telume wants this for me.”

“We don’t believe Telume wants this fate for anyone, but that he is willing to accept your service? On the day when you’re ready to quit your apprenticeship, he will let you know.”

“What if I can’t? I’m human, we don’t do certainty like elves!”

Isador stopped, pulling her to a halt. The other hand rose to his left cheek. “I didn’t mean you’ll be filled with a sense of conviction, he marks us physically.”

Her eyes were wide. They resumed walking, and it was a while before she spoke again. “I thought that happened because you’re damned?”

“Precisely.”

“But...”

“How does one go from eager young person, full of heart, ready to sacrifice oneself for society, to monster cast out by one’s god? When you’re ready, he will set a trap for you. We each of us have our fatal flaws, and no one needs more to be aware of what they are. He will tempt you to do something evil, something you know is evil, and you just won’t be able to resist because it’s too integral to your nature.”

“I don’t understand.” An elf would have been terrified, but Danae was thoughtful, intent on wrestling with the logic. 

“In order that we speak with his voice, we have to be at least a little bit his equals. That can’t be the case if we’re bound by fate, led one step to the next by his will. To separate an elf from our god, though, that is not easily done. There is only one thing that can set us free, and that is a betrayal.”

“You betray him?”

“He betrays us. We give everything to him—”

Her face was alight with discovery. “And he accepts. That’s the treason. You offer to give up your place at his side, and he says yes.” 

His dathan’s quick wit was pleasing to him, and he smiled. 

“What is it called again? The halla—”

“Haldra garaithbec.”

“What does it mean?”

He frowned as he sought a translation that conveyed the idea adequately. There were some things humans just didn’t have words for. “Pain emancipation, I suppose. Freedom through suffering?” 

“It just keeps getting spookier.”

That made him laugh. “Now you know where I get my sense of humor. He does not force this on us: we’re seduced. There’s not one facet of your new reality you didn’t know going in. Every step along the way, you didn’t say no, you said yes, yes, yes! But in the end, there you are...”

“Not ready and feeling like you only kind of consented?”

He sucked in a slightly deeper breath to respond, but it was then that he took note of the smell of smoke. They weren’t within miles of Thesra yet, and he stopped, breathing the damp air in through his nostrils while he turned in a circle, seeking the source of it. He saw a songbird flit past and held up his hand. 

It flew a loop around them before alighting on his index finger, where it hopped in a circle until it was facing him and gave him a quizzical chirp. It was a charming little chap, the size of a lark, a stunning scarlet color with turquoise speckles on its wings and a darker blue crest on its head. He whistled to it, asking if it shouldn’t already have headed south for the season. 

Soon, soon, it replied. 

Do you smell that smell of burning? 

In answer, it hurled itself off his hand and sped away west. Isador followed, wondering what anyone was doing way out here. It almost had to be Pallas’s ally; no elf would stray this close to the haunt of a Toklah Niwir on a woodland walk, and Denombur had been out here long enough that his presence was widely known. It would be a while before people accepted he was dead and ventured out. 

When he stepped around a final oak, he found himself looking at a small campfire, burning by itself. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as he took note of the flames, strong enough the fuel must have been refreshed recently. There was a heap of stomped-down, fallen leaves beside it, as if someone had used them as a bed. He pulled his sword free, wanting to have it in hand, as he rotated in place. 

With scarcely a rustle, an elven woman stepped out of the undergrowth. She too bore a sword, which was bared. Just shy of her middle years, her long dark hair was pulled back in a braid. There was a streak across her left cheek, and her cloak of silver gleamed amidst the shadows. Isador felt the air flood from his lungs as a vice tightened on his chest. He retreated by a step before he knew that he might do it, raising his sword instinctively. 

He didn’t regret the motion: she had proved long ago that he required defending from her. She would mock him for a coward, though, if he didn’t force himself to meet her eyes. “Alyssa.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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I’ve never known what to make of the fact that his people call him ‘The Dreamer.’ Maybe it was easier that way, sure, but the gods never meant for us to live apart, from each other or from them. His dream was a nightmare and the world is lucky to have waked from it.

Private Musings,

Epope Frank I of Tal Vyuroth

They were still hanging out in the kitchen when the sun came up, eating the breakfast Delephon threw together with what he was able to scrounge in the pantry. Jabras would doubtless rather have hid his infirmity, but that bulky bandage on his wrist was hard to miss. He twitched unhappily all the while Delephon was at the stove and protested that he could help more than once, but he wolfed the meal when it landed in front of him. Between bites, and sips of another cup of tea, he filled him in in minute detail, not skipping over anything that befell him in recent weeks. It was clear he felt that Delephon had a right to know and maybe needed to. 

They were finishing up when a knock sounded at the door. They exchanged a look, and the man chose to take his sword as he went to answer it. Delephon trailed along behind him, just in case: the Zikila had told them to look out for each other. He couldn’t see the elf at the door but was close enough to hear their message: one of Calix’s neighbors had stopped by to tell him about the unit of Forerunners who appeared in the Norgedad as the sun was rising, carrying a terrible warning for their people. After the woman excused herself, they stared at each other.  

“Now more than ever,” he whispered. 

“If you want to go to the Front, let’s go.” 

The other elf gaped at him. 

“You said they said we ought to trust our instincts.”

“But are they done with us?”

To that, he shrugged. “It’s not like we’re going somewhere secret. If they need us for some reason, they can always find us there.”

The man stared at him for another indecisive moment before swinging away. He retreated up the stairs, presumably going to pack a bag. While he waited, Delephon lingered in the foyer, sorting through a basket of spare winter things that stood upon a hutch behind the door. He had come here from sweltering Ivere, totally unprepared for winter in the heights, and the walk here from the Nicodemus Path had been miserable. Calix had a wealth of wooly accessories, and he was able to equip himself with a hat and scarf and gloves.

The other elf was on his way back when someone else banged at the door. Casting a glance at the man on the stairs, Delephon opened it. Expecting to be confronted with more Zikila, he was astonished to find himself facing a wizened human. 

The man’s rheumy eyes went past him, to the elf who had frozen halfway down the stairs. “There you are, you got to help!” 

“What has happened, Old Ket?”

“They respect you, they’ll listen when you tell them to see sense. You got to help me stop this, this, this exodus!”

Calix trotted down the last few stairs in order to join him at the door. “What exodus?”

“Our young folk! They’re leaving, one and all!”

“They don’t feel safe here after what happened?” 

“I wish! The young fools are determined to go east, and if’n no elves is willing to take them through the Nicodemus Path, they says they’ll walk!”

Delephon couldn’t parse this strange migration, but Calix murmured, “They mean to fight.”

“You got to stop them. Tell them they’re being fools!”

The elf grimaced, looking pained, and it was obvious he was searching for words to refuse. 

“You too! There’s no fool as foolish as a young man.” So saying, the human turned away, hobbling with furious speed on a walking-stick.  

“What just happened?” Delephon asked when he was gone. 

Calix dropped a canvas tote next to Delephon’s against the wall. “The humans want to fight.”

“Us?”

The man gave him a look, thinking, although not saying, that he was an idiot. “Elsewhere.”

“And that’s okay with you? We took away their weapons for a reason.”

“Because they were at war with us,” Calix pointed out as they stepped out into a cold morning. The sky had still been dark in the west when he was outside earlier, but now it was fully day, the light swelling. “That hasn’t been the case for a couple hundred years.” 

Before Delephon could respond, he veered left suddenly, crossing the front of his house through the yard. “Good morning.” He addressed the words to someone out of sight on the house’s northern face. 

Confused, Delephon followed him. When he saw whom the other elf was talking to, he goggled. The Zikila had said something about this, but the shocking fact had been shunted from his mind by all the other shocking things that were happening. 

The snow had been scraped from beneath the trees all across the yard, and he hadn’t thought to wonder why. It had been built into a lumpy half-circle around the chimney stack, a bulwark against the frigid mountain wind. He could only see the head and shoulders of the nest’s occupant above the wall of snow, but could see enough to get some sense of its size. 

Above the flat, wide-eyed face of an owl, round ears perched atop its skull. Its face was feathered, its ears furry, both snow-white with sooty black markings. His immediate, suicidal thought was a strong desire to touch it.  

Calix appeared to have already known about its presence and even be acquainted with it. “This is Delephon, my—” It seemed likely he had meant to say ‘friend’ before choking
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