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It Is the Second Age of Man

Long ago, in the First Age, mortals became Exalted by the Unconquered Sun and other celestial gods. These demigods were Princes of the Earth and presided over a golden age of unparalleled wonder. But like all utopias, the age ended in tears and bloodshed.

The official histories say that the Solar Exalted went mad and had to be put down lest they destroy all Creation. Those who had been enlightened rulers became despots and anathema. Some whisper the Sun’s Chosen were betrayed by the very companions and lieutenants they had loved: the less powerful Exalts who traced their lineage to the Five Elemental Dragons. Either way, the First Age ended and gave way to an era of chaos and warfare, when the civilized world faced invasion by the mad Fair Folk and the devastation of the Great Contagion. This harsh time only ended with the rise of the Scarlet Empress, a powerful Dragon-Blood who fought back all enemies and founded a great empire.

For a time, all was well—at least for those who toed the Empress’s line.

But times are changing again. The Scarlet Empress has either gone missing or retreated into seclusion. The dark forces of the undead and the Fair Folk are stirring again. And, most cataclysmic of all, the Solar Exalted have returned. Across Creation, men and women find themselves imbued with the power of the Unconquered Sun and awaken to memories from a long-ago golden age. The Sun’s Chosen, the Anathema, have been reborn.

Two of these Exalts—the assassin Harmonious Jade and the soldier Dace—have already crossed paths in the lands around the great Eastern trade city of Nexus. But the lines of destiny know no geographical boundaries. Other Solar Exalted are returning in other lands, ones whose fates are intertwined with Jade’s and Dace’s.

This is their story.
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Prologue

Samea drew a long breath, exhausted from her efforts, and stared into the sacred circle. Around her, the great stone room was once again silent and still. Here, hidden deep within the mountain, beyond miles of twisting corridors, behind solid granite doors, even the air was now at rest.

The stone floor beneath her feet was perfectly smooth, save for at its center. There, ageless arcane symbols cast in orichalcum were inlaid in a circle that glowed warm gold against the cold gray stone of the granite floor. On each side of the ring of runes ran a deeply etched channel full of clean sea salt. Abhorrent to most spirits, these conduits ensured that hungry ghosts could neither enter nor exit the center area. Within the protected ring, the inner circle would have taken ten strides to cross and was, again, seamless. Centuries of devoted attention had left it polished smooth as obsidian.

Directly in the center of the circle were two metal lions, crafted of rare orichalcum. Each stood higher at the shoulder than the tallest man in Samea’s tribe, and between them, the pair contained enough of the precious metal to bring tears to the richest merchant’s eye. The lions’ features glowed in the unwavering light of the room’s oil lamps, echoing the golden gleam from the ward-runes. Every detail of the first statue was perfectly matched in the second. Each hair and whisker of the pair was identical. Samea gazed upon them without breathing, and for long moments, the room was frozen in timeless stillness as the lions stared back at her in golden stolidity.

She jumped as one of the metal lions yawned, breaking the silence. His jaws stretched enormously, metallic tongue curling past golden teeth that were as long and sharp as daggers.

The muscular feline stepped forward, shaking his great mane. Each step echoed with a metallic ring against the stone floor. The lion sat, looking down with disdain at the rune-scribed border, then he returned his indignant gaze to the woman who had summoned him and his companion from their rest in the Celestial City of Yu-Shan. Wisely, the woman stood just outside of his reach beyond the binding rings. Looking past her, the lion surveyed the rest of the cavernous room.

Things were much as they had been since time beyond time. But here and there, changes had been wrought. Bookcases still lined two of the walls, carved directly into the stone. The lion remembered them from long ago. Back then, they had been filled with great leather-bound tomes and woven baskets of scrolls, herbs and other sacred items. Now, more than half of the shelves lay empty. At least the dust of the long darkness had been cleared away.

The farthest wall still held the enormous altar shelf, also hewn from the granite of the mountain itself. In the time of beginnings, the long open lamps that were carved into the altar had never lacked for oil. Supplicants would arrive, heavily laden with tribute. Among their gifts was oil from the immense seals found on the Inland Sea coastline several days distant. In the earliest times, the lamps had glowed constantly, but then had come centuries of disuse and darkness. Now, once again, the lamps had been filled with sacred oil and glowed warmly. The room shone, illuminated as it had not been for hundreds of years.

Opposite the altar, behind the dark woman who had called forth the lions, two great stone doors still stood. The lion wondered how many thousands of times he had watched those gates swing wide, clearing the winding passage upward and outward to the rest of the temple. They had been crafted so masterfully that even the slightest touch could open them. The intricate carvings that decorated their sturdy locks now gleamed, polished after centuries of tarnished inattention. Someone had attended to this temple as it had not been for centuries.

The huge lion returned his attention to the dark-haired woman standing before him, looking at her while his counterpart stretched languidly behind him.

“You have called us from our slumber, human,” the lion rumbled. “Why have you disturbed us?”

Samea straightened, donning an air of authority as tangible as the mountain stone around them. She was no longer a young woman, but her body was straight and lean, and her muscles were strong. Her dress was made of the felted wool of tundra sheep and was plain cut and unadorned, a stark contrast to her fluid and ornate words. Her voice filled the huge granite chamber almost as richly as the lion’s had.

“You have slumbered, honored guardian spirit, because this place, once great and glorious, is no longer so. What once stood proud fell so long ago that even its ruins no longer needed protection. The glories of the First Age are gone, swept from the memories of the people of Creation as surely as if they had never been. And gone with them is your purpose for being.”

With her bare feet planted against the cool, gray floor, the woman was as deeply grounded as if she had been born of that rock herself.

“Long have I have studied the tomes, Celestial Lion,” she said. “I know as few others do that there was a time when this place was not what it is now. I know its purpose, and yours, and I offer you a bargain.”

The lions watched her intensely as she addressed them, and Samea suddenly realized how a lemming must feel under the gaze of an owl. The golden spirit farthest from her was indiscernible from its partner save in body language. He moved with an air of slinking stealth, where his companion was brusque and forceful. The quiet spirit stole back and forth, pacing the furthest arc of the salt binding circle as if instinctively trying to flank Samea, watching her with a crafty gleam in his eye. The tuft of metallic fur at the tip of his tail twitched impatiently.

Samea hesitated, studying the lions intently. Dealing with spirits was a tricky business, and she knew that much of her agenda relied on being able to recruit this pair as she had the demon Florivet. Florivet’s inherent desire to travel and explore the unknown had given Samea a firm path to approaching him, but these two celestial lions were a less known quantity. She continued addressing the closest spirit as an honored equal, her words chosen with the same care a seasoned icewalker would put into traversing the snows at spring thaw.

“Neglect has taken this place from its former purpose. Its secrets are now stored away in volumes written in languages few can remember ever existing, let alone decipher. What has not been stolen by rodents or raitons to line their nests had been rendered useless by time and deception. Your former purpose may be restored to you, honored guardian, if that be your desire. It is within the power of my Circle to do so.”

Samea watched the lions for a reaction, ready to send them back to the Celestial City she had called them from if they appeared hostile. She knew that some guardians fell to madness when denied their purpose. These two had been so long in the spirit world, away from this former temple, that it might have affected their sanity. Seeing no reaction yet, she continued.

“Twilight is falling,” Samea said, her voice rising with an air of prophecy. “The time of the Terrestrial’s reign is coming to a close. A new Age is upon us, and the new Dawn of the Solars is inevitable. The lies told by the Dragon-Blooded will be burned away, and the truth will shine forth like the Unconquered Sun himself!”

The brusque, dominant lion yawned again, imperiously putting an end to Samea’s visionary proclamation with the gesture. “Enough,” he growled. “You will drive us back to slumber before you have finished.”

Samea nodded, continuing more succinctly. “What I wish is simple, honored guardians. Your aid in returning Creation to rightness. Your strength, your cunning, your wisdom.”

The celestial lion regarded her thoughtfully for a long moment, his orichalcum eyes gleaming in the lamplight. “And in return?” he asked, leaning down as close to Samea as he could, within the confines of the binding circle. “What do you offer us?”

“In return for your aid, when all is as it should be—when the Solar Exalted are no longer Anathema, but are returned to their rightful place as leaders of Creation—then I will see that this temple is returned to its former glory as a bastion of sacred knowledge and worship and that seekers again attend these halls to understand the mysteries and wonders of the five winds.”

The lion glanced over his shoulder at his companion for a long moment, exchanging some silent communication that was beyond Samea’s comprehension. He then turned his attention back to the waiting witch. His slitted yellow eyes took her in, drilling intensely into her own. Samea felt his gaze tunnel deeply, as if he could see not only all that was within her, but all that she had ever been and all that she would ever be. Though only seconds passed, it was an eternity for Samea. At length, the lion straightened to his full height and then nodded regally.

Samea relaxed in relief. Perhaps this would not be as difficult a task as she’d feared.

“We will require one thing further,” the lion purred, ending Samea’s moment of respite. Behind him, the other groomed himself lazily. He spread one golden paw, worrying between the toes at some imperceptible imperfection, and then rubbed the wet paw from the golden mane at his forehead down over his muzzle. The gesture was remarkably like that of a domesticated cat, despite the beast’s size. Samea was once again struck with the impression of being rodent prey in the presence of these feline hunters. She nodded, waiting to hear the lions’ demand.

“The life of a child.”

“I…” Samea hesitated. “You ask a heavy price.”

The nearest lion tilted his head, regarding her coolly. “You ask a heavy bargain. Not for one act do you call us forth. We have been set to guard, to kill, to protect. One service for a year and a day, that is the way. But you ask for our service on many levels and offer only the chance of success in return.”

Samea nodded, knowing she was pushing the limits of the summoning spell beyond their traditional usage. She wanted not only the obedience of these spirits, but their cunning and aid. She needed them as allies rather than imprisoned slaves.

She hesitated for only a moment and then nodded. Her tribe had existed since its beginning on the edge between life and death. Most of the Northlands were too cold and hostile to farm. Instead, the Blackwater Mammoth tribe followed the great herds as they traveled through the tundra. Sometimes, a winter would come that stretched longer than usual, where the winds’ bite was crueler than the tribe remembered it to be. At times such as those, even bountiful stores ran empty, and the summer season’s gathering of food lapsed to a bitter memory. In winters such as those, it was not unheard of for unwanted children to be left to the snows. Too many mouths meant everyone starved, and the tribe must go on. Now, in war, just as in harsh winter, difficult times brought the need for difficult actions. The sacrifice of one life to save many more was a regrettable, but acceptable, loss.

“It will be done.”

“Then, we will do as you ask,” the lion agreed. His promise hung in the air, almost tangible in its enormity.

Samea bowed deeply, her long black hair veiling her face. When she raised her gaze, the stone circle was empty once more.
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Three days out of Cherak, a small stone outpost stood at the top of a high craggy mountain. The road up to the outpost had once been lavishly paved with basalt cobbles, uniformly carved so that each was exactly like the other, interlocking to form an almost seamless surface. Now, it lay in ruin, the remaining cobbles providing stumbling blocks for mounted visitors and making arrival by wheeled transportation an impossibility. The outpost itself was built of the same stones, perfect and dark. From any of its half a dozen windows, approach to the outpost could be seen for miles virtually unobstructed.

If one knew where to look, four other outposts were in sight, though several days ride away in each direction. Barely visible on the clearest of days, the outposts could communicate basic messages via mirrors during the day or signal fires at night. More elaborate messages came by trained bird or, sometimes, by runner or rider, though the ruined road made passage slow and treacherous.

Sesus Adish had watched the roads and skies each day for the past few weeks. Likewise, his sentinels had watched each night, anticipating the arrival of orders that were long overdue. His group, like most Wyld Hunts, worked best when on a mission. Given too much time to idle, they grated against each other like bones in a bag, instead of working like the finely muscled beast of destruction they were trained to be.

Fortunately, today was the day. Word arrived in the form of an ornately carved ivory tube, inlaid with red jade. The seal marked it as coming directly from the office of the Immaculate Order. Adish had woken at dawn to find it sitting on his bedside table with no sign of the method of delivery. The sentries had seen no one come or go, and there were no signs of intrusion other than the mysterious appearance of the orders themselves. It was as if the tube had appeared directly from the beyond, which, considering its origin, was not impossible. The ways of the Immaculate Order never ceased to surprise Adish. He’d taken the scroll tube with him downstairs still sealed, waiting for witnesses before reading its contents.

When he entered, he found one member of the Hunt already present. Perched on one of the massive stone window ledges, Otieno watched his leader descend the stairs through glittering dark eyes. Dressed as always in black silk from head to toe, Otieno was rarely seen and heard even less often. But his ability to scout and sneak had saved the group more than once since he’d been assigned a few months ago. Not one of them particularly trusted him, but Adish knew that, so long as Otieno thought serving the Hunt was in his own best interests, he could count on him to do so to the best of his ability.

The rest of the Hunt drifted in from around the building as if drawn by each other’s curiosity. When they saw the scroll case with its distinctive seal in Adish’s hands, they inevitably found a seat, watching their burly leader. A Fire-aspected Dragon-Blood, Adish’s skin was crimson, and his eyes glistened like backlit topaz. He kept the long scarlet mane that was his pride and joy carefully plaited down his back. When he lost tight rein on his temper, his skin glowed ember-hot, a sure sign to his Hunt that they should be elsewhere until he cooled, literally and figuratively. He had firm control of his fiery nature at the moment, witnessed by the fact that the wax seal had not yet melted in his hands.

“Come on, Adish, don’t keep us waitin’ now,” Tepet Ciro crooned plaintively in a heavy Southern Isle accent. She peered up at the Hunt leader through her unruly hair as Adish opened the scroll case. The dark strands had an unnerving way of writhing gently around her face even indoors. She sat on the stone floor, knees pulled up to her chin, arms wrapped around them, back resting against a rough-hewn bench. “Where are we headin’? Back to the Isle? North, maybe? Maybe they’ll give us a shot at that Kaneko fellow… Wouldn’t that be somethin’, us takin’ out the Bull of the North! Wouldn’t that just frost them back home?” As always, Ciro’s bright gray eyes glowed with a surreal light. Mortal observers often attributed the luminosity to madness. She claimed, to anyone who’d listen, that far in her distant past one of her ancestors had dallied with the Fair Folk and returned just a bit changed. When she’d first joined the Hunt, Adish thought the glow was just a sign of her strong ties to the element of Air. After getting to know her, however, he had come to believe that perhaps the mortals had been correct.

Ciro’s passion for fighting wasn’t uncommon among Dragon-Blooded, especially not those who’d advanced enough in the imperial military to be assigned to a Wyld Hunt. But she’d shown a startling propensity for rushing in where wise men feared to tread, regardless of the odds. If there was blood to be spilled and risks to be taken, Ciro was in the thick of it. Her maniacal laughter, known to turn even brave opponents to flight, was just a bit too wild to be completely sane. More than once, covered in gore, gray eyes glowing like foxfire, the petite woman had spooked men twice her size, who feared she’d followed just a bit too closely in her fey ancestors’ footsteps.

“Shut your damn hole, Cir, and maybe we’ll find out,” suggested Tepet Dalit, lounging along the length of the bench against which Ciro was leaning. Long and lanky, Dalit was half again as tall as his companion. He and Ciro had known each other for decades. Both had attended the House of Bells in their youth, honing their martial skills. Dark and somber to her stormy caprice, Dalit never ceased to harass Ciro for her lack of forethought or berate her for the results of her impatience. When one of her mad adventures went awry, however, as they often did, he was always the first at her side. And woe be unto the individual outside of their Hunt who gave Ciro any grief. While she was as likely to ignore outside insults as to take umbrage, Dalit had more than once sent those who spoke ill of her to an early grave. It seemed no one was allowed to give Ciro a hard time but him, at least in his mind. Adish had used that bit of information to the advantage of the Hunt more than once.

Across the room, Cathak Savin leaned with his back against the wall, feigning disinterest in the proceedings. His steel-gray eyes focused on the knife he was sharpening. Over and over, he guided the blade in a meticulous arc against the whetstone, pausing occasionally to check the edge against the flat of his thumb. Savin had served in the Hunt under Adish longer than any of the others had. He liked to play the role of the cool, experienced soldier, but Adish knew him well enough to tell that he was just as anxious to hear about their long-awaited assignment as any of the rest were.

“We’re heading north.” Adish resealed the scroll case and sat it gently on the nearby table. Then he turned his attention once more to the sheaf of delicate parchment that had come from within it.

Ciro gave a whoop of delight. “We’re gonna bag us the Bull!” Her tiny form virtually vibrated in place. “I’m gonna run him through! I’m gonna—”

Adish shook his head. “No. We’re not after Kaneko, although the order stands to destroy him if he’s encountered, of course.”

Around Ciro’s face lanky wisps of hair had been flailing in excitement as if buoyed on a frantic wind. At Adish’s words, they sank limply in disappointment. “Well, what then?”

Dalit nudged Ciro with the toe of his boot. “If you’d just shut your damn trap, maybe we’d find out what the assignment is.”

Ciro answered by way of a subtle gesture. There was a loud thunk! and Dalit looked down to find the toe of his boot skewered to the surface of the bench. The dragon-headed hilt of Ciro’s favorite dagger looked at him, standing upright through the heavy leather.

“Damn it, Cir, now they’re going to leak. Don’t you ever think?” Dalit plucked the dagger out of his boot, wiping the blood from its tip against Ciro’s shirt sleeve. “I should just keep the damned blade, if you can’t be more careful with it.”

“Give it back, or I swear I’ll slit you in your sleep and leave you bleedin’ in your bed.” Ciro leapt for her knife, and the bench rocked precariously. Dalit rolled onto his feet with catlike grace, holding the knife out of her reach above his head. A slow grin slipped across his face, white teeth highlighting the aqua tint to his skin.

“Enough!” Adish’s bellow shook the stone building, filling it with the scent of brimstone and smoke.

Dalit dropped the dagger into Ciro’s hand and reached down to examine the damage done to his boot.

Ciro grinned smugly. “Yeah, Dalit… Adish don’t want us fightin’ among ourselves when there’s other stuff to be killin’. Don’t you remember anythin’ he tells ya?”

The wiry woman made the mistake of carrying on her taunting a bit too long, and Adish’s wrath was upon her like a lightning strike.

One fiery hand lashed out, slapping her across the back of the head with such force that she crumpled to the floor. Dalit looked up from his boot and a moment of silent communication passed between him and the leader of the Wyld Hunt.

I let you do that only because you’re in charge, Dalit’s emerald eyes said.

And don’t forget that I am. Adish’s topaz gaze answered back, before he turned his back on Dalit and walked over to the long table laden with maps.

Dalit watched him for a long tense moment and then reached down to pick Ciro’s stirring form up with one hand. “Wake up, ya damn fool.” He hauled the wiry woman up by the scruff of her shirt and carried her off like a puppy.

Knife sharpened to his satisfaction, Savin slipped it back into its sheath at his waist and set the whetstone on the stone fireplace mantle. He crossed the room, looming over Adish’s shoulder.

“They’re sending out another group to reinforce us.” Adish said to the table and anyone who happened to be listening.

“That seems… unnecessary.” Savin bristled, his ego bruised at the idea that their Hunt couldn’t handle anything thrown against it. Together, he and Adish had taken down more than a dozen Anathema in the past few years. The rest of the Hunt had been added almost a year ago, after a particularly difficult assignment had thinned the ranks of their previous group, but they’d never come close to failing. The idea that they would need back up was insulting.

Adish responded without raising his gaze from the maps. “Seems like they’re coming out a bit stronger, these past few months… not that it’s slowed us down. But orders are to meet up with the other group and take out the objective together. We can operate on our own; we’re not under their command. But they want both of us there.”

Savin nodded, slowly. “As long as they don’t get in the way.”

Adish glanced up at Savin, his eyes sparking. “I guess we just won’t let that happen, will we?”

The pair continued to lay out plans for their Hunt.

From the windowsill, Otieno watched, his dark eyes glittering.


Chapter One

Dawn had just begun to pass the frozen horizon as the horse-drawn cart rattled its way up the hill to the stone castle. The old bay plodded up the incline, stiffly shuffling one hoof in front of the other. Its breath formed steamy clouds from its nostrils with each step, although the cart was lightly loaded. Anton glanced up from the frost-slicked cobbles and was not surprised to see the girl there beside the castle’s kitchen door, despite the cold.

He never saw her arrive. She seemed to appear as the door came into view as if she’d waited there all night. She’d been there, waiting, every morning for more years than he could remember. Impeccable dark robes and veils covered her from head to toe, leaving only her eyes and hands bare. What skin was exposed was ghostly pale, timeless and perfect. Her eyes were the dark blue of summer twilight, fringed with the palest lashes he’d ever seen. As he did every morning, Anton wondered what she looked like behind those mysterious veils. But her demeanor was as cold as the crack of dawn and left little opening for small talk, let alone exploration beyond conversation.

Anton knew that most of the unmarried women in the town behind him would have gone out of their way for the opportunity to spend a few warm moments with him. His swarthy good looks and charming smile were a winning combination. His early inheritance of The Journey’s End, one of the more profitable inns in Glassport, only helped matters along. Business had been picking up of late, as had the attention he’d been receiving from myriad young women in town. Anton had little time or inclination to change things at the moment.

As he unloaded the wooden boxes into the kitchen, the veiled woman examined the day’s bill with a sharp eye. Experience had taught him that any discrepancy between what was on paper and what he unloaded would be brought to his attention promptly. While haggling and good-hearted arguments over a bill might have been a jovial part of the transaction with his other customers, Anton did not look forward to a conflict with this young woman over her order.

For one thing, he had yet to catch her in a mistake. Unlike his other clients, the first error she had brought to his attention had actually been his fault, not an effort to get a better deal. But her accuracy wasn’t nearly as disturbing as the discomfort of squirming to explain the inconsistencies while under her dark and somber gaze. Although it had happened long ago when he was a younger lad, still under his father’s tutelage, the memory always sent a chill down his spine. That one time had been enough for Anton to adopt the habit of double- and triple-checking the castle’s paperwork every morning before he left to make his delivery.

Not that the order was difficult. Every day, he delivered enough food for the morning and midday meals of the two dozen students who studied at the library here in the castle. The menu changed as seasonal foods became more available from the lands to the south in the harvest months or as delicate fruits and vegetables became rarer in the winter and his cooks had to rely more on preserved meats, fish and dried grains. But as long as food of sufficient quality was delivered on time, and as long as the receipts were in order, there was never a complaint or comment from this mysterious caretaker.

The wagon now emptied, he turned to the woman and nervously asked, “All in order?” His voice, normally booming, broke on the question, and he frowned. Something about her left him uncertain, and he didn’t like the feeling.

She looked up at the innkeeper. Her dark blue gaze held his for a moment before she slowly nodded and handed him back the receipt. He glanced at the paper after taking it from her. It had looked dingy compared to the pallor of her flesh but stark white in contrast to his own. Beginning to turn back to the wagon, he jumped in surprise when she spoke.

“We will need a dozen more cups and a half dozen each of plates and bowls.” Her crisp tone cut each word into the stark morning air, every syllable given precise emphasis. As a young man, he’d thought she was an old woman hidden behind her dark veils, until she had spoken the first time. But her voice, when she used it, was sweet and clear. He had to admit that, on the rare occasions she’d spoken since then, he’d found it quite pleasant.

Turning to face her with a blush that he didn’t quite understand and hoped was not as blatant as it felt, he nodded. “A dozen cups and a half dozen plates and bowls,” he repeated back, dazed. “I’ll get them ordered straight away, miss. If they’re in stock, I can bring them tomorrow morning. If not, we should be able to have them in before the end of the month.”

She nodded, curtly. “That is acceptable.”

He turned back to the wagon, grateful for the conversation to be over. He used more care than strictly necessary when filing the bill with the rest of the papers for this month’s deliveries to the library in the leather satchel he kept under the seat of the wagon. With a quick glance at the doorway, he made a careful note to himself as to the crockery order. He knew the payments for this would be made promptly, as they always were. Delivered by servants of the castle’s lords through the Guild, there was never so much as a penny off in reckoning, and Anton was grateful for the regular income.

Years ago, while his father still ran The Journey’s End, there were seasons where the money from the castle had made the difference between success and starvation. Times were much better now, but Anton didn’t have any intention of ending the arrangement. A sure thing was a sure thing.

Still blushing, Anton made one final trip into the kitchen to gather the boxes he’d delivered yesterday. They were now emptied of food but filled with soiled table linens from the previous day’s meals. The library used the same laundress as his inn did. She ran the only professional laundry in town, and one of the services he provided was transporting the linens back and forth from her shop each day. The laundress herself was an old woman and could hardly be expected to make the trip up the hill to the library to pick up her work. And, as far as Anton knew, no one had ever seen the library’s caretaker down off the hill.

Anton carried the boxes out, past the robed woman. She stepped lightly out of his way, holding open the heavy wooden kitchen door. Pushing the boxes into the back of the cart, he tied them down lightly to prevent them from slipping out on the journey home. He finished, turning just in time to see the hem of the young woman’s robes disappear back into the kitchen. She didn’t stick around, once the work was done. He had never heard her utter a word that wasn’t strictly necessary. To the best of his knowledge, no one else in Glassport had ever spoken to her at all.

The majority of the students at the library rented rooms at The Journey’s End or spent evenings engaged in rowdy discourse in the inn’s tavern. He’d heard them ramble on many times about activities up here at the castle. From time to time, they’d rant to each other about the “ice maiden.” Once in a while, they’d challenge one of the newer students to try to thaw her out. But the stories never lasted long, and none of them ever bothered claiming to have held a conversation with her, let alone any other type of intercourse. Strangely enough, the few words he’d exchanged with her in the past years seemed as if they might be the only interaction she’d had with anyone from town.

The idea made him a bit sad. Briefly, he pondered the idea of marching back up to the kitchen and attempting to strike up a conversation with her. Then, he looked at the firmly shut kitchen door and remembered her cool gaze and clipped words. He clambered back up onto the wagon seat.

“Maybe next time, eh, Red?” he asked his mare. Her only answer was to continue leveling the patch of dried grass struggling between the cobbles in front of her.

Turning the cart around and heading it slowly back down the frozen hill, Anton looked over his shoulder at the intimidating stone wall.

“Or… maybe not.”
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Night fell, the day’s chores were almost done, and the library was hers once more. The last of the official scholars had left their studies hours ago, and the halls were once again empty of their inane humor and egotistical voices. As Arianna wiped the last candelabra and placed it carefully in the center of the long table, her mind was already upstairs planning her evening’s studies. Before the sun had risen that morning, she’d finished the last in a book of short poems exploring the experience of lost love. Penned by a writer using the pseudonym “Kuronuma,” the poetess claimed to have been left behind in shame when her noble husband answered “The Empress’ Call” some 700 years previously in the first decades of the Scarlet Empress’ reign.

“A child’s smile, a cherry blossom and love’s faithfulness,” Kuronuma wrote. “Loveliest are the things that surely must end. Dawn is hope, but true beauty is found only in twilight, when all that is fades away.”

It was beyond Arianna’s understanding. How could anyone possibly pen more than 300 pages of verse without having some purpose beyond bemoaning a fate that she apparently was doing nothing to change? It was difficult to believe that there was not some meaning beyond the obvious in the woman’s words.

Her duties finished, Arianna leapt up the steps two by two. There were two steep flights of stairs between herself and her precious tomes, but her long stride made short work of them. She was grateful for the freedom of movement granted in leaving behind the robes and veils she wore during the day. Throughout the day, this castle, and specifically this library, was the territory of others, twenty-some scholars whose families had negotiated for their access to this ancient collection with funds or favors. Some were young men, expanding their knowledge past the teachings of their private tutors. Others were nominally researchers tied to wealthy mortal families or obscure Dragon-Blooded lines. Having been found unsuited for the political machinations of the Blessed Isle itself, they were exiled to the far corners of Creation in hopes that their literary explorations would reveal some previously undiscovered (or not-as-yet-exploited) tidbit of information that would aid their familial position in the Realm. All were male, and she, of course, was not. This fact, as well as her low birth, was a handicap that Arianna apparently could not overcome, despite her intellect and intuition. Had it not been for her father’s former position as groundsman and caretaker of the castle, she’d have never had access to its mysteries at all. Now, left as its keeper out of respect for her father’s lifetime of dedicated work—or more likely through some Dragon-Blood’s inattention—she could take advantage of the library’s wealth of knowledge as a clandestine student, although she would never be accepted as a legitimate one.

After nightfall, however, the library was hers and hers alone.

She paused at the landing halfway up the stairs. From here, she could survey almost the entirety of the building. The castle itself was three stories tall, enormous by local standards. On the main floor, the great kitchen alone boasted three fireplaces tall enough for her to stand upright in them without striking her head on the arched stone chimneys. Bread ovens large enough to walk into stood gaping and unused. Once, they were heated not by fires, but by some long-forgotten technology, lost after the fall of the golden days of the First Age. Likewise lost was the means for transporting mass quantities of water for the once-bustling kitchens. The huge stone washbasins had been fitted with hand-pumps that, despite their antiquity, were still obviously hundreds and hundreds of years newer than the original stonework. Now, many years after her father’s passing, she carried water from the courtyard well by the bucketful. Without his constant tinkering, the last of the hand-pumps had long since fallen to disrepair, and the massive ovens were home to generation upon generation of twittering sparrows who found the chimneys an easy respite from the outdoors despite her vigilant efforts to keep the kitchens pristine. She could keep the dust away, but more than any other place in the castle, the kitchens stood in silent testament to the passing of a once brighter and busier Age.

On the north side of the building, where she now stood, steep stairs led up out of the great hall to the main library on the second floor and then zigzagged back again up to the third floor, which consisted mostly of storage rooms and long-unused quarters. Arianna made her home there, by herself, in a room that had once housed four students. Many, many decades had passed since the castle’s library was popular enough to draw those who would board here for months or years at a time to study its wealth of knowledge. Now, students took advantage of one of the inns in town, traveling up the hill from town each morning and returning each evening, leaving the once sumptuous furnishings draped in dust covers and locked away. The arrangement suited Arianna well.

Across from her, the south side of the castle was open from the great hall to the third-floor ceiling, more than 50 feet high. Tonight, moonlight shone silver through the great cathedral window, splitting into innumerable beams that illuminated the interior with a gleaming twilight. Stretching the entire height of the south wall, the cathedral window was a masterpiece of glaziery. Many of the panes had been replaced over the castle’s history, the colors varying over the centuries. Here and there, a shard still shone with emerald or ruby fire, perhaps dating to the castle’s creation, and these ancient panes put the more recently replaced ones to shame, still vibrant and gleaming beside their pale modern cousins.

Where Arianna stood on the second floor landing, the balcony opened like a loft over the great hall. Below, ancient oak flooring gleamed in the pale moonlight, a testament to her handiwork that day. In exchange for her own presence being tolerated in the library, Arianna kept this shrine to knowledge pristine, despite the apathetic daily invasion by the rest of the scholars. Millennia ago, Arianna imagined, citadels such as these were commonplace. Bustling staff would have populated every room, vital to the everyday functioning of a massive population of nobles, scholars and alchemists. Now, food was brought up from town each morning, and the laundry was farmed out to local citizens who had been handling such matters as their parents and grandparents had, back since the building had fallen from full use centuries ago. All other upkeep on the building’s interior was her job, one that she had perfected to a science to allow her the maximum possible freedom to her own studies.

Her calm expression tightened. The childish scholars who came here for a few short hours of “study” each day never appreciated the wonder that surrounded them. They played at learning like babes with baubles. Few understood a fraction of what they read, and fewer still hungered to look beyond the main library with its tomes in the more commonly known dialects of the Realm. Like cows, contentedly ruminating over their cud, none of the legitimate scholars here possessed the slightest drive or passion for their work, a fact that made her own segregation from their company both maddening and yet tolerable. Had she been allowed to work among them, rather than relegated to the background, had her studies not been limited to candle- and moonlight, had she been allowed full run of the library every day, rather than only when the “real” scholars took holidays, vacations and sabbaticals… things might have been different. She might never have been led to investigate further, to probe so deeply into the texts and tomes that they led her to where she was today. And yet, it could not be said that the years of segregation had not had their effect upon her. One did not endure years of being considered a nonperson of less import than the building’s chairs and tables, of being recognized for nothing but one’s suitability as the butt of others amusements, without effect.

Long ago, she had realized that any kindness shown to her was only the honey to lure her into some cruel joke. While her father was still alive, her early attempts to be recognized as their scholarly equal had left her open to ridicule and scorn, both from the illiterate craftsman himself and the students whose families could afford to pay for their studies here. In the years since her father’s death, she’d found great pleasure in realizing that she was truly faster in wit, more adept in research and capable of fluid translation of far more languages than any of those “legitimate” students with their years of mentors and teachers. Her bitterness had become its own armor, proof against those who were not worthy of her attention. The legitimate students here were merely a distraction, a weight to endure that would only make her own studies stronger. Wrapping herself in that knowledge as she wrapped herself daily in the loose robes and veils, she had become a discrete fixture in the castle. She had become as much a part of it as the brooms or buckets, relegated away into closets and dark corners so as not to distract the male scholars from their studies.

Taking a deep breath , Arianna looked up the stairs to the main library. She smiled to herself, savoring the silence, drinking it in like a connoisseur might delight in the bouquet of a fine vintage. Slowly, deliberately, she took the stairs to the library one by one, each tread its own part in her private ritual. She left the daytime world behind her, step by step, reclaiming the sanctuary of her own role as a researcher and a scholar. By the time she’d reached the huge wooden doors of the main library, she had no thoughts save for the wonders she would find within.

She entered the room, crossing to the section of shelves that had been her focus for the past few months. While she found little of import directly in the collection of historic love poetry, there was, as always, the possibility that some of the text held meaning
















OEBPS/Images/image4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg
I e L L

([T ST






OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
N TWILIGHT"

N

‘ﬂ,
<






OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg
I e L L

([T ST






OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg
=





OEBPS/Images/image5.jpg





