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	The Bull at the Start, in summary

The city the acolytes are in is under siege, and since their foes hail from New Towtiel and Pathmelon, wield mages’ sabers, and fight like them, it’s fair to assume this is related to the disappearance of their secter. There isn’t time to interview them, since they’re trying to kill them. They get separated, and Alia and Shisum manage to win free. Convinced it’s too dangerous to take the Mage-Killer back into the city, they leave without their friends.

Knowing there are traitors in their ranks, the Complex doesn’t seem like the best destination. They make for Shisum’s homeland instead, and along the way, Alia has repeated episodes of dizziness and sensory overload. It seems to be a fact that she can now touch other people with her Vision, and it’s not hard to guess there’s some connection to the bottle of liquid, since she once touched the contents with her finger. Their stay in Ninekal is peaceful, even if it doesn’t yield new information, but they’re forced to flee when Sherunese mages almost catch up with them. Alia has remembered there’s another bottle of liquid – this is almost certainly what Bogethore took from her parents at the beginning – and they head for Vilimantha, thinking to ask her parents what they know.

Marseviks, meanwhile, undertakes the defense of his birthplace with Atrus and Fiyaza. They do a decent job, but the people of Zaeldroug are suspicious of their role in the attack. When the king is assassinated by their own people, Marseviks vows to leave just as the Kandeshuli secter shows up and victory is guaranteed. Heading for Tashal in search of answers, he bumps into the Feinzadi prince, who informs him that Tashal is allied with the enemy, bent on conquering his country. How can ordinary people defend themselves if the enemy is training armies of mages, he asks?

At the Complex, Dyafer is able to send her new Ultan and Diode off to investigate their secter’s fates, but then there’s nothing to do but wait. Wait and fret and watch her fellows distrustfully. News comes in that Noelmene has fallen, that Kandeshul is under siege, but someone also thought to interview Sparud. Make him stand up in front of Congress and explain where his friends went. When the Haimar hear the acolytes’ suspicions about the Kwentaro and his research, only Dyafer and Mairid aren’t convinced he has to be the villain. And she’s most suspicious of him, leaving Mairid the only person trying to find out what’s happening. 

On the eastern seaboard, a flood of refugees pours into Anyimar, trying to get away. It isn’t clear, though, where the threat is; Boden and his friends mosey up the coast while they recuperate, and they’re not being forced to fight for every mile like they expected. Giloren too has noticed that the assault by a large, motivated army just keeps not happening. When he ventures across the river onto Noelmenen soil, he runs into the Towtielans. When he hears what they have to tell him, he flies off to the Complex without explaining his epiphany. Valmere Landaru is one of the traitors, and the mages she betrayed want to know why no one thought to question her. But someone did. That means the Haimar who interrogated her must be an accomplice.  An accomplice, or the mastermind. 
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A Prologue 

on the origins of decay

In the gloomy box that was the Anyimari Abode, three mages stood in the office that ought to be occupied by the Kwentaro. The place had been ransacked, the contents of the desk gone through, books taken off their shelves and shaken. It was obvious that they hadn’t found what they were looking for: the air of the room crackled with frustration. 

A small mage, dark of hair and eye, turned to the woman at his side. “You see?” 

“We found no evidence of anything amiss. Which proves what? That there’s no evidence. Not that nothing is.”

“It isn’t possible to prove a negative!”  

The woman spread her hands. “That isn’t reason to stop looking. If there’s anything to be found, we have to find it. If there’s anything to be done, it falls to us.”

“We tried to warn them.”

“And thus our duty served?” she snapped. 

The man flushed. He couldn’t come up with a response and whipped his glasses off, polishing them on his shirt. 

She made a face. “I’m sorry, Vair, I don’t mean to be short. I just can’t help feeling we’re complicit.”

As he restored his glasses, he said reasonably, “You know that isn’t true. We’ve sat down together more than once and talked about it. Did you read deceit in anyone? I Saw nothing but honesty. However painful, what I Saw was truth.”

“That isn’t what I meant,” she said quietly. 

A long and uncomfortable silence settled upon them. It was several minutes before the man muttered, “It’s a mage’s duty to obey.”

“It’s also our duty to choose leaders fit to follow. We put him in power, we could have taken it away. I never put my sword to one of them, but we used them against their will, we used them too hard, we saw them suffering and did nothing. Can you tell me truthfully there isn’t some part of you that suspects? That whatever this is, its origin doesn’t lie in New Towtiel one year previous, but in Anyimar three decades earlier?”

It was quiet again, then the man said, “We don’t know what he was after. No one ever did.”

“Still.”

“Still,” he agreed. 

For the first time, the third mage stirred; he had been standing at the doors letting onto a balcony, staring through the glass onto darkness. “Whether or not the goal is the same, the evil is. I agree with Meglia.”

They exchanged a glance, and it fell to the man to ask, “What evil, Klirh?”

“Decay. We began it. We abetted its spread not once but twice.”

“You believe he’s involved?”

“Does it matter?”

They exchanged another look, confused this time. 

The man by the doors turned to face them, blue eyes icy. “You know the rumors as well as I do.” They shifted, not making eye contact. “Is he involved? I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I might be wrong. I don’t particularly care. Our society is coming apart at its seams. We put in command a leader who sees no value in our mores. We all saw how his demeanor changed when he returned to the Complex, we witnessed his behavior and wondered. Does it matter to anyone that he violates our most central precepts every day he lives and breathes? Not as much as it matters that he cast a vote for them. The Code cautions against imprudent passions. They fog the judgment and tug the will off-kilter. Is it a coincidence that our world has fallen into disarray, when we’re ruled by mages who no longer obey these principles?”

This silence lasted even longer. It was the woman who broke it. “What is it you suggest?”

“I say we go to him. Ask him a few straightforward questions. Then it’s up to him.” 




Chapter One

in which the Atsises lays down an outrageous bet

Northern Rhyna, the Complex

Mairid regarded himself in the mirror, adjusting the white brocade until his robes fell just so. He turned a few times in a beam of sunshine, watching the light play across the fabric’s elaborate weave. He had never liked the color white: such was life. He glanced at his hair, but there was simply nothing to be done about it. It would leap out as if his head were a chrysanthemum, mussy to the death. 

He adjusted his robes again, twitching the broad belt of horn-inlaid leather. Silly, after all this time, to harbor this inane superstition that looking just right could armor him against woe and unpleasantness. Well-worn habit was his only source of succor, and he wasn’t too proud to cling to it: there was no one else to turn to. 

Mairid had never particularly wanted friends. He’d never felt he needed them. His upbringing in the brutal jealousy and vindictiveness of a closed society had taught him to distrust and to conceal. While other children took in love with their mother’s milk, he imbibed fear: fear of failure, fear of revelation, fear of weakness. 

In being freed from that world, he was tipped into a much larger one. A world overflowing with wonder, with oddities that must be inspected, taxonomies that must be learned or invented. Life presented so much fascination, so much to ingest and occupy, that loneliness had never struck him. 

From his first moments as a neophyte, he discovered how thoroughly he enraged those around him. This surprised him because he exerted himself to be polite and helpful. It had taken him some time to puzzle out the why of it. His peers might have been able to accept that he was so much smarter than they were, might have permitted him to be beautiful without complaint, might even have embraced his baffling strangeness, had he not been indifferent to their opinions. 

He understood why this angered them. He couldn’t blame them for being insulted. But he could not bring himself to be otherwise. He didn’t want friends, didn’t want to open the private doors of his self to prying eyes. 

The rumors sprang up within mark-days of his arrival: that he dissected live animals and took enjoyment from their pain, that he had snuck forbidden items into the students’ building and spent hours every day curling his hair to make it prettier than nature intended. That he was secretly a mage already, sent to spy on them, which explained his superior talents away comfortingly. Some of them even claimed he wasn’t human, but a muddhri chained by magic to serve the Complex. All of them took part enthusiastically in this program to invent a character named Mairid Miran, a man who bore little resemblance to their classmate. All of them but Valmere, which was part of what made her so dangerous.

These early antagonists were the original source of the Complex’s shared faith in his obtuseness. Unwilling to accept the intolerable truth that he simply didn’t care about their take on him, his fellows determined that he must not be aware. How anyone could have failed to perceive their hostility when they worked so hard to make him aware of it was a mystery, but believe it they did.

This had all been quite entertaining to him. The stories in particular he absorbed with delight. What imaginations people had! Over the years, he greeted each new rumor of his shocking eccentricity with eager amusement. He had been over two hundred years old before it occurred to him that there might be a downside.

As Haimar, he had a closeness to all his mages; the qualities that made him so aggravating to his peers – the independence, the aloofness, the fact that he was very smart – suited him to the iconic mythos their mages hung upon them. He knew his peoples’ strengths and weaknesses, knew when they would stand firm and what might make them crumble. In many cases, knew their uttermost fears and desires. This was his duty as their leader. They didn’t expect a reciprocal understanding of him: it wasn’t in the nature of the covenant. 

In this moment, however, he would have liked a confidant. Someone who already knew his secrets. Someone to give him a hug and a reassurance before they sent him on his way. Because he had no one else, Mairid met his own eyes in the mirror and gave himself a nod. Time to see this done. He pulled the cowl down across his face, feeling as if it were the first move in a game.

As he crossed the grounds, he took note of signs that spring had arrived: hints of green were everywhere. The air remained chilly, but a warm sun beat down upon the valley, teasing the dormant earth. Coaxing it to wake. It might all be premature; so early in the year and at this elevation, they might still be due another dose of snow before winter truly gave up its ghost. The sight was still heartening. 

He paused before the doors to the Sherunese Abode, taking a deep breath to calm his nerves. He hadn’t played a game of chance in several hundred years, but he had once been a fair hand at a number of card games probably no one played anymore. He felt as though he were about to lay down an outrageous bet, prepared to cast himself into the hands of his opponents and fate. 

Dismissing the fancy, he let himself in. As usual, there was a mage in the entrance hall. She was surprised to see him but bowed and welcomed him as if this wasn’t the case.

“The Lahar won’t be expecting me, but will you please inform her I request a few minutes of her time?”

“She wouldn’t wish that you be made to wait, Haimar Atsises. If you would follow me?”

He had placed the sentry in an awkward position, turning up like this. Leaving him to cool his heels on the stoop was insulting, but if the Lahar were too busy, or sleeping, or taking a bath, she would roast the woman’s ears for bringing him up to her office. Once upon a time, no Haimar would dream of arriving unannounced in another’s domain, but those days were long gone. He wanted a chance to speak to her without others present for as long as possible. 

At the door to the Mieneh’s study, the mage knocked and slipped inside. She closed the door behind her lest the Lahar blurt out something impolitic, but it had scarcely closed before it opened again. The mage bowed to him, to the Lahar, and departed hastily. As soon as they were alone, he raised the hood off his face, and the Lahar did the same.

“Haimar Miran, this is a surprise.” Her smile was rather forced, and he hoped she assumed he meant to reopen the argument about Kandeshul.

He had only made such an issue of it to give himself an excuse to come here, a plausible explanation the others might accept for his irregular initiative. The facts made a grim tally, but the time had long since passed when they might have done anything. For now, the city must stand or fall on its own. As with the acolytes, much though he hated it. 

Marseviks Ivantreste, he thought, if you make it back alive and I’m still breathing to greet you, I am going to name you mage and brain you with my staff.

“I desired to speak with you privately about several matters. Is this a convenient time?” He kept his voice neutral as he came to take the offered seat, raising the hood to frame his face. 

“No more inconvenient than any other,” she replied with a more genuine smile. “May I get you a drink? I only have wine, but perhaps I could send for tea?”

“I will accept a glass of wine.” He watched her digest the about-face, moving to the drinks cabinet to pour with her hands in order to give herself time to think. 

“The day I voted in your favor in Congress, you paid me a visit afterward.” To make a show of his changed allegiance, to parade him before the rest of the Complex like a trophy. The reminder made her twitch, and he wondered why. “You were not the first to seek me out.”

“Yes?” She carried the glass over and placed it in his hand. He held it without drinking, wanting his wits about him.

“The Kovis delivered a pointed message. I do not need to explain to you that this would have originated with the Moirsel.” He made this a statement, and she didn’t bother to answer. “The message was simple: do not interfere when we seek a reckoning, and we will forget this occurred.”

She raised her brows. “Reckoning?” 

He spread his free hand. “They chose not to vouchsafe the details. Nor do I believe the promised forgiveness genuine. I share this with you now because I fear you are making a deadly mistake: judging your enemies by your own standards.” 

She frowned at the characterization but didn’t interrupt. 

“You know as well as I do this absurd proclamation will in no way weaken Quensei, but you believe this doesn’t matter because you assume he will remain in the west. You consider the Elitarian mages reserve forces. You think that, with the threat in Kandeshul, they have become tied to a duty that serves us all. You are wrong.” 

She only looked at him. 

“This,” he gestured at her well-appointed office, “the Complex, the political battles, that is what matters to Quensei. His protectorate is a means to an end and that end is to be Haimar. Tashal is nothing more to him than the source of his title. They won’t stay in the west, whatever the threat. They don’t care, and nothing will cause them to. Mercuria was one thing, but the other two will return. And it won’t be long now.” 

“You know all about events in Zaeldroug?”

Her tone was dismissive, but he had expected it. “I have a few theories that might shed light, if you care to hear them.”

The Lahar was too poised to flush, but she visibly took control of her impatience. Her tone was considerably more cordial when she answered. “Please.”

“I believe the violence the Famrishan scout witnessed can only be our enemy. Whatever hints our acolytes uncovered, they were obviously compelling: someone else came to the same conclusion. If they succeeded in their quest, why have they not returned to us? If they failed, how can they possibly have assaulted a woman in Sherun ‘with magic’? Well, I cannot say.” 

“That doesn’t concern you?” she cut in.

“Of course it does. But perhaps not as much as it does you. I can put your mind at rest regarding one worry. Should the weapon fall into Mercuria’s hands, she’s going to drop it into the ocean. She will not seek to uncover its secrets. She will not use it to bargain with the enemy. She certainly won’t give it to Quensei.”

“But—”

“She did not trust you, either, Lahar. One has to assume she’s rethought her laying of fault since she walked headlong into the unknown, acquisitive, magic-using enemy in her capital city. Consider that she knows Quensei, she spent decades allying with him. You, she was suspicious of. The Moirsel, she knows better than to trust.”

She considered this somberly, which he hadn’t anticipated. “If her people aren’t responsible for the violence in Zaeldroug, how could they possibly have gotten there in time to meet it?” 

“Happenstance. She ran because of the acolytes.”

“What? Why?”

“You might have opted to send mages covertly to Zaeldroug to recover such talented young people once you learned where they were. Your mages could hardly help but notice the Kandeshuli secter wasn’t there.”

“We didn’t interrogate that boy in Congress until they’d been gone a month.” It looked like she was fighting not to roll her eyes.

“Perhaps Quensei’s guiding star warned him in a dream. Then again…”

“Someone at the Complex did it?” Her head had drawn back on her shoulders. “Someone such as you?” 

“Would you believe me if I told you no?” 

She said nothing. 

“Why should I waste my breath?”

“I would put your own question to you: why should I believe you? 

You did want to take our full strength there.”

“Did I? Perhaps you misunderstood me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You argued for it. At length.”

Mairid snorted. “Let me ask you, Lahar: is it possible for me to accomplish anything by arguing? Should I argue that our peers ought to be rude and dismissive toward me, the ensuing confusion might kill them. I don’t believe in fighting valiantly, I believe in winning. You may take it as given that I don’t place my hopes in strategies destined to fail. You see?”

“Fine, you’re insinuating that the Elitarians are scheming against me? What has changed since they stalked away in helpless fury?” He gathered that she could guess what he would say. She wanted to know if he would speak the words.

He had no compunctions about doing so. “They left because they were outnumbered.”

“This is no longer the case?”

Mairid met her gaze and held silent. 

Her voice was quiet. “Is that the only overture you’ve had?”

He couldn’t repress a bitter laugh. Well, let her see. Let her begin to understand; it wouldn’t be enough, it was still too early, but here was where it would begin. He had promised himself that before he left his Abode. “Wise fool, you’re thinking. I know: I see it in your eyes, and the eyes of all the others. Tell me, Lahar, have you ever seen a cat stalking? They will put their face behind an object and believe, because they cannot see, they cannot be seen.”

Face stiff, the Lahar demanded, “What is your meaning?”

“My meaning is simple: our fellows believe, because they do not understand me, I cannot understand them. Don’t make the same error. The Atsises doesn’t even exist at this juncture. I am a trembling craven waiting to be grasped by any hands that choose to wield me. Who would bother to court me? I know what I know because I have been watching. And my eyes are nowhere near so blind as you all believe.”

She leaned forward, gaze challenging. “Very well. Why am I Lahar, Haimar Miran?”

Another question whose answer she knew. But there was more to it than she would have considered. How could she, not understanding Quensei the way he did, not knowing her opponents would reappear on her doorstep as soon as it suited them?

“I gather you already wonder whether you may be made a scapegoat.” 

Her eyes flickered. 

“Has it never struck you that you’re also a marvelous precedent?” 

This got a blank look that appeared to be genuine. 

“Who proposed you for the position? Who, in the first event, unexpectedly shifted to your camp when so much power seemed poised to tip in your favor?”

“You?” she pointed out coldly. “You may not have suggested this, but you agreed to it readily.”

“This is an era of scapegoats. I have no desire to be the first to be imprisoned and tortured for lack of loyalty. It has already been proposed a number of times. I may occasionally get away with voicing a thought at your councils, but to vote against the majority? I might as well slit my own throat, which would be quicker and less painful than the methods the Kanleacht or your dear friend Liona would employ to show me the error of my ways.

“And unexpected?” he added. “Surely you jest, Lahar. You asked this of me. Will you insult me now by pretending you had no idea how it would go?”

He let a little anger into these words and was surprised when she grimaced regretfully. “I will say I had no idea how bad things would become.” She hadn’t. He knew, which was part of the reason he was doing this. He, on the other hand, had seen it very clearly. “What is it you want, Atsises?”

“I want for our Lahar to survive. I want for our world not to be smothered in war and ruin.” 

Duty and loyalty. Motivations she would understand because they were a part of her. None of it untrue. Beyond that? He knew the offered forgiveness was a lie. He had no desire to fall into either the Moirsel’s or the Kovis’s hands after a doubtless energetic debate over which of them would win the right to torture and eventually kill him. 

Mages didn’t speak of such things, so he held his silence. For now. For now, the old rules still governed them. For how much longer? The time grew short, he suspected. The world they had known was ending; soon it would end. 

Good. Riddance.

And when the new age dawned? If he handled this properly, it was just possible he might get what he wanted. For once. After three hundred nineteen duty-filled years. The Lahar didn’t need to know this yet. If events fell out as he hoped, she would be the first to learn of his success. 

“To achieve those purposes, I advise we leave as soon as possible.”

“You say they’re coming. You would leave them the Complex.” 

Mairid shrugged. “It’s what they want, and they will not move beyond its bounds to trouble us if we aren’t here. Why not let them have it? It’s a place, a collection of buildings. Nothing more.”

“It is surely a symbol, too.”

“Does it symbolize, at this point, anything with which we wish to be associated? Negligence? Infighting? Reckless arrogance?”

She didn’t respond to these judgments. He sipped his wine, watching her think. He couldn’t tell if she was considering his words or speculating distrustfully on his motives. Her expression was closed, and he sensed nothing but intensity from her. 

Silently commending himself to chance, he added, “I appreciate that we can’t leave with the Anyimari, but I recommend we go as close on their heels as possible.”

The Lahar ignored that. Ignored the fact that he had already discerned their plans for departure and her intent to allow it. “You don’t think it’s him? ‘An era of scapegoats,’ I think you said?”

“No, I don’t,” he said baldly. “Neither do you. Don’t bother to lie to me, I won’t believe you.”

“Surely you appreciate that the possibility you’re wrong, even if it’s negligible, is still too great given the risk.” A clever turn of phrase, making no admission. 

“I’m not wrong. As for the others, the point will become moot the closer we travel toward the frontlines. Now, we have only distant hearsay. Will they so firmly cling to their opinions when they’re surrounded by refugees in their tens of thousands claiming otherwise?”

“Who is it instead, Dsiabor?” She leaned toward him, hands clenching on the surface of her desk. “You would have me rush headlong into danger, leaving the enemy at my back or even in my inner council?”

“Rushing headlong isn’t ideal, but while you sit here worrying about the proprieties, you give your enemies – and there are many more than one of them! – time to plan. To lay traps for you. Move, now, faster than them, and they will be forced to react.”

“You would have me abandon the proprieties?” 

This insulted him, but he knew his own reputation for tedious rule-worshipping and didn’t let it sidetrack him. “As I said, I do what must be done. Once, that meant respecting one another’s boundaries, listening to one another’s opinions, and making cautious decisions in concord. Now, it means war. Stop attempting to compromise, stop attempting to persuade. You are the Lahar. Lead us.” 

At this point, Mairid had said his piece. She had begun to rely on his allegiance, but he had just given her such a shock she would be like to have nightmares about this conversation. She couldn’t trust him now, could take nothing he said at face value. She would spy a hundred avenues of misdirection in his every argument, however well-stated, however logical. He had known that when he came. 

Then she had the nerve to say, “The Code demands—”

“What of the Code?” he cut in, unable to contain his outrage. “What possible relevance can that insipid dog-shit document have to our circumstances? It says nothing of war but to forbid it. War is upon us. 

“Will you pull it over your head like a child hiding beneath the bedcovers? Will you cling to this delusion that anyone but yourself still cares about moral uprightness, in the face of all evidence to the contrary? Our fate lies in your hands. The stakes have grown far too high for you to persist in this self-centered squeamishness. It’s time for you to let go your pride and do what you need to, because your enemies sure as hell mean to.”

The fury she felt at these insulting judgments was matched by shock so profound it had immobilized her. Mairid could not tell from outside her head what surprised her more: the fact that he had just blown up a litany of assumptions she’d had decades to grow comfortable with, or the fact that anyone could be so rude to her. There was a downside to personalities like hers, the charismatic natural leaders of this world: they spent their lives surrounded by disciples and sycophants. People who did not challenge them the way they should when they were being idiots. Well, Mairid wasn’t here to change her position. Just get under her skin, a task at which he had succeeded.

She did eventually get hold of herself, such that she was able to address him not by scream. “Is there anything else you wished to say, Atsises?” If you considered how angry she remained, it was impressive that she kept her voice so level. 

“Yes, actually: if you must discuss the concerns I’ve shared with you, please don’t tell the Gorol they came from me. I’d rather not merit his attention.” With a slightly hard smile, he rose and bowed. “Lahar.” 

She said nothing as he showed himself out.

 




Chapter Two

time to meet a new friend who would rather not have had a narrative

Northern Rhyna, the Complex 

Ramsu Taile went out to take a walk after lunch, less to get fresh air and stretch his legs than to get away from his neighbors. The Anyimari Abode was a stifling place these days, people cached in corners everywhere arguing. That had been unpleasant in its own right, but the quarrels were winding down as consensus was achieved, and that was worse. The path they had agreed on wasn’t to his taste, but he would be dragged along anyway. 

He had slowed to a stop outside the Sherunese Abode and was gazing up at it when the door opened. He would have ducked his head and sped his gait – he had been thinking about Sherun’s Haimar and had no desire for members of its secter to observe his aura in those circumstances – but found himself rooted to the spot by shock: it was the Atsises who emerged. More startling than his presence here was the fact that he had forgotten to lower the hood all Haimar wore, baring his face to the world. 

Ramsu had never had the privilege to lay eyes on him and couldn’t decide what to find more astonishing, his face or the blazing expression he wore. It could as easily have been triumph or indignation, and he paused on the stoop, gazing out across the grounds as he contemplated whatever it was that had fanned this passion in him. He sensed Ramsu’s attention instantly, however, and his eyes snapped onto his face, sharp with inquiry. 

Granting him a hasty bow, Ramsu spun on his heel and retreated at speed. Talk about thoughts he’d rather not paint upon a banner and wave before the worst conceivable audience. That was the only time the two of them had ever been in shouting distance with the exception of Ramsu’s Choosing nearly a century ago, so he could not claim to know the man, but still. In his observation, mages assumed the Haimar of Dsiabor was a fool because it was a common human failing to believe anything one couldn’t understand must therefore be nonsensical. People rarely looked at an opaque situation and thought, ‘Gosh, maybe I’m missing something!’ Just went, ‘How stupid, I better go laugh about it with my friends!’

Well, Ramsu would like to hope he was smarter than that. Did the man spend so much time wandering the grounds by himself because he was some bizarre caricature-mystic or because he was thinking and didn’t have friends he could confide in? Really, which was likelier? Unadulterated bias that he should think it, of all people, but it was Ramsu’s opinion that introspective people who didn’t fit in could be counted on to be far more insightful than their peers. It wasn’t a quality one wanted trained upon oneself when one had secrets that needed to stay hidden.

The man’s gaze had already shifted off of him, so he no longer felt as if a hand just brushed the short hair at his nape. He didn’t slow his pace, though; he felt exposed. No longer interested in fresh air or his walk, he headed home. The Abode of Anyimar wasn’t far, but he couldn’t help himself and paused with a hand on the handle. The Atsises had followed him, he saw, and he had thought to restore the length of white cloth that hid his face. The speed at which he walked – at random, it seemed, since his own home didn’t lie in this direction – suggested he was still propelled by whatever had so agitated him.

If he caught Ramsu watching him twice in a period of minutes, he was going to find it interesting. He might even take it into his head to come over here and say quite bluntly to his face, ‘Excuse me, mage, why are you staring at me whilst your aura seethes with frustration and guilt and an out-of-the-ordinary degree of curiosity to direct toward me, the ineffectual dreamer all your peers believe me to be?’ Ramsu wrenched one leaf of the Abode’s front doors open and plunged through like he was diving into surf. 

This put him face-to-face with a differently-shitty situation. Other people whose attention he didn’t want, and not people he would have loved to be able to study if he could conceivably get away with it; these mages could only be less interesting to him if they didn’t exist. He couldn’t ignore them because their secter was currently lacking its chosen leader, and in the way that these things always seemed to work, the loudest, most unpleasant people had risen to preeminence by complaining across everyone else’s conversations. He gave them a nod and chose not to talk because he didn’t like the sound of his own voice. 

“Mage Taile,” Rantere said with his usual pomposity. How he could so boorishly lay claim to someone else’s name was hard to fathom. 

Meglia Onkarr surprised him by attempting to pretend to be friends. “Nima. Out for a turn in the grounds?”

“Spring may be here,” he said, and left before they could engage him in further conversation.

He went straight up to his room, where he went over to an armchair pulled up beside the window. Then he sat and stared and thought about things. He hadn’t been at this gripping activity long when someone knocked upon his door. He recognized the aura; this was someone he knew well. “Come in.”

A small man with a snub nose let himself inside. “Ramsu.”

His heart felt as if it had bulged, overfilled with joy, but he flicked his eyes onto the door nervously, making certain it was closed. “I love you.”

His best friend crossed the modest room where he’d lived the last hundred years, hand on heart and expression solemn, even pained. What he said was, “Yeah, you do.” 

Ramsu rolled his eyes ostentatiously. 

“What’s up? You seem…” A gesture took in whatever his aura was doing. Unable to see it himself, Ramsu could only assume it was a mess.

“Oh, I was out just now. Getting some air. I almost bumped into the Atsises. He didn’t have his face covered!”

“But you seem upset! Aw. Is he really ugly?”

He pried the throw pillow out from behind him and chucked it at his friend. “He was coming out of the Sherunese Abode.”

“Well, the Mieneh’s in charge of all of them these days, isn’t she? Probably had to get together and talk more shit about our secter.” 

“He was by himself.”

Ren let out a shout of laughter. “Maybe he’s in love with her too. Can you imagine?” The thought was so funny to him, he fell onto the rug and rolled around while he clutched his ribs, feet kicking.

“Ren…” Ramsu complained, flicking his eyes at the door again. It had always been dangerous to talk like that, and the last sixth months had only made everyone more rigid. Keen to judge others because it drew attention off themselves. “The point is, he noticed me looking at him.”

That made his friend stop laughing, and his aura had grown grim. People like them didn’t need to explain to one another why making eye contact with an authority figure was undesirable. So much better that Congress should never be made aware that they existed; they were mediocre and content with it. If they ever did get noticed, it would be because someone looked at them, chanced to see into their brains, and read the thought: Our entire society is a rickety scarecrow of a joke tied together by a twine of lies. At which point, they would be executed for thinking it.

Another knock at the door, and Ramsu almost shouted. More auras he recognized – people he trusted unreservedly – but it was no wonder their arrival had alarmed him. He had already been unsettled before his friend started cracking wise about the (admittedly pretty funny) fact that their leaders were behaving like a bunch of teenagers drunk on hormones while their world flushed down a toilet. 

Ren had invited them inside while Ramsu was still wrestling with his alarm: two women as different as they could be. One was plump and blond and conveyed a sense of genial acceptance so intense you would be inclined to hug her for no reason five minutes after meeting her. The other was wiry and intense, dark hair pulled severely back from her face. She was the only person in their clique who had 1) any talent or 2) any desire to have any talent, and Ramsu sometimes felt it in her gaze when she looked at them: a feeling of despair as she asked herself how she could possibly manage to take care of them. 

She was almost always in a bad mood to some degree because their entire society was at this point a floor made of paper over an endless abyss and her best friends couldn’t stop lighting fire to their feet. But the other woman looked troubled as well, and that wasn’t usual. She tended to assume the best even when all evidence pointed in the opposite direction.

“Jessa?”

“Oh, we’ve been talking to people.”

“The few people who weren’t decided have been decided,” Enaz finished for her. “We leave tomorrow night.”

Ramsu heaved a sigh, scrubbing a hand across his short hair. This is going to be so fruitful, he thought. Can’t wait.

“He’s not a bad guy,” Ren protested. He was still lying in the middle of the floor, sprawled as if he had fallen. He had his head on the pillow Ramsu threw at him.

“But he’s never going to be our guy, Ren,” Enaz said impatiently. “By all evidence, this goes nowhere but: he winds up squarely in their camp.” 

“You don’t know that. I told you how he liked my singing, he said it had brightened his day!”

The Towtielan woman looked as if she meant to respond – they’d all heard the story, he retold it ad nauseum – but Jessa spoke first. “Ramsu?”

He had stood, and as he passed, he touched her forearm in gratitude. He stopped shy of the door, staring at the left-hand wall. This talk about their Haimar ‘belonging’ to people of one philosophy or another had jarred a curious memory to the forefront of his mind. He knew someone who had talked that way about him; ‘you’re one of mine,’ he’d said multiple times over the years.

And wasn’t it interesting that the mage in question was a mysterious, secretive person? He had brought the Kwentaro himself to the Complex twenty years ago. He had returned after a lengthy absence, and the timing coincided suspiciously with the sudden furor in Congress that had their leadership openly warring with each other until it tore their society in half. The man had accosted Ramsu at the time and said an absolute litany of peak weird shit. He had disappeared that night and not come back since.

He lived next door to him.

“I have an idea,” he told his friends. He was too agitated to explain himself and went out his door without telling them what that idea was. 

Out in the hall, he balked. Hand hovering just shy of grabbing the doorknob of his neighbor’s door. Eyes fixed on the small brass plaque that read: Bogethore Soll. If anyone knew anything that could sway their secter from this disastrous course of action, it would be this man. Why he would have left something meaningful and powerful just lying about in his private chambers in his absence…?

Ramsu pushed this logical question away from him, telling himself he would never know if he didn’t look. Seizing the knob, he opened the door and slipped inside. His friends were right on his heels, moving with anxious speed. Keen to close the door behind them. This wasn’t dangerous the way being seen to doubt the Code or Congress would be, but it was still rude. And it would draw attention onto them if anyone noticed them doing it, which was the real problem; attention was something all of them felt they couldn’t afford. 

“What are we doing?” Jessa hissed.

“No one has secrets like Soll has secrets,” Ramsu answered, also whispering. “If anyone knows something that could…” He didn’t finish the thought because it was too open-ended. Convince their fellows it wasn’t a great idea to hunt their Haimar down to the far end of the world so they could complain at him for having an embarrassing public crush on a woman who was never going to return his feelings, of course, but how something they found in this man’s room might do that was opaque. Not so opaque he wasn’t willing to poke around for a few minutes.

Hell, some of the things Soll had said to him over the years? Maybe he just wanted to paw through the man’s stuff for the sake of disrespecting him. It didn’t seem likely they would ever return to the Complex once they left, which meant this was the last chance he would ever get to express in some way how he had felt about being called a coward in all but name by someone who couldn’t possibly understand him and had never had to face his situation. 

“Do we have any sense what we’re looking for?” Enaz asked.

“Just anything off.”

“Well, I don’t have to go through his desk to tell you that.” Ren had been turning in a circle, brows climbing. “Someone’s already done this ahead of us. Drawers pulled out, dirty clothes scattered… We aren’t the first people to ransack his chambers.”

Ramsu cursed because the man was absolutely right. It suggested that maybe this hadn’t been such a wild idea after all. But whoever got here first would have taken anything interesting with them. 

Jessa had understood his frustration and stepped up to his shoulder stoutly. “Doesn’t mean there’s no reason not to look.” She took two brisk strides into the room, then lurched to a halt with a stifled shriek. They heard a glassy sound, saw a whir of motion. A beam of light flashed across the room as something dark and reflective caught the sunlight coming through the single curtain that had been pushed back and cast it in an arc across the ceiling. Then there was an understated smash. A small object made of glass shattering. 

Ramsu went past Jessa, who had frozen in the center of the room. He crouched over a pile of broken glass at the foot of the outer wall, dark green and rather bubbly, lying in a puddle of clear liquid. It looked like someone had left a bottle on the floor in the middle of the room, and they had arrived at the reason people didn’t usually leave small articles made of glass on the floor in the middle of rooms: she had kicked it accidentally, sending it spinning, and it had smashed into a hundred pieces when it collided with something hard. 

Briefly, he contemplated sticking a finger in the liquid. He didn’t care what it might have been, though, and it seemed likely the only thing he would accomplish was to cut his finger. Standing, he turned back to his friends. “Just some random junk. It can’t matter: you didn’t break the vital clue we were looking for.”

As he turned away from his friends, though, searching after something to investigate, he felt as sense of dislocation. A lurch in his perceptions or thought process, as if his brain were rotating in his skull at a slightly different speed than the rest of him. He placed a hand on the wall to steady himself, although he had no reason to be dizzy. 

He closed his eyes, and he saw the Atsises again, standing on a height gazing down on him. Connected by their eyes so it did not matter who stood where and there was no down or up between them, only tandem. The pallor of the man’s skin offset by his stunning multitude of inky vylles, the expanse of his white robe contrasted with his satiny brown curls, all of it confusingly reversed so dark was light and light was dark, and the heraldry of Dsiabor became that of Anyimar. Ramsu’s skin was on fire, or maybe coated in ice, and it was all he could do to keep his head above his feet.

He was left blinking as his head cleared, unsure he had truly felt anything. Anything other than a fleeting swoop of dizziness, which was a normal result of standing up and spinning. His eyes went to his friends, expecting to answer their worried questions, but none of them were even looking at him. Their eyes were far away, focused on what was happening inside their heads, and their auras roiled with disquiet. Enaz had a hand to her brow.

“Guys…?” he said, feeling uneasy.

Ren gave his head an impatient shake. “Let’s do this!” The women scattered in search of a piece of furniture to rifle through, more purposeful than they had been when they entered the room. After a short hesitation, Ramsu followed suit. What after all could it have been but a trick of the light and an instant of lightheadedness? It was spring: he probably had a touch of hayfever.

 




Chapter Three

a circle comes about full turn

Vilimantha, way out in the countryside

Alia brushed perspiration from her brow and found her hair was hot to the touch. It was still snowing in Ninekal, but here, you might have thought it was midsummer. It didn’t bode well for the season to come, which felt appropriate. Returned to the land of her birth where she had sworn never to set foot again, good omens would have been confusing. 

Although come to think of it, she had no idea where she had been born. Bogethore had told her she was Anyimari, and now she knew a little more about the world, she could see for herself it was true. Black or brown hair combined with blue or gray eyes was a hallmark of Aresmedese descent, and her skin was too dark; Vilimanthans were an admixture of Aresmedese pecan with the pink-tinged seashell pallor of Mekoran heritage. 

What she didn’t know was whether she had entered the world beneath Anyimar’s overcast skies while her parents still believed in hope. She might have been born into exile, already homeless. She would simply have to ask.  

They had pressed hard since they fled Ninekal a step ahead of her secter. A different journey from their previous treks, it presented new luxuries and new dangers. Here, there was a highway to follow, smooth and well-tended, towns sprung up along its verge. They had coin to purchase food; they were mounted and could take advantage of it on the manicured surface of a road. The weather had seemed to improve each day as the year progressed toward spring. 

This highway was the main land route between the eastern seaboard and the rest of the world. Thanks to a multiplicity of savage deserts and desolate mountains, a person starting afoot in New Towtiel hoping to reach Mhadroi, that country’s immediate neighbor to the west, would have to head north and east across the Tvìgen Mountains into Pathmelon, then north along the coast of Noelmene into Anyimar, where they could turn west onto this precise road. 

It wasn’t just chock-a-block with other people, either. The people themselves were problematic. This was an important channel of valuable commerce, which ran close to Levore at one point. There were guards everywhere, flying the colors of Sherun and watching everyone closely. Worse, there were mages. No one knew how many there were or where they were, but every last public house keeper they queried was sure of it.

The knowledge made both of them jumpy. They purchased meals when they could, so they need not live exclusively off travel rations, but whenever they took the risk, they ate as fast as possible. That hadn’t dared to spend the night. They watched their fellow travelers constantly, ears straining for the first cry.

There were other people on the road in numbers from the moment they left the capital, but as they drew closer to Anyimar, ordinary commerce was lost amid the sea of refugees. There were thousands of them in vast camps along the highway. Families each with ten square feet of bare soil left to them around a fire pit, their possessions piled haphazardly. 

The camps seemed to stretch along the highway endlessly. Shisum had been quick to point out that their presence suggested the Kwentaro was making no attempt to control their movement. Alia had no idea what to believe anymore and hadn’t argued. 

Two days ago, they came upon an intersection. Not a small way wending off toward yet another farming community, but a new highway meeting theirs, a significant town sprung up around the place where they came together. The new route led south, into Vilimantha and on toward its capital. 

The road was decrepit, pitted with potholes. There were fewer amenities for travelers: fewer towns straddling the road where farriers and blacksmiths might repair the damage all those ruts were doing. Fewer stores, fewer establishments offering room and board. Alia was glad for their absence. She hadn’t felt comfortable taking advantage of those conveniences when she had the chance. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

She glanced at Shisum. “I’m sure I should. I can’t say I’m happy about it.”

He nodded. 

“Whether I can find it is yet another thing,” she added.

What she must say was obvious. I’m sorry I ran off without saying farewell. I’m sorry I didn’t give you the chance to explain yourselves. Possibly even, I’m sorry mages mistreated you. She hadn’t been alive at the time, and they were the ones who made the choice to send her to the Complex, but the truth weighed on her. 

Would they accept her apologies? She thought they would. Whether they would answer any of the questions she planned to ask about Anyimar and her grandfather and the previous Kwentaro, that was less sure.

“I think we ought to turn east here,” she said when they came upon a small lane running off into the prairie.

Shisum nodded, not commenting. 

They rode in silence while Alia contemplated the odds she could find the place. She had never strayed so much as a day away from the country manor until she left. With these negative thoughts in her mind, it came as a surprise to notice a line of hills off to the south that looked familiar. Three of them, high but broad, and the hill in the center had a stand of trees at its apex like a cap. Not long after she spotted that familiar feature, they reached a village barely deserving of the name. It was past noon by that time, and they looked around hopefully for a public house, but this place didn’t appear to have one.

As they rode between the collection of small, slat-walled houses, they came upon a woman sweeping her stoop. She paused to stare at them, so amazed they might have descended from the moon. Alia drew rein when they came abreast of her, then couldn’t find words.

It was Shisum who asked, “Excuse me, do you know of a family in these parts named Chastu?”

The woman frowned at them. It seemed as if she wouldn’t answer: suspicion welled off her, and it was hard to judge the source of her distrust. Then she pointed wordlessly east. Flapping their reins, they set off in the direction she had indicated. The woman watched them until they were out of sight and didn’t resume her sweeping.

“Why was she so distrustful?” Alia asked to fill the silence.

“You grew up here, how weird would it be to find strangers at your door? Let alone strangers on expensive horses carrying swords with tattoos on their faces asking after people you know?”

Although she had posed the question to distract herself from the giddy unease gnawing at her stomach, this made her laugh. “I can answer with precision, I’ve had the experience.”

“How did he know where to find them, do you think?”

“What, Bogethore? For all I know, he always knew where they went and just never cared to bother them.” Why he had let them hold onto the Mage-Killer all that time, only to decide this was when he needed to retrieve it, these were questions she would have liked to put to the mage, had he not long since disappeared. 

Shisum glanced at her and chose not to press. When the manor came into view, it took her some time to realize she was staring at her childhood home. Then she jerked in the saddle, hauling back on the reins unintentionally. Shisum stopped beside her, saying nothing; he must be able to guess what the holdup was. 

Drawing a deep breath, she urged her mount back into motion, taking in the building she approached. There was the tree growing right out of the eaves, she had forgotten about that. The boarded-up windows, the chipped and peeling paint, the ornamental gardens gone wild in a tangle at its feet. It was smaller than she recalled and would have vanished into any of the Abodes; even the students’ building dwarfed it. Once, it had felt like a great, echoing maze, but now it stood there shrunken and dusty, the desiccated mummy of what she had known as a living thing.

As they drew closer, she frowned. Not a single chimney gave off smoke. It was the middle of the afternoon on a warm day but Cook ought to be at work. She struggled to set her unease aside, but with each step closer to the manor, it increased. 

They reached a bald patch of earth before the sagging front porch. Alia stared at the empty building, an ache in her chest.

“Alia?” 

“There’s no one within,” she forced herself to say. “I See no life.” 

“Should we go look?” he suggested.

They looped their reins around the porch railing and mounted the creaking steps. The door wasn’t locked, and they let themselves in. All was as she remembered, the dust heavy on the air, the moth-eaten tapestries, the lank curtains pulled closed as if to shun the sunlight. 

She made first for the library, the last place she knew her parents had been. She paused at the door, fearing to open it for reasons hard to parse. She drew a deep breath, dust tickling the back of her throat, and pushed it inward. The room was cloaked in a thick layer of filth. It had been a long time since anyone disturbed it. 

“Where have they gone?” Shisum asked.

She shook her head. 

While she stood there feeling helpless, he moved about the room, opening drawers and rummaging through them. Alia wandered off, and he didn’t attempt to call her back. She went to the kitchen, where she had passed so many hours listening to Cook tell tales. The hearths were full of cold ashes, the stone floors giving back the echoes of her footfalls. She fled the lonely quiet quickly, making for the stairs. 

As she climbed each groaning, moaning step, she recalled the last time she had walked this way. At the top of the stairs, she made for her parents’ bedroom, not thinking to find anything. She opened the doors to the master bedroom and stood there for a long time, gazing upon the battered furnishings. 

She turned and stole down the hall to the end. She entered a bedroom even more coated in dust than the rest of the manor. As if a ghost resided here, the bedcovers were tossed about, the desk’s chair pushed back. Alia closed her eyes, unable to look upon this.

She had run from Bogethore, fearing mages, judging them barely better than the demons she had since learned didn’t exist. Now, she knew the Sight was nothing to be feared. As for the Vision, that did allow acts beyond the ken of the Un-, but it couldn’t be turned on other people. A rule that might not apply to her anymore, but she was an exception.

And yet. Standing here gazing frankly upon the ruin that had been her parents’ reward for defying the Complex, she was no longer so certain she had been wrong. The Sight was not so ill a thing; it did not make mages other than people. People came in all varieties, though, including untrustworthy, power-hungry, and unwilling to face their flaws.

“Alia?”

She opened her eyes and looked at Shisum. He hovered in the doorway, worry and heartache staining the air around him. He had a big, leather-bound folio clutched under one arm. He said nothing, only came to stand beside her, offering her the comfort of his companionship. He seemed to be waiting for her to speak.

“My room.” 

Shisum drew the folio out and spread it in his hands. He flicked through a few pages until he came to one covered in writing. Beyond it, the rest of the book was blank. “The steward’s logs. If he kept any more personal record, he took it with him. The last he records harvests being brought in, taxes paid, it’s at the tail end of last summer. The growing season ended, the harvest was sold, then it just ends. No explanation, nothing unusual I can find. It just stops.”

“I see.”

“What do you want to do?” 

“Leave,” she told him, decisive this time. 

He didn’t ask after her feelings as she led them back down the hallway, thundering down the creaky stairs. Through that dust-choked, smothering hall and back into the sun. Alia trotted down off the porch and swung into the saddle, leaving Shisum to untie her from the railing. As soon as he did, she led them away, heading south. She didn’t bother with that miserable excuse of a road this time. She had kept to roads when first she ran away, and what had it mattered? She had been lost, then found, and which had done her more damage?

She pushed them hard all day, pausing occasionally to rest the horses only because she had to. She did not eat. She did not speak. She was barely bothering to think. Something burned inside her, driving her on. She wasn’t sure what but had no desire to resist. 

As the sun sank into the western horizon, however, Shisum drew rein. “Alia, where are we going?”

“The Complex.”

She had the sense that he wanted to protest and was weighing the risks. 

“I let you drag me across half the world in pursuit of knowledge, but there’s nothing to learn. The only people who ever knew the truth left nothing but lies behind them. I’m not spending the rest of my life trawling around in search of isolated hints that survived accidentally, and only because they touch lightly on the truth. There is not anywhere in this world a book left to explain this to us.”

“You know your friend may not be there. You may never see him again.”

“I don’t want to go back because I’m hoping for answers,” she told him curtly. “I don’t think there are answers to be found. I’m a freak and I’m stuck that way. We may never know what it means. So be it.” 

I just want to go home, or somewhere that can pass for it, she thought and did not say. 

She could tell he wasn’t happy, but right now that wasn’t looking like nearly reason enough to change her mind. After a moment, he bowed his head, accepting her decision. Together, they took up their reins and continued south beneath a failing sky. 

 




Chapter Four

the significance of a scarlet stain explained

Feinzad, the Kandeshuli border

Marseviks stood at the edge of camp, staring into the forest and seeing nothing. Sometimes it felt as if he ran away that second time from his second home in a fit of pique. Less for the reason he voiced to himself, which was to help Alia, than to make a point to his Haimar. If the Atsises preferred Marseviks Ivantreste, heir-apparent, over Burat Treste, one mage among many, he was going to have to accept what came with him. Marseviks didn’t do what he was told. He was no one’s acolyte or disciple. 

He closed his eye, wondering why he’d felt so sure that mattered. Marseviks didn’t do what he was told, and he had lashed out like a half-trained mule when he felt the yoke brush against his shoulders. He had run away to stake out a position relative to an onus that, in retrospect, had been an honor. It wasn’t the office he regretted, but the respect of the greatest man he’d ever known. 

He couldn’t go back now, although this wouldn’t be obvious to anyone outside his skin: he had passed the point of no return in his heart yesterday. It was the prince’s fault. Something the man said had lodged in his mind like a thorn with a hooked tip: We have taken it upon ourselves. All that time in his homeland grinding his teeth, a people he had been raised to think of as his enemies were answering his pleas. 

Back home, they told stories of the drunken whoremonger who would ascend the Feinzadi throne. A lazy wastrel, those stories said, who only bothered to do anything because his father’s debility left him (kind of) running things. Perhaps the Tashail had heard those stories too; if so, the joke was on them. 

This scapegrace prince had looked into the future and seen the coming upheaval with a clarity that stole the breath. While everyone else stuck their head in the sand or bickered over whose business it was to fix, a man who already had his tied hands full stepped up and took a stand. There was nothing Marseviks wouldn’t do to ensure that this courageous decision paid off a thousand-fold. 

He felt a familiar presence approaching. She came to stand beside him, fury crackling about her like flame. He noted without any surprise that she was accoutered for travel.

“I can’t believe you would contemplate this.”

“What is the alternative, Fiyaza?”

“Say no. You would do as the enemy does, you would become the enemy. You took an oath to uphold the Code and this is forbidden, as forbidden as anything can be. This isn’t defiance, it’s an outright betrayal!”

“Is my honor more important than their freedom? Sooner or later, the enemy will unleash his true armies against them. Soldiers armed with the Sight. Legions possessed of the Vechodya.” 

“You have no proof of that. My people wouldn’t do this!”

He ignored this argument, which he considered wishful thinking. “Who will fight them? I swore to protect the Un-, and the only way I see to do it is to teach them to protect themselves.”

“You would doom them by the act of saving them.”

“You didn’t feel that way when you sent my people out to die in the streets of Zaeldroug.”

“Nothing about the situations is comparable. You didn’t propose to teach them secrets you swore to hold close! Your people were already in danger, there wasn’t a better choice.”

He turned to look at her. “You don’t believe him.”

“We have no proof save the word of this slick and insulting prince. If there is war, I say let’s investigate more fully where blame lies. Whose border burns and at whose instigation?”

“I have yet to See a lie from him.”

She stared up into his face, adamant about her like iron. It was tainted by disgust, more cutting than the anger. “A traitor and also a liar? You won’t just sell the world but pretend your hand is being forced?” 

He looked away.

“I can’t stop you, but I’m not going to hang around and watch.” Atrus joined them, and she rounded on him. “And you, Herlese? I can already guess you’ll follow wherever he leads. I can only hope you reconsider before he leads you off a cliff.” That said, she stalked away. 

Atrus took her place, gripping his shoulder. “Does she think denying reality will protect her?”

He shrugged. They had never been close, but after what they had been through together, losing her like this was an agony. He turned his gaze away before she vanished from sight, as if that would make the parting less real. 

He knew she was making for Tashal. She was going to walk into a land allied with their enemy, go straight to her kinsmen, and ask them why the treacherous Feinzadi were attacking them. Either outcome – that traitorous mages killed her when she discovered the truth or she accepted their lies and ended fighting for their enemy – was too horrible to contemplate, particularly when he was every bit as much to blame as her stubbornness. She wouldn’t have left if not for him. Because she couldn’t stand to be party to what was in every way the betrayal she claimed.

“And you?”

“I’m going back. I don’t know what we thought we were doing, running off like that.”

Marseviks turned to face him. “The Mage-Killer—”

“Would you let me finish?” He twitched, annoyed, and his friend snorted. “I was going to say: without sharing what we knew. Why did we not tell our Haimar? Or just anyone? That was unforgivable.”

“They wouldn’t have let us go. They would have argued about it in Congress and done nothing. We got there only just in time.”

Atrus wasn’t impressed. “We should have left letters or something. This threat is on all corners, closing in, and they don’t know what it is. What are the odds they’re fixated on the southeast, oblivious to all the other theaters?” 

He grunted.

“It may be too late, but it needs to be done.” Atrus met his eye before turning his gaze away. “One of us owes it to our fellows to return to the Complex and clue them in. You’re more talented than I am, you’re bound to be a better teacher. With Fiyaza gone, I’m what’s left. Write me a letter for the Atsises, I’ll make sure he gets it.”

“You know they may ignore your every warning.” 

“I know.”

“You’ll bear the brunt of the punishment.”

“Trust me, I’m aware. That doesn’t change the fact that this has to be attempted.”

“Yes. It’s for the best.” For the best that he not lead Atrus down this one-way path of treason. Still, it would have been nice to have company.

“I’ll go to him first if I have to sneak into the Dsiaborese Abode. Before our teachers get their hands on me.”

“I don’t know, Atrus.” A selfish, cowardly urge swept through him to cling to his best friend even though it dragged the man down with him. “You’re going to be a mage of Feinzad, you know about these people. All I know is that my people and
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