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    Home is a word stronger than magician ever spoke or spirit ever answered to in the strongest conjuration


    — Charles Dickens
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    Part One


    Shadows
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    Chapter One


    Par tightened his grip on a small brown sack and fled down the cobblestone street. A glance back through the crowds showed a city guard still in pursuit.


    “Stop!” shouted the man.


    Workers filled the road, carrying loads and leading donkeys. Par ducked and dodged. He lunged under a cart, dropped his bag, spun, grabbed it, scurried out and kept running.


    Up ahead, a horse-drawn wagon emerged from between two buildings. Par dove beneath, pitched sideways and scrambled out the rear into the alley. A mound of trash, soggy from earlier rains, had been heaped against a wall. He jumped behind the foul mess and scrunched down.


    “You, driver!” the guard called over the bustle. “Did a beggar-brat run past?”


    Par quieted his panting breaths. Argent’s east quarter was a place of hard work and impatience. His clothes were dirty and worn thin. He looked like a beggar, and beggars weren’t welcome here. Worse, if the guard caught him, Par might be questioned by a Confessor. When they discovered Par couldn’t invoke, his next stop would be the Mercy House.


    Ironically, that’s where he’d been headed.


    “I ain’t seen no beggars,” came another voice. The wagon creaked away.


    Par felt a small tug. A rat nibbled at his little bag.


    “Hey,” Par hissed and yanked it away. “That’s not for you.”


    A puddle near the wall caught Par’s reflection. His eyes widened, but he couldn’t help himself. He looked.


    In a moment, he saw it—a shadow forming around his head. It wasn’t like the glory of those invoking magic. Or the dun, that dark force that had attacked him in the Urdel woodlands. It appeared as thin, swirling smoke, visible only in his reflection.


    Along with the shadow came a chill, deep in his bones, like a finger of death tickling his soul. He stifled a scream. His world darkened.


    Par tore away his gaze and shook off his terror. This shadow-thing had begun mere months after he and Enio came here to Argent searching for Lani. It always passed quickly, but he had no idea what it was. Or what to do about it.


    He steadied himself and peeked around the reeking garbage.


    No sign of the guard.


    With a relieved sigh, Par pulled himself out of the trash. He brushed off his clothes and continued past the dirty backs of buildings. After a few wrong turns, he arrived at a high stone wall topped with black spikes. The children’s wing of the Mercy House abutted the other side. A long length of twine dangled from a barred window. He tugged it.


    A tinkle answered above. A face pushed through the bars.


    “Hi, Alba,” he said as loudly as he dared. “It’s Par.”


    The girl wasn’t much younger than him. She had dirty blond hair, bright eyes and a smile to match. “Hi, Par!”


    “Quiet now, Alba. How are you today?” Par kept his voice cheerful, but whenever he saw this place, his insides twisted like a hard-wrung rag.


    “I’m fine,” came the reply, less lively.


    “I got you cheese-cherry.”


    Her tone brightened. “Oh, I love cheese-cherry.”


    He found the woven basket he’d left last time and fastened it to the twine. When he again looked up, a second, younger child peered through the bars.


    Par’s stomach screwed another turn. “Who’s that, Alba?”


    “Felix. He’s my new roommate. He doesn’t talk.”


    Gods. Another candidate. Par painted on a grin. “Nice to meet you, Felix. Hey, do you like cheese-cherry?”


    The boy licked his lips and nodded.


    Par removed a pair of day-old pastries from his bag. “Well, here you go. All right, Alba. Pull it up.”


    She did. As it rose, she said, “Par?”


    “Yeah?”


    “When I go home, I won’t forget you, will I?”


    Par’s throat choked shut. He swallowed to clear it. “Not so long as there are cheese-cherry pastries in the world.”


    A lie. Once Alba’s examinations were complete—if the Ministry of Reckonings determined she was feeble—they would Reckon her. What memories would remain after that? Or how much of Alba?


    The girl drew in the basket. “I’m glad. Thank you, Par.”


    “You’re welcome, Alba. Take care of Felix.”


    “I will.” She waved. The two disappeared.


    As Par continued along the alley, frustration stabbed at his heart. He stopped, leaned his forehead on the wall and pinched his eyes closed. “Dammit.” He slammed the sides of both fists against the thick stone. “Gods dammit.”


    But there was nothing he could do to help them—except make their lives a little less bleak.


    He pulled himself together and followed the spiked wall to where it opened into a somber lane. A dozen people, clad in black and with matching capes and hats, had gathered before the stark gates of the Mercy House. They walked in an oval, bobbed signs and chanted the painted slogans. “The True Path.” “The wise shall rise.” “Ortu!”


    As Par was about to slip past, a bald man approached the group. It was another city guard.


    Crap. Par ducked back. He didn’t know if bringing those kids treats was illegal, but hiding the fact that he couldn’t invoke—like them—kept him on this side of those iron gates. He held his breath and peeked out.


    The guard matched the pace of a stout, broad-shouldered woman boasting a necklace of fat white pearls. She held no sign, yet her chants boomed above the rest. The man leaned in and spoke to her quietly.


    She stopped and turned. The entire group halted. “Permit?” she thundered, and her bosom heaved like a storm front. “Does a prayer need a permit? Does a soul?”


    The man stepped back. “But Lady Agatha, your cult—”


    “Cult?” Her voice had a deep, spacious echo. Probably from the extra lung space. She spun to her followers. “Cult?”


    “No!” they shouted. A man with a long mustache said, “Yes!” Then, “I mean, no!”


    Lady Agatha focused again on the guard. Her tone softened as if she were teaching a child. “My dear sir, we are the Esoteric Society of Ortu, seekers of ultimate truth. We believe that only by sigil fasting can one know the deep mysteries of the divine. Ergo, those confined here to be Reckoned, who have never invoked the gods, may be the most enlightened among us.”


    Par listened with interest. He’d seen these protestors before. And sigil fasting—avoiding any use of sigil magic—was something he excelled at.


    The man raised an apologetic hand. “I meant no disrespect, Lady Agatha. But as the wife of an ambassador, you can understand the need for permits.”


    “Sir, we—”


    “Next time?” sighed the exasperated guard.


    The lady frowned. “Very well.” She turned back to her group. “My friends, such is the persecution of the enlightened.”


    Shoulders now slumped, the guard ambled off.


    Par breathed again, relieved to be overlooked. Ignored. It was the core of his new life.


    The protesters from the Society continued their march. They handed a leaflet to a passing man. A few steps later, he grumbled and tossed it to the gutter.


    Par stepped into the lane, stuffed the paper in his pocket and hurried on.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Par passed grimy warehouses, foundries of shouting workers and ugly buildings the general public would rather not see. As he entered the central district, the city changed. Shouts of laborers and groans of wagons were replaced by the chatter of pedestrians and the clop-clop of well-groomed horses. The smells of coal smoke and sweat shifted to freshly baked bread and imported spices. This was Par’s favorite part of Argent, with its shops and temples and idle crowds. It tolerated the young, even the downtrodden—at least, on certain streets.


    He cut through an alleyway that opened near a park of pink-flowering trees and trilling birds. A cobbler’s shop cornered the alley; nearby a hunched figure wrapped in soiled blankets sat before a wooden bowl. The black veil of those marked as feeble shrouded the face.


    “Coppers?” squeaked a frail voice from beneath the folds.


    Par watched from the shadows. He eyed a glint in the bowl.


    A tall man in a dark suit and holding the hand of a little black-haired girl approached the beggar. He handed the child a copper coin. “Go ahead, pumpkin. Give it to the poor old woman.”


    The girl shuffled forward and dropped in her offering. It chinked thinly.


    “Thanks be to Saint Toes,” croaked the beggar.


    The girl skittered behind her father. He patted his daughter’s head, and the two walked off.


    No one else appeared. Par crept closer.


    “Coppers?” repeated the blankets.


    “Don’t mind if I do.” Par snatched up the bowl.


    The figure remained an unmoving heap of neglected laundry.


    “First, it’s Saint Antose, not Saint Toes.” Par dumped the meager donations into his hand.


    No response.


    “Second, you smell like a dead mud-maggot’s armpit.”


    A snort escaped the blankets.


    Par had worked on that one all morning. “And third—”


    “Third,” the high, scratchy voice dropped an octave. “Someone gave this mud-maggot a mitre.”


    “A mitre?” That was a gold coin.


    From behind the veil peeked Enio’s broken smile. “Thanks be to Saint Toes.”


    “Come on.” Par yanked up his friend.


    They returned to the alley. Par sat on a row of crates while Enio shed his wrappings and stashed them behind a barrel. A shard from a broken mirror leaned against its side.


    Par pointed. “Mirror.”


    With a swipe of his boot, Enio knocked it over. “Is your shadow-thing any worse?”


    “I don’t think so,” Par lied. Their best guess was that it had formed as a side-effect of his encounter with Ridiax and the Immortus. But it had grown, and the chill seemed deeper. He pushed down his worries and held out his little bag. “Lunch.”


    “Thanks.” Enio sat beside him and withdrew its single pastry. “Where’s yours?”


    “Ate it already.”


    “You’ve always been a crappy liar.” Enio tore his pastry in two and offered a half.


    Sheepishly, Par took it. “There was a new kid at the Mercy House. Small guy. Doesn’t talk.”


    “Doesn’t sound too bad,” Enio said as he chewed. “A Reckoning could fix that.”


    “What about the older candidates? The more the Reckoners fix them, the less of them is left.” Par frowned at his food, then ate it in a single bite.


    “You of anyone knows how hard it is to live without invocations.”


    Par sure did. The wizard Vex had discovered Par’s inability to invoke wasn’t due to unworthiness before the gods but an unusual thickness to his soul. Yet were it otherwise, if he could be fixed, how would he even decide between living as he was or risking the Mercy House treatments?


    And how had Alba’s family faced that decision?


    He picked the last precious crumbs from his palm. “Speaking of liars, do you have to pretend you’re an old beggar woman?”


    “We saved everyone from Cronus.” Enio licked cherry off his fingers. “They owe us.”


    “Anyway, why don’t we use that mitre to get us a decent meal?”


    Enio stiffened. His lips drew tight and his eyes narrowed.


    It was a look Par knew, and it set his teeth on edge. There almost seemed to be two Enios these days. The first was Par’s old friend: carefree, generous; rough, but noble, in his way.


    Then there was an unhinged, foaming-at-the-mouth Enio. He mostly kept that part hidden, like his broken teeth. But lately it burst out more. Time to step carefully.


    “What’s wrong?” Par asked.


    “They impounded the Sea Dog.” Enio clenched his fists. “I used the mitre to keep it out of auction. But I still owe the back portage fees.”


    Sadly, their money problems were nothing new. Neither had imagined the cost of keeping a real boat. Par had argued they should move it across the bay to the mainland, where the docking was cheap, but Enio didn’t want to be so far from his beloved Sea Dog. For someone who’d said you should never get attached to things he’d really flipped his chips. And Par had been ashamed of bugging Enio to get a job when Par couldn’t risk getting one himself. To make matters worse, Enio was sliding into the same gambling and drinking habits as his father. At least having to scrounge and beg for their meals minimized those vices.


    As a distraction, Par dug out the piece of paper he’d saved from the Mercy House. “Look.”


    His friend took it and read a few lines. “Ortu again?”


    “I’ve been thinking more about them. They don’t invoke the gods at all. They call it sigil fasting.”


    Enio sat back. His breathing eased. “They’re a bunch of rich idiots with nothing better to do.”


    “Then maybe I can get work keeping their books or writing their leaflets or whatever.” With a grin Par added, “And I’ll be a master sigil faster.”


    “That’s for sure.”


    “Plus,” Par’s smile faded, “they protest at the Mercy House.”


    “What good does that do?”


    In truth? None, from what Par had seen. And what good did his own visits there do? Except to soothe his conscience for his life of lying.


    “But you’re right. “ Enio stood. “We need a decent meal. There’s a wedding.”


    “Yeah?” Par’s spirits inched back up. Sometimes the banquets were public.


    “Big one, in the ruling quarter.”


    “That’s too fancy. They won’t let us in.”


    Enio tugged him from the crate. “Fancy people, fancy food. Come on. I have a plan.”


    “What plan?”


    “Trust me.”


    With a glance to the heavens, Par followed. “Saint Toes, be merciful.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    They skirted the park and entered a lane of busy shops and inns.


    Par gestured toward the higher part of the island. “The ruling quarter is the other way.”


    “Like you said, they won’t let us in.”


    “Then what—”


    Enio halted. He pointed to the Red Robe Tavern. It was nicer than most, with varnished wooden doors and stained-glass windows that featured feasting saints. Beside it waited a two-horse covered wagon festooned with flowers. A sag-bellied man rolled a barrel up a plank into the back.


    “Banquet deliveries,” Enio said. “We’ll hide aboard.”


    Leave it to Enio to know the doings around the taverns. As Par was about to object to what seemed a risky scheme, a shorter man with an even larger stomach arrived. He loaded a box that overflowed with plump, glistening sausages.


    Par swallowed his objection.


    When the men disappeared back into the tavern, he scurried with Enio beneath the wagon.


    The first man returned, rolling another barrel. Enio grabbed one of the wagon’s dangling garlands. An emerald glory sparkled around his head—Lani’s weaving sigil. A vine slid down, snaked across the ground and entangled the man’s ankles. On his next step, he stumbled. The barrel rolled. With a fiery shout, he chased it.


    “Now!” hissed Enio. They scrambled up and inside the wagon, hiding behind the barrels and crates.


    As the man resumed his loading, fortified now with extra curses, Par began to second-guess this idea. His life strategy these days was to keep low, out of trouble. But here they were, crashing a wedding for a meal. Poor and begging were one thing. Had they crossed the line to thievery?


    “What’s the plan if we get caught?” Par whispered.


    “We run,” Enio whispered back.


    Par nearly choked. “What kind of plan is that?”


    “The plan is not to get caught.”


    Purple hells. They were broke. They were hungry. And the Sea Dog had been impounded. Could this day get any worse?


    The wagon jerked forward. A crate shifted and banged Par’s head. He stifled a yelp, then gasped as Enio’s knee jabbed him in a rib. The ride smoothed out. Par’s frustrations didn’t.


    He kept his voice hushed. “Look at us, Enio. We can’t keep doing this stuff.”


    “What stuff?”


    “Sneaking around, living off people. It’s been almost a year.”


    “We’re getting by.”


    “Barely.”


    “Barely is fairly.”


    Par shook his head.


    “And like I said,” Enio added, “they owe us.”


    “Nobody knows who we are or what we did.”


    His friend frowned. “Secret histories. Magic portals. They’d never believe us. So we make our own reward.”


    “Not much of a reward, if you ask me.”


    Enio was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was tight. “No one asked you.”


    Before Par responded, Enio slammed a fist into a crate. “I built that boat.” He punched it harder. “Damn leeches, all of them. No more!” He drew back for another strike. Blood smeared a knuckle.


    Par grabbed his friend’s arm. After a brief struggle, Enio eased off.


    “I get it,” Par said. “Just… keep it down.”


    A few breaths later, Enio mumbled, “Sorry.” A brief golden glory blinked around his head as he rubbed his hand. The scrapes on his knuckles healed.


    “Don’t worry about it.” At least whenever Enio’s steam broke out, it was a while before the next eruption. “Once we get some money, we can try our luck in another town. Maybe even go home to St. Livius.”


    “Or sail the Silver Sea,” Enio countered, as he always did when Par brought up their future. “After we’ve found Lani.”


    That was the best reason they hadn’t left Argent. Par’s heart told him Lani had survived her fall into the sea. Enio said he felt it too. But despite all their searching, they’d found no sign of her or the chela élande or anything else out of the ordinary—except once, when Par swore he saw trees marching beneath the waves, near the cliffs, gone before he could point them out.


    With the winter freezes, they’d moved their search along the coasts. Now spring was ending, but they were as stuck as if frozen in ice. Enio still longed to wander the world beyond towns and walls and borders. Par just wanted a place to call home, one that wouldn’t judge him because he couldn’t invoke. Did such a place exist?


    He kept quiet as the wagon stopped for more loads. His legs started to ache. After an agonizing hour of bumps and turns and shifting crates, the road slanted upward. The wagon paused, and a guard questioned the driver. Par crouched lower despite his burning muscles.


    When they started again, he needed to unknot. He rose and peeked out the back.


    The wagon passed through a gated archway and into the ruling quarter, the highest land of the island, except for the governing sector at the summit. They passed estates surrounded by elegant gardens, statues of noble saints, and ivy-adorned pavilions each the size of a cottage.


    At last, they turned off the main road. The driver announced their delivery at another gate and they drove through.


    Enio rose from his hiding place. “We’re here.”


    They eased over the crates. The wagon traveled along a gravel lane under sweet-smelling trees.


    Suddenly, Enio said, “Hold on to your buttons!” and lunged out the back.


    Drawing in a sharp breath, Par followed. They tumbled into the lane and scrambled among the trees.


    The wagon continued toward a pillared mansion with a fancy split stairway that reached out like the arms of a giant. Gleaming black carriages lined up before it.


    Par hurried with Enio through the rows of trees and past the manor to an expansive trimmed lawn, where a sea of high-dressed people mingled among tall bright tents and linen-draped tables. Plates and goblets clinked and sparkled in the sun. Flute music floated in the air.


    “We’re not dressed for this.” Par dusted off his pants.


    “I said I had a plan.” Enio pointed toward a tent where another group had gathered, some tying on aprons, others dressed like butlers. A lanky, animated woman strode among them and barked orders.


    The plan was that he and Enio would pretend to be servants. Par wasn’t sure what law this broke, but at least they’d work for their meal.


    They stepped from the trees, restrained the urge to sprint, and walked to the tent like they belonged. No one stopped them.


    “Bus their plates,” commanded the woman to those in simple white tunics. She adjusted a man’s cap. “Warm their food and cool their drinks. If you run out of invocations, don’t bumble about like a feeble. Help the scullery.”


    Par joined Enio at a table stacked with servant uniforms. They found the tunics of the bussers, slipped them over their clothes, and shuffled among the guests with the other staff.


    Almost immediately, Par stopped short and gripped Enio’s arm. A city guard wandered the crowd.


    “Relax,” Enio chuckled. “We’re invisible now. People don’t see servants.”


    It turned out he was right, though eating food off the tables was out of the question. But as the guests sampled appetizers of buttered snails and smoked fish and other dainties, unfinished plates were abandoned. Par and Enio took these to the washing area, gulping down the untouched morsels.


    “What do you think of my plan?” Enio grinned through a full mouth.


    Par smiled back. “I haven’t eaten this well since the Winter Festival.”


    “I thought you didn’t like snails?”


    So did Par. He laughed. Despite their troubles, a full stomach did a lot to boost his spirits.


    Their feasting was interrupted when they were handed crystal pitchers bright with wine and told to keep the goblets brimming. The bride and groom arrived to a standing cheer.


    While Par continued to tend the drinks—staying close to Enio in case someone requested a cooling or warming invocation—he noticed a familiar broad-shouldered woman in a bulging blue hoop dress standing behind a small, vacant table. She was the same lady he’d seen with the protestors.


    “Where is that blasted thing?” She twisted her head, trying to look over her frilly collar at the little chair.


    A middle-aged man with perfect posture stood at her side. He had a short, wormy mustache and wore formal black. “Try shifting to the left, milady.”


    “Rufus, if I shift any more, I’ll be in the bay.” With a lift of the billowing dress, she found the chair and eased down.


    For a long moment, Par eyed her. Regardless of today’s progress, he and Enio really couldn’t keep living like this. If Enio wasn’t going to do anything about changing things, Par had to try.


    He nudged his friend. “That’s the woman I saw at the Mercy House. Think I could talk to her?”


    “Want to get adopted?”


    “About a job.”


    Enio shrugged. “Adopted might be easier.”


    They moved nearer with their pitchers. Enio served an adjacent table. Par approached the lady.


    “Rufus,” she said and winkled her nose. “There’s bread on my table.”


    “Sorry, milady.” Rufus removed its basket and thrust it at Par. “Get rid of this.”


    Par took it in his empty hand. “Um,” he said as he filled her goblet, “are you the people who protest at the Mercy House?”


    Rufus stepped toward him. “Sorry, milady, I’ll—”


    She waved the man back. “Yes, son, I am. Why do you ask?”


    “I, uh,” Par hadn’t planned his next words. “I hate that place too. Not for the criminals. For the kids.”


    “Indeed?” she said. Instead of the pearls she’d worn at the protest, a necklace of silver discs flashed across her breast.


    Shiny. Polished.


    Reflective.


    Par’s eyes snapped wide. His face stared out from each one of them.


    “Son?”


    He barely heard her. In each image, a shadowy claw closed around his head.


    Recoiling, Par dropped the pitcher. It smashed at his feet.


    Enio called from somewhere nearby, “Par!”


    “Par?” the lady boomed. “Did he call you Par?”


    A shout from behind. “Hold him!”


    Par spun. A city guard pushed through the confused crowd. Servants scrambled, the guests pressed closer, Enio lost among them.


    As Par tried to bolt, the guard was on him. A glory flashed around the man’s head. His hand grasped Par’s shoulder.


    A sudden, irresistible urge to sleep pressed Par into darkness.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Enio lost sight of his friend through a churning sea of bodies. Shouts rang through the crowd. “What’s happening?” “Is there a dog?” “My hat!”


    Why was everyone after Par? No one in the city knew he couldn’t invoke.


    A guard stood on a chair and yelled, “Find the other one!”


    With nowhere to run, Enio scrambled beneath a table. He peeked through its linen skirt, trying to see past flashing leather boots and swirling gowns. Still no Par.


    Something tapped his side. He whirled, fists up.


    Beneath the table, a lady’s foot prodded him again. Her hands sank into view. One lifted her large hoop dress to her knees. The other pointed at the ground between her ankles.


    Confused, Enio cocked his head.


    If a finger could shout, hers did. It motioned urgently. Here! Now!


    That seemed his only hope. He scurried under the dress. It covered him like a little tent.


    The lady pushed back from the table. Enio stayed hidden between her thick stockinged legs.


    “Rufus,” she said, “fetch the carriage.”


    “Yes, milady.”


    A younger woman’s voice spoke nearby. “Leaving so soon, Lady Agatha?”


    “I’m afraid this excitement has agitated my digestion. Perhaps I overdid the onion sauce.”


    “Oh, dear. Do you require a healer?”


    “I’ll be fine, thank you.” Lady Agatha waddled across the lawn, Enio struggling to keep beneath the ample dress.


    “Try to grunt less loudly,” she hissed. “Ill-tempered onion sauce doesn’t make sounds like that.”


    Enio was about to comment it didn’t smell the same either when they stepped onto gravel and stopped. A horse whinnied.


    “Home, Rufus.”


    “Yes, milady.”


    Enio’s petticoat cave opened. A step led into a private carriage. He dove on board.


    The lady followed and shut the door. “Stay down.”


    “But Par—”


    “Hold your water. At the moment, we can’t help him.”


    Her dress filled most of the foot space, and Enio found himself covered again. But she was right. He’d have to figure out another way to rescue his friend.


    The carriage started forward. A minute later it paused and Rufus exchanged words with a gateman. They continued up the road.


    At last, the lady pulled aside her dress. “Well, that’s one good use for this ridiculous costume. Come on out.”


    Enio rose and peeked out the window. They had left the mansion property and were rolling past other estates. He settled into the opposite seat. “What’s going on? Why are you—”


    “Is it true?” She leaned in. “That other boy’s name is Par?”


    “Who’s asking?” Enio narrowed his eyes.


    “You may call me Lady Agatha. And you must be his companion—Julio, was it?”


    “Enio. How does everyone know our names?”


    The lady sat back. “As for the guards, I have no idea. But we of the Society of Ortu dedicate ourselves to probing the deep mysteries of the transcendent realms.” She lifted her chin. “Ergo, we have special knowledge—”


    “Listen, lady.” Enio didn’t have time for this drivel. “You rich people don’t have any special knowledge except how to make money and dodge taxes.”


    Amusement flickered across her face. “The prophet didn’t mention you’d be so precocious. I’m beginning to like you, Julio.”


    “Enio.” He paused. “What prophet?”


    “Of course, the true acolytes of Ortu live in caves, perfecting their souls.” She chuckled. “Can you see me living in a cave?”


    Enio sighed. “Can’t you just cut to the cheese?”


    “Shut your trap and I will.”


    He opened his mouth, closed it.


    The lady took a breath. “Several weeks ago, a monk of Ortu—a short prune of a man—visited our little group. He told of a new prophecy, that one would come who had sigil-fasted his entire life. He named you both, but spoke mostly of Par. If your friend appeared in our midst, we were to welcome him, draw him into our fold, and send word to the monk.”


    Enio didn’t believe in prophecies—always too fuzzy. But they got the names right. “That’s it? They want to recruit Par?”


    “Frankly, I’m unsure what they want. And I don’t believe in prophecies.”


    Maybe she wasn’t a total twit.


    They veered off the main road. “We’re here,” she said. “Come inside and we’ll figure this out.”


    The carriage stopped before the stairs of an estate house, not as grand as the last but no chicken coop either.


    As they stepped to the pavement, Lady Agatha spoke to Rufus. “What became of Par?”


    The mustached man descended from the driver’s seat. “They took him up the road to the governing sector.”


    Enio looked toward the island’s summit. The triple spires of the High Temple peeked above the highest trees. His stomach sank. “Crap.”


    “Crap, indeed,” the lady said.


    She led them up the mansion’s marble steps. The inside was no less impressive than the out, with a roomy foyer, colorful tapestries and high-class furniture. Two maids in plain brown tunics chatted at the bottom of a staircase. One jumped to dusting the railing. The other straightened to attention.


    Lady Agatha waved Rufus and Enio to a stop and continued to the stairs. “I will change into appropriate attire.” She gestured to the idle maid to follow. “Then I’ll go to the governing sector and see what I can discover.”


    “Well, hurry,” Enio said. “We don’t have time—”


    “Not you.”


    “What do you mean, not me?”


    The lady paused halfway up. “As an ambassador’s wife, I have certain privileges. You can’t—”


    “If that guy can get in,” Enio flicked his chin at Rufus, “so can I.”


    “No,” Agatha said. “They’re looking for you too.”


    Enio still didn’t understand what was going on, but they’d already taken the Sea Dog from him—they weren’t taking anything more. “Nobody’s locking up Par or handing either of us over to some dusty old monk.”


    “I wasn’t going to—”


    “I’m coming.” He crossed his arms.


    She eyed him. “I see you’re adamant. Very well, but you’ll need a proper disguise. See to it, Rufus.”


    “Yes, milady.” The man slipped out of the room. Lady Agatha disappeared up the stairs. The remaining maid meticulously dusted a bookcase.


    Enio shuffled impatiently. Then he wandered the room, dragging his fingers along the polished wooden cabinets, tapping the fancy vases. This was a nice place. A really nice place. How did people deserve to live this way when he had to scrape, day after day?


    He peeked into a drawer. Silverware. He touched a spoon. A couple of these could bring enough in trade to feed him for weeks. Or pay portage. Get him back into the dice games.


    The maid still dusted, her back to him.


    And they’d never miss a few pieces. He could slip them into his boot and—


    His hand snapped back. Where had that thought come from? This Lady Agatha was helping them. Doing her like that wouldn’t be right.


    He shut the drawer.


    Rufus returned with a folded stack of clothes. “Put these on.”


    Enio took them. He glanced at the maid’s back. “Here?”


    “If you’re shy, use the coat closet.” The man gestured to a slim door near the entrance.


    “I’m not shy.” Enio entered the little room and shut the door.


    Several minutes later, Rufus spoke from the other side. “Do you require assistance?”


    Clad from head to toe in powder blue and a small cuffed cap with a green feather, Enio emerged scowling. “I feel like a cake decoration.”


    Lady Agatha strode down the stairs. She now wore a fur cape over a rich green dress. Tiny jewels glinted from her ears. “If you’re coming, you’re coming like that. You’re dressed as a page. It’s the style.”


    Rufus reached for an unfastened button. Enio batted him away.


    The lady spoke to Rufus. “The carriage, please.”


    “Yes, milady.” He left out the front.


    She dismissed the maids. When Enio and Lady Agatha were alone, she said, “I’m as curious as you about what is going on with your friend, and I will do what I can to find out. But I need you to tell me what you know.” She held up a finger. “The truth. One does not walk the halls of power in the dark.”


    Enio hung his head and squeezed his eyes shut. How much should he say? Par seemed to trust her, and his instincts were pretty good. Besides, if the guards used a Confessor on Par, they’d find out all about him anyway.


    He looked up. “You can’t tell anyone.”


    There was a sadness in her smile. “The wife of an ambassador learns to keep secrets.”


    “All right. Par isn’t sigil fasting. And he’s not feeble, just—sort of thick.”


    “Thick?”


    “It’s complicated, but he can’t invoke. If the Hierarchy tries to Reckon him, it won’t help, but it could make him a feeble after all.” That wasn’t everything, but Enio figured it’s what mattered most.


    Lady Agatha frowned. “A candidate for a Reckoning is subject to weeks of examination in the Mercy House. Par’s removal to the summit instead suggests that the Hierarchy is interested in something else.”


    Enio thought so too. “And he’s got this shadow thing.”


    “What kind of shadow thing?”


    “Who knows? In mirrors. How many kinds are there?”


    The lady held his gaze a moment longer. “That is beyond me. But thank you for your trust. Let’s see what we can uncover.”


    They left for the carriage. Lady Agatha boarded. Enio tried to follow inside, but she stopped him. “You must sit in the driver’s seat with Rufus.”


    The carriage had cramped Enio anyway. He climbed up beside the man.


    Lady Agatha spoke from the carriage window. “When we reach the governing sector, you must remain with him. I will speak to those with the nosiest ears and hungriest pockets.”


    “But I—”


    “My contacts won’t talk around strangers, even servants. Once I learn something, I’ll come straight to you. Let’s go, Rufus.” The lady closed the curtain.


    Grumbling, Enio sat back.


    Rufus clicked the horses to motion. He now wore a top hat fastened with a strap. As they bumped along, he said, “Will you be able to comport yourself?”


    Enio glared at the man, at that wormy mustache flicking in the breeze. “I can comport. Who can’t comport?”


    The man smirked. “Well, don’t make eye contact with anyone. When we arrive, open the door for the lady. And whenever you have an idle hand, keep it behind your back.”


    “Why?”


    The man sighed. “It’s the style.”


    Enio supposed he could handle that. “How long have you worked for her, Rufus?”


    “A long time.”


    “Does she—treat you good?”


    Rufus kept his eyes ahead. “What’s it to you?”


    It wasn’t much, so Enio shrugged and let it go.


    But then Rufus leaned closer. “The idle rich can be as full of themselves as a horse’s diaper.”


    Enio snorted. He began to laugh.


    Rufus chuckled too, then cleared his throat. “But they don’t all come from money, and some do care about more than this week’s fashions.” He snapped the reins.


    Had the man answered Enio’s question? In any case, he hoped he’d made a good decision by trusting these people. His own freedom was in their hands.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Par awoke on a velvet couch. He lay there a moment, studying a sparkling chandelier.


    At the memory of his arrest, he bolted upright. He wasn’t in a jail. Fancy wooden doors stood closed across an elegant room. Portraits of richly dressed men and women looked down from pink marble walls. Even the air smelled expensive.


    Nearby, daylight filtered through shimmering drapes. He swung off the couch and peeked out. An airy balcony opened beyond. Past that, below a steep drop-off, stretched the entire island of Argent.


    The sweeping view stopped Par’s breath. The land terraced down into the walled sections of the city, and finally to the bay. From there, a shining white causeway ran across the water to the mainland town, where surrounding cliffs rose even to Par’s own eye level—a thousand feet.


    He was in the governing sector—in the palace itself!


    Par turned and crept to the door, praying it was unlocked. Before he reached it, the latch clicked. He jumped back.


    In stepped an elderly man wearing the royal gold and white of the Hierarchy. Par knew the face, the merry eyes glinting beneath their heavy lids like the sun breaking through clouds.


    “Father Abbot!” Par rushed forward and threw his arms around the old man.


    The Abbot laughed and patted Par’s neck. “It’s good to see you too.”


    Bursting with relief, Par drew back. “What are we doing here? I haven’t seen you since—”


    “Since you and Enio snuck away from the abbey?”


    Shame at the memory of ducking his agreement to go live with Alexander Vex dulled Par’s joy. “Is Vex here as well?”


    “It’s not wise for a sorcerer to wander the capital of Eloria. He’s gone to Arcana.”


    “Arcana?” Par’s worries reignited.


    “Much has happened since we last spoke. Vex and I spent the past year debating the future of the Vigil. We decided that the hidden histories, and the true reasons behind Eloria’s and Arcana’s long hostilities, should be told to our respective governments.”


    Another figure appeared in the doorway. “And told it, he has.” Robes similar to the Abbot’s wrapped the regal man. White woolly eyebrows and a short, perfect beard decorated the kindly face.


    The Father Abbot stepped aside and bowed. “Your Eminence.”


    “Hello, Cornelius. So, this is Par.”


    Eminence? Was it—could it be—the Most High Pompeius Maxima Arcalus, Fondiscate of the Divine, ruler of all Eloria himself?


    Par glanced at the Abbot, who mouthed, “Bow.” Breaking free of his awe, Par did just that.


    “Sorry I’m late,” said the Eminence. “Temple duties. Three Lusterings today alone.” A glow circled his head. He noticed Par’s stare. “No, son, I’m not invoking upon you. My glory is almost always there. Comes with the office.”


    “Our Eminence is humble,” said the Abbot. “He is the closest to the gods of any in our country.”


    The Eminence gave a friendly grin. “Some days more than others. Please, Par, stop bowing. First, let me say I regret the method of your summoning. We instructed the city guards that if they found you, to invite you to the palace. But these days everyone is a bit high-strung.”


    The chaos at the wedding returned to Par’s mind. “I was with Enio. Is he all right?”


    “He evaded the guards. I’m sure he’s fine. And you’re not in trouble. We need your help.”


    “My help?”


    “Let’s take a walk.”


    Along with the Abbot, Par followed into a corridor as splendid as the room. Guards in red and white lined the way. He eyed them nervously, avoiding even their shadows.


    As they trailed the Eminence, Par said quietly, “Father Abbot, why am I here? What’s going on?”


    “Try to relax. It may be nothing.”


    Considering the situation, Par bet it was, in fact, something.


    The Abbot went on, “Alexander and I have continued to study the Immortus. After you and the mage Ridiax closed the rift, you returned with many strange sigils in your head, which you wrote down.”


    Par nodded; not that he could ever use them—or any other sigils.


    “We’ve noticed,” the Abbot continued, “that one of the more complex of the bunch is found on every monolith.”


    “What does it do?”


    “We’re not certain, but Vex has found cryptic references to this sigil in the histories he keeps at Xol Tomot.”


    The man became silent a moment. Then, “Three above, three below, two the balance, then and fro.”


    “The what?” Par asked.


    “Something associated with the text he found. Another thing we’re working out.”


    It meant nothing to Par. “Are the monoliths dangerous?”


    “Well, that is the question. They continue to direct their energies upon the center point where once raged the rift. Thanks to you, the rift is long gone, yet the shadows there linger, and deepen.”


    Shadows? Before Par could mention the ones he’d been seeing in his reflection, the Abbot said, “Therefore, as part of our investigations, we would like to acquire that sigil from you.”


    Par stopped in his tracks. “But I can’t invoke or bestow sigils. If the Eminence finds out—”


    The Eminence turned. “That you cannot invoke the gods?”


    Every muscle is Par’s body tightened.


    The man, however, raised a gentle hand. “Don’t worry, I won’t have you Reckoned. And I won’t otherwise invade your mind—though I can’t help seeing the truth in what people say.”


    Until now, the most powerful person Par had met in the Hierarchy was Cronus. That experience had not bolstered his trust in the government. He looked at the Father Abbot.


    But the Abbot gave a reassuring nod.


    Par swallowed and tried to breathe easier.


    “A skeptic.” The Eminence chuckled. “I like that. There is a procedure called the Rite of Cathexis. If successful, it would provide the lumina you need to invoke a single sigil or to bestow a sigil upon someone else.”


    “We say if successful,” the Abbot added, “because your unusual condition brings some risk. But perhaps we are overreacting about the monoliths. They’ve never proven dangerous—they are over a thousand years old, and over a thousand leagues distant.”


    Par prayed the Abbot was right. His heart warned otherwise.


    They continued through a cavernous foyer and out to a plaza lined with columned buildings. On its far side, past a central fountain, rose the majestic High Temple, its triple spires winking gold in the late afternoon sun. With no clear idea of what would happen next, Par decided to ask a question that had gnawed at him for months.


    “Father Abbot, do you know how my family has been?” The words “my family” seemed awkward. Par hadn’t seen them since last year. He’d only managed the money to send a single letter.


    “No, Par, I’ve been in Xol Tomot. But I’ve kept in touch with the abbey and have heard nothing at which to be alarmed.”


    Now Par let out a smooth, easy breath. One less worry, at least.


    They reached the Temple. Soft chanting drifted through its immense golden doors. Inside, functionaries in gowns sashed with the color of their ranks bowed and made way. The Eminence led onward, to a pillared hall, then up ornate narrow stairs.


    He stopped before another guarded door. “Before we discuss these things further, Par, I understand you’ve done our country a great service—you and your friend, Enio. The Abbot has told me much, and I’d like to hear your story personally. But first, I feel we owe you some reward.”


    Reward? After the fear of jail and Reckonings and now a Cathexis, that was the last thing he’d expected, and the offer put him at a loss for words. How should he reply to Eloria’s highest ruler? Modesty and politeness urged him to decline. Your gratitude is enough, Eminence. What I did, anyone would do, sir.


    Like preventing Cronus from starting a war.


    Or closing the Immortus rift and saving the world.


    On the other hand, was a reward so unreasonable? Gods knew he and Enio could use it.


    The Fondiscate continued, “Tell me, Parynius Ignatious, what is it you desire?”


    Money jumped first to mind. But Par was embarrassed to admit he’d been a failure at living on his own. Maybe he should ask for passage back to the Borderlands, to Xol Tomot. Or good jobs for himself and Enio, in which Par’s inability to invoke wouldn’t be an issue.


    Another thought drove the others away. Par bowed again and spoke with respect. “Can you help us find our friend Lani?”


    The Eminence laughed. “I suspected that might be your answer. That’s why we’re here.” He gestured to the guards. They opened the doors.


    This was turning into a day like no other. With a birthday-morning excitement spreading through his chest, Par prepared to at last discover what had become of his half-nymph friend.
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