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CHAPTER ONE
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The Elsewhere War could be said to have begun in many places, from the Byari Gorge to the Reconciler’s birthing bed to whatever unknowable void gave life to our gods. But one crucial starting point that oft gets overlooked is the modest town of Thesra, where Telume reached across the endless sea and twisted the fate of two humans like the turning of a key. 

History of the Elsewhere War,

Adria the Dour

Delephon Ankhumoses, Tet Ravos and slayer of Toklah Niwir, stirred and tried to straighten his legs. There was nowhere to put his feet, though. He sighed and made to roll over, but there was no room for that, either, not in this tiny bed. He smiled. 

Then he sat up on his elbows and looked down upon the woman sleeping beside him. He propped his chin in his hand and watched her breathing, face at peace. Her head turned on the pillow, shying away from the newly-minted daylight that intruded into their small room. Delephon shifted to occlude the light more fully, then brushed some hair from her face. This was one of the stranger aspects of life among humans and he was still growing accustomed to it. Here he was, a married man with no recourse, married too young to the wrong person. Even if he could have squared it with his sense of honor, his people had no mechanism for untangling the bond of marriage save death. Knowing this full well, she had taken him into her heart, then gone ahead and taken him into her bed. 

It was unfortunate to have struck upon what felt like a revelation at this particular time, only just arrived in his new home. He needed to be getting his forge established, needed to be getting a steady trade flowing, needed, too, to be helping Danae’s father with his farming. His new family was in dire straits, he needed to provide for them. Before he had made a beginning, Danae had made a strong argument for staying in bed all day. 

The thought made him laugh. Everything seemed worthy of a laugh these days. His greatest worry was how best to divide his hours between the craft he loved and the woman he loved. Now there was a fate to make a man’s blood run cold. It was everything he would have dreamed of life, had he dared. 

His hand slipped beneath the blanket onto her waist. She sighed, and her eyes drifted open, umber and green. When she smiled, it reminded him how soft her lips were, so he kissed them. 

“Good morning,” he murmured.

“Morning,” a quiet male voice replied. 

Delephon uttered a strangled squeak, lurching upright so swiftly he nearly toppled backward out of bed. Both of them gawked at the small, white-haired elf leaning against the wall beside the window, arms crossed casually. He met Delephon’s eyes fleetingly before straightening off the wall, turning toward the window so his back was to them. Belatedly, it struck him that, by sitting up, he had exposed himself, and he dragged a fistful of blanket across his groin. 

Danae was always eager to come to grips with any figure of authority and put aside her shock quite quickly. “My mother is going to give you a matching mark on the right when she finds out you snuck up here.” 

The man snorted, not responding. 

“Why were you watching us sleep?” 

“I was waiting for you to wake.” 

“That isn’t an answer.”

“Is it not? Don’t hesitate to get up and get dressed, by the way.”

Delephon rose hastily, moving to the dresser. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t known this was coming: they were tied to the Zikila by a bond in their blood, he was no more likely to forget that than Delephon was. He had been here just last week, when he executed the monster who terrorized this town in front of a crowd of witnesses. Myer was there, he’d watched it happen. According to him, the Zikila pointed out that the Liaison wasn’t doing a very good job, but then he just walked off as if he had no interest in what came of it. Last he was seen, he was sitting in the graveyard next to Danae’s brother’s grave. 

They had known he was around, they had known he was coming back. He was the reason the people of Thesra had finally stopped panicking and put the Nicodemus Path back together, it had only been a matter of time before he checked in. Delephon had hoped, though, to have a bit more time in which to figure out how to present his extramarital affair to him. So far, all he had come up with was going to his knees and begging for leniency. 

They dragged their clothes on swiftly in a space made claustrophobic by the presence of three people. It was particularly difficult for Delephon, because he couldn’t stand up straight beneath the sloping eaves. Danae had climbed out at the foot of the bed so he was stuck beside the Zikila, where he must navigate his clothes gingerly for fear of elbowing the man. 

The Zikila appeared to feel no similar unease, but then, he wasn’t the one who was naked. After a minute, he told them conversationally, “When I heard our unassuming Tet Ravos had requested an audience with the foremost Vyas Abadan in Enam Empyeer, I was overwhelmed by curiosity. You had previously gone out of your way to avoid interacting with anyone noteworthy, I went so far as to wonder if you had changed your mind on the matter of fate. The look on your face the first time you laid eyes on her! Have you told her that you spent all afternoon watching from a distance while you practiced saying the word ‘hello’ in Shared?”

Delephon paused in fastening his trousers to scowl at the wall. Danae laid a hand on his back. She didn’t need to speak to convey her message: Who cares what they think? I love you. They shared a look, Delephon marveling that this happiness could be his. As he gazed into her eyes, he saw a shadow pass across them. Just a flicker, and just for a second. After, he could almost believe it an illusion. Nothing about Danae’s wellbeing could be treated with negligence, though. 

As he opened his mouth to comment, the Zikila spoke. “If you begin making doe eyes, I will make you stand with your backs to one another.”

Danae had already turned away, all the tenderness falling from her. He might have thought she would be grateful to the man for what he’d done, but he would have been wrong. She was glad Cleatus was dead, but she kept going on about trials and obeying human laws, as if manipulating those laws wasn’t how Cleatus put himself in power. 

“I might have known you knew. What use could a human possibly be to you? The answer is obvious: I’m a leash on your pet Tet Ravos.” She made a mocking, rueful face. “You aren’t terribly original, the Toklah Niwir tried it too. We killed him, had you heard?”

“Ah, you have struck upon the cause for my visit.” Isador’s voice was bright, and Delephon could never tell with him: was it sarcasm or was he genuinely cheered by Danae’s defiant manner? “I don’t suppose you might humor me with an explanation?”

Delephon still had no clue how he meant to rationalize any of his recent conduct, and the list of things he needed to rationalize was long. It started with pursuing an intimate relationship with a person other than his wife, but also encompassed a quarrel with several of the more noteworthy elves of Thesra and another quarrel with the leaders of the human community that had escalated to violence. Then there was the fact that he had taken a human into the elven wilds, gotten her kidnapped by a Toklah Niwir, then killed the man in order to make good their escape. He wasn’t sure anyone would consider Vasilis’s death a crime, but Delephon couldn’t recall the last time he could make a truthful claim to terav. 

Before he could fall to his knees and begin apologizing, Danae made for the door. The Zikila followed her, Delephon herded between them into the narrow corridor. Danae made straight for the stairs, and when her knees buckled, he thought she was descending. By the time he realized she was falling, she was halfway to the ground. She struck the stairs, and he only just managed to grab her shoulders before she tumbled out of reach. 

When he turned her over in his arms, her eyes had rolled up in her head. Her pupils were massively dilated, her flesh clammy. She began to heave, and it took him a moment to grasp that she was going to regurgitate something. He sat her upright and watched in horror as her mouth opened, tongue protruding. All that came out was liquid, saliva and some terrible chartreuse fluid. 

Monsters he could face, but this was a realm unknown to him.

“Mother!” Gathering Danae in his arms, he trotted down the steps. Her mother had heard the panic in his voice and emerged from the kitchen at a run. “Danae is ill, she’s regurgitating liquid.”

Some of the fear left the woman’s face. “Sicking up, is she? Bring her over here and don’t go fainting on me. Nine times out of ten, a little sick never hurt no one. Honey, how do you feel?” 

Danae didn’t respond. He settled her on the couch, noting that she had lost consciousness. She was unnaturally chill, her face pallid. He moved back so her mother could kneel beside her. As he watched the woman’s face grow stiff with suppressed tension, he began to suspect this was that other time no one wanted to mention, when the almost-always-harmless thing wasn’t.

“What is it?”

“Dunno.” She peeled Danae’s eyelids back to look into her eyes, listened to her pulse, even pried her mouth open and looked at her tongue. Then she was feeling her neck, probing into her armpits. It was bewildering. “Lots of things make us throw up. Bad food, but she hasn’t eaten yet today and she would’ve woke you up in the middle of the night if dinner hadn’t settled. A woman with child’ll be ill five times a day for a month or more, but even if you two made a baby in the last two weeks, it wouldn’t be making her sick yet.”

Delephon shifted uncomfortably. This was something they had yet to speak of. Mostly, he had been glad for that.

Oblivious to his discomfiture, she continued, “There’s drink, of course.”

“She hasn’t had any alcohol that I observed. Not in days.”

Her mother grunted. “Didn’t think it was that anyway. Just chattering to hear my own voice. Then there’s some illnesses can cause vomiting, and those’re more serious. But I can’t match up the symptoms. No swelling in the places I expect. No lesions, no film or spots on the tongue, no fever—What doesn’t cause a fever? She’s cold, cold as ice. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’d been poisoned.”

He turned, very slowly, to stare at the man who had halted at the foot of the stairs. 

The Zikila was watching him back. “Mistress,” he called, raising his voice, eyes never straying off Delephon’s, “do you suppose we might get her a drink? Would a glass of water be welcome?”

“Hot would be better,” she said absently. “If you’d get a kettle on, I’d be much obliged.”

They made their way out to the kitchen, where they turned on one another. Delephon was the one who loved her and he got the question out first. “Why have you done this?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

He clasped his hands together. “Zikila, I’m the one who did wrong. If anyone is to be hurt, it should be me.”

The Zikila’s eyes narrowed. “What have you done?”

“I... we... because I’m married...”

The man’s cobalt eyes blazed and he took a step forward as if contemplating striking him. “Don’t play games with me, boy. If I ever feel the need to hurt either of you, it won’t be in secret, which you know. My first thought was that you are responsible.”

This was nonsense, so he ignored it. “The man you killed had friends and they can’t very well retaliate against you, perhaps—But then why is no one else in the household ill, we all eat from the same pot?” A brilliant idea struck him and he grabbed the man by arm. “You cast the Union on her, too, you can take this from her like you did when I was stabbed. We’re much more resistant to illness, it will, it will scarcely trouble you. And she’ll be well.”

“I already tried. It didn’t work.”

He couldn’t assimilate this information. “What?”

“I already tried,” Isador repeated. “It didn’t work.”

“How could that be?”

“Well, there are two possible answers I can think of.” The matter-of-fact way he spoke made his words that much more terrible. “One, I did it wrong because I’m incompetent. Two, the problem lies in the fact that she is human, while I’m an elf. And something crucial is being lost in translation. What common substance is poison to humans, but wouldn’t touch the constitution of our kind? Something you keep a supply of as a matter of course?”

His head swung to the side, eyes going to the two leathern sacks, one full, one half-empty, hanging from the kitchen wall. He wagged his head, denying it. “Absolutely not. Everyone in the household knows what’s in those. They know it’s dangerous, they know not to drink it.”

“Your woman resents our people.”

“That doesn’t mean she has any desire to emulate us in any way.”

The Zikila took a step closer, eyes fixed on him like he didn’t mean to ever blink again. “You never once felt tempted to slip while you poured her tea?”

“Why do you keep saying this, it’s madness!”

“Because I’ve heard, and I cannot believe you haven’t heard, too, that those few humans who survived the ingestion of purewater were changed. Carried a few steps across the borderline between us, into our world.”

Delephon threw his hands up. “I would never experiment on the woman I love for the sake of curiosity...” As he was saying this, he understood. The realization swept through him like a tempest, and the fires of anger were extinguished; he was trembling now, his body numb. He would never do something so monstrous, to Danae or to any human, for the sake of curiosity or for any other reason. But they had only recently been living off the hospitality of an elf who would.

The Zikila didn’t appear to have noticed the arrival of this unspeakable revelation, still fixated on the wrong thing. “Curiosity isn’t at issue. You’re in love with a woman who will live a fraction of your lifespan, frail in a way you can barely comprehend. Hide from it however you may, your destiny will come for you one day, a fate she can’t play a meaningful role in. You’ll tell me you never once entertained a wish it might be otherwise? You never contemplated remaking her into someone who might truly share your lonely fate?”

“I don’t want my fate.”

“Is this your attempt to avoid it? Your first step toward majeda?”

“No. No, Telume.” He snatched a plate off the table and threw it against the wall, where it shattered. “Will you listen to me? The Toklah Niwir.”

The Zikila’s eyes widened. 

“He kept us separated almost the entire time, I have no idea what he fed her.”

“Purewater doesn’t taste like well water.”

“Would the difference be perceptible in a cup of tea? For all I know, he was boiling noodles in it, using it to wilt greens.” 

“Ah,” was the man’s only comment.

Distraught, he muttered, “He tried to hide it from me, but I could see his contempt for her. His hatred. It was one of his primary goals, I’m certain of it, even though he never said so: that we put humans in their proper place, which isn’t as our subjects but as our slaves. What would he not have done, out of curiosity or malice, or for no reason at all?”

That said, he quit the kitchen. Out in the living room, he found Danae’s mother building up the fire. She had wrapped her daughter in blankets but seemed at a loss.

“Mother,” he began, but his voice was barely audible. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Mother, I fear I may know what’s wrong. The man who captured us, it may be he fed her purewater.” 

Her face was slicked with sickly sweat like Danae’s. “What can we do?”

“Wait.” He put his arms around her as she began to weep, adding, “Pray.” 

“I put the kettle on.” The Zikila was standing in the doorway to the kitchen. “Perhaps I could do some chores for you while you comfort your family?”

Delephon shook his head, too numb to be surprised. “I can’t. I have work to do in the forge, you wouldn’t know what to do. If you could...” It felt presumptuous to ask, and he shut his mouth.

The man was already unbuckling his baldric. “I’ll tell you the instant anything changes,” he said as he settled himself on the floor beside the couch. 

“And I’ll put something on that cheek,” Danae’s mother mumbled into his chest. 

In other circumstances, it would have intrigued him, the prospect of watching a Zikila attempt to explain his ever-bleeding wound to a human who knew nothing of their people. Right now, it only served as a painful reminder that this was his fault. Normal people were allowed to fall in love and need not lead their beloved into danger at every turn, but he wasn’t normal. 

His eyes went to the couch, to the pale unconscious woman who was dying at his hand, as surely as if his love itself were poison.

***
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WHEN DAYLIGHT BROKE upon his ceiling, the sleeping elf stirred. His grass-green eyes opened, drifting toward the light lazily while he drew a deeper breath. Letting it go in a gusty sigh, he tossed the covers back. He sat up purposefully; rose from bed; went to the wardrobe against the wall opposite. He stooped in order to retrieve clean underpants and socks from the chest of drawers on the bottom, stood again and opened the double doors on top. Then he just stared at his tunics, wondering what he would do with his day. Until his god saw fit to explain why he existed, killing time was the whole of his agenda. 

Pushing the sour thought away, he reached for a tunic of chestnut-hued wool with crimson leaves embroidered on the collar. He fingered the needlework absently as he did up the buttons, thinking that perhaps he should have learned a trade after all. It had used to strike him as pointless, devoting his youth to a craft he would be forced to abandon. Matriculating into the position of craftsman would involve taking on commissions he already knew he would walk away from when his fate came due. It had seemed stupid to dedicate decades cultivating obligations he could never make good on. 

He had applied himself instead to skills that seemed more useful. Martial pursuits, offensive masheka, his people’s lore. You didn’t practice wrestling to prepare for a footrace; you didn’t sharpen your knives before you baked a cake. If he didn’t know what purpose his god had made him for, it was unlikely to require useful domestic skills. Still, he mused as he let himself out of his bedroom, learning a craft would have given him something to do with his days while he waited on destiny’s clock. Fate turned out to have much in common with a watched pot, disinclined to boil. 

Downstairs, he entered the kitchen at the rear of the home, still pondering what to do with himself. His immediate thought was another trip to Haikuron, where he might take another dig at that stupid, whiny jerk. Just to see the expression on his stupid, whiny face. The notion smacked of desperation, and he forced it from his mind. 

He was putting a kettle on the stove when he heard a knock at his door. He glanced out the window onto the trunks of trees and leaf-littered clutter that was his backyard, trying to gauge the hour of the morning. He had only just concluded it was awfully early for visitors when the door opened without invitation, his visitor letting herself in. That made it obvious who had come to call, and he raised his voice. “I’m in the kitchen. It’ll be a few minutes before there’s tea.”

A woman his age appeared in the doorway seconds later. Her hair was brown like his but had no streaks of gold in it, her eyes a lighter green. When their eyes met, she grinned. 

“This is early,” he commented, nodding to the table in the middle of the room. His guest came forward to take a chair, unwinding a scarf from around her neck. She dumped her cloak carelessly onto another chair, making herself at home; he took it up, along with the scarf, and carried them out to the hooks in the entrance. 

She waited until he was back in the kitchen, rummaging through his pantry in search of a honeycomb, to say, “I had to tell you at once, Calix, you’re going to die.”

He glanced at her sidelong, noting the way her voice quivered. “Oh?”

She leaned across the table conspiratorially. “Ankhumoses left his wife. He’s living with a human.”

To say that this was shocking was an understatement, but he quickly put the emotion aside. “Chloe...”

His tone made her scowl. “Come on, this is good news. The Zikila will have to do something now.”

He rested both hands on the back of the chair opposite hers while he studied his sister. His twin, because the gods had seen fit to give him two, one biological, one spiritual. One of whom he loved more than anything else in the world, the other of whom he would happily have stabbed—Well, not through the heart, but certainly in one of his limbs. 

“You know my opinion, we’ve talked about this. Our people will turn a blind eye no matter what we do, because they don’t want to interfere with Telume’s plan.” She opened her mouth, and he bulled forward, “The same cannot be said of you. What are you doing, Chloe? Talking about a stranger’s private affairs, taking pleasure in the thought of someone getting in trouble, you’re on dangerous ground. You shouldn’t even know this, you definitely shouldn’t have told me, and to laugh about it?”

“You don’t think it’s funny?”

“I’m me. You’re you.”

“So you have infinite license to do whatever, but I have to be a good elf?”

“Yes,” he replied. 

His sister let out an exasperated breath. “Your circumstances made you what you are, how is that not true of me? We shared a womb, we came into being in tandem. I may not be Tet Ravos, but I can’t help that we look at the world through the same eyes.”

“I’m not criticizing you, it pains me that you feel as if I am. I’m just saying, there’s a very specific and compelling reason no one tries to correct me, it doesn’t shelter you.”

“You’re my older brother by,” she held up one hand, pinching the air between thumb and forefinger, “minutes. I don’t need your advice.”

“I just don’t want you to get in trouble.”

She shoved her chair back from the table. “When you’re done being sanctimonious, I will be waiting to laugh at Ankhumoses with you as he deserves. You know where to find me.” That said, she left. 

He waited in suspense until she quit the house, nerves taut. When she closed the door quietly, not slamming it in a violent show of emotion the neighbors might have witnessed, he let go his pent breath. Praise Telume she retained enough sense to keep her temper a secret between them. Drawing out the chair he had been leaning on, he sank onto its seat, then had to get right back up as the kettle started singing. 

While he poured himself a cup of tea, he wondered despondently what the odds were Telume would call on his service before Chloe exploded. He wasn’t the only one bubbling over with impatience. He could have been a better elf, and he had never worked to fix that the way he might have because no one asked him to. He was Tet Ravos, and people just assumed that, whatever the truth about his character, it was what Telume wanted him to be. It was monstrously unfair that his sister should be held to a different standard, having arrived at the same conclusion via the same facts, and he couldn’t stand to see her hurt because of it. 

An astonishing thought struck him, and he froze. He stood that way long enough, with his cup upheld in one hand and the kettle in the other, that the heat of the metal handle seeped through the potholder and began to scorch his palm. When he realized how uncomfortable it had grown, he put the kettle back on the stove. Moving like a sleepwalker, he returned to the table and sat down. 

It was the nature of the Tet Ravi that it burned too bright for seers to parse, like trying to pick out patterns on the surface of the sun. Still, prophecy was only one method of prediction, and where visions failed, why not avail oneself of observation and common sense? Those conclusions he had come to by the methodology of logic galled. 

He and his counterpart were the same age, born into the same society governed by the same rules, and neither of them were as well-behaved as they might have been. But that was where the similarities ended. He had two crucial resources Ankhumoses lacked: the love of a close-knit family and a sibling who had been at his side since first he could recall. He had meaningful personal obligations; there were people in his life whose future was as close to his heart as his own. Before he learned to talk, he learned to share. Every decision he ever made had been based in part on how it would affect them, and not because goreb gast told him to: because it mattered to him all on its own. 

Anyway, he wanted to be Tet Ravos. Whether or not it was a fate he would have chosen for himself, he appreciated that it was an honor. A vote of confidence from his god, who might mean to wield him like a tool, but also loved him with all the ferocity of his infinite heart. It had made him different from other elves—it had made his life different from that of other elves—and he suspected there were many simple pleasures his neighbors enjoyed that he would never know. His neighbors would never know what it was to be Tet Ravos, and it was foolish to resent what they had as if he couldn’t count what blessings were his own. 

Ankhumoses had never felt any similar constraints. He was angry, he was bitter, and he wasn’t very good at hiding it, assuming he tried. It wasn’t just that he was lonely; Calix had never noticed that he felt any real connection to their people, other than a hopeless longing that it be otherwise, which was more an excuse to feel sorry for himself than an impetus to seek out change. If Calix wouldn’t call himself happy, exactly, he could say with certainty that the only thorn in his metaphysical side, other than boredom, was Ankhumoses. 

All of which led him to a conclusion as mortifying as it was inarguable: whatever it was that Telume intended, it would be Ankhumoses who called him to his fate. He was nothing more than a glorified moth and Ankhumoses was his candle-flame. Whether he was meant to kill the man or save him or assist him in some task, the future wouldn’t be his to shape. He accepted the Tet Ravi; had Telume wished for him to be the spark that ignited the great events to come, he wouldn’t be sitting at his kitchen table, drinking tea and wondering what to do with himself. 

If any of that were true, that made it most intriguing that Ankhumoses had left his wife to pursue a romance with a human. It was the first interesting thing he’d ever done, and Calix would know: he’d been watching the man since they were forty. Waiting for him to do whatever he was going to do to bring both of their destinies into play. 

That Ankhumoses had left his wife had no meaning to Calix in itself, he could even see why he might have wanted to; they had never seemed to get along, and that human he had taken up with was every bit as rude and arrogant as he was, a kindred soul. But the fact that he had done something so aberrant so publicly had profound meaning nonetheless. It meant he was finally leaning into his destiny. Accepting that he was a crazy person who operated almost entirely outside the rules of elven society. 

Attempting to understand the Tet Ravi always made him feel dizzy and annoyed, and he thrust himself from the table as if he might distance himself from his circular thoughts. His tea had gone cold, and he downed what remained in two gulps. The cup, he set in the sink to wash later before quitting the room for the front of the house. Perhaps his destiny was to be a satellite to another elf’s destiny, but he wasn’t going to spend all day sitting around dwelling on it. If Ankhumoses had begun to act erratic, well and good; hopefully this meant their future had finally begun to unfold. He couldn’t remain indoors with these turbulent notions tumbling through him and made at once for the front of the house. 

When he swung his cloak around his shoulders and opened his door, he very nearly suffered a nervous attack. It took him a moment to get over the sensation of utter, blank surprise that made him feel as if he’d taken a blow to the head. His first instinct, as his heart began to pump again and feeling returned to his extremities, was a strong desire to laugh. 

The Zikila who had been standing on his stoop evinced no shock, as if he had anticipated the precise instant when Calix would open the door. This was the first time he had ever been this close to one, and he studied the man with interest. He had spotted them a couple times passing by in the distance, watching him right back, but they had always kept away. It was why he had come to believe they were leaving him alone for a reason. It was natural that other elves should be curious about him, and therefore terribly unnatural that the one group of people who had an excuse to pry walked wide of him, as if he were a skunk encountered in the forest. 

He would have said the man was a century or two older than his parents, his dark hair beginning to go gray. They were of a height, but this man was broader across the shoulders, his bulk conveying the threat of explosive movement Calix associated with bears. Because he had never been within a hundred feet of one of them, he hadn’t ever really gotten to see the haldra garaithbec, to look upon it with his own eyes and see the blood was real. While he watched, a bead pooled at its lower edge and spilled down the man’s cheek. 

While he wiped it away with a handkerchief, the Zikila said, “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

Calix started. “Of course!” He stepped back from the door. “Please.”

“So,” his visitor said as he passed him, moving to stand in the middle of the living room. “What do you suppose the odds are you’ll have to kill him?”

He knew what the man meant but not how to respond. “Um...”

Nodding encouragingly, the Zikila prompted, “Those odds probably seem pretty good. Yes?”

“Yes, Zikila,” he agreed, because agreeing with Zikila was what one did. Then he couldn’t help himself. “It’s only one possibility. Telume has yet to show me any clear sign of his will.”

“Have you considered he might be showing others clear signs of his will?”

The man had turned away from him to examine the room with its fireplace of rounded river rocks. Calix frowned at his back. “I’m not sure why he would do that. I’m his Tet Ravos, if he wishes for me to do something, I assume he’ll make certain I’m aware.”

The Zikila turned back to him, and the look on his face made Calix wish he was still facing the other way. “Is that not what’s happening right now?”

He bowed his head, wanting more than anything for this conversation to end. He couldn’t recall that he had ever before misrepresented his opinions in order to please someone, but he didn’t even pause to consider his answer. “Of course, Zikila.”

Unfortunately, it seemed his visitor could tell this was an evasion, rather than the capitulation he sought. He closed the distance between them, and although he didn’t raise a hand, his proximity was definitely meant to be menacing. Making no attempt to sound offhanded, he asked, “How fares your sister? A spirited girl, I recall.”

Calix swallowed hard. He might have thought he would be filled with anger, but he felt nothing but afraid. 

As if his threat hadn’t been obvious the first time he voiced it, the Zikila added, “Frankly, it’s a testament to your closeness that she pops by to visit every day. She strikes me as precisely the sort of elf more inclined to go for a lonely walk.”

“I will remember that,” he replied, his voice a breathy rasp. 

“I hope you do, because I’m telling you he’s fallen in with the wrong people, it’s unimaginable he won’t need to be killed. Sooner rather than later. It’s your duty if it’s anyone’s.”

That said, he left. Calix turned to face the door that had closed behind him, making to lower himself onto the seat of the chair and instead falling onto his butt on the floor. He stared at the door for a long while after, unable to grasp why the servants of the very god who had made him would ask this of him. To ignore his own instincts, to dismiss everything he thought he understood about his nature and his purpose, in order to murder his counterpart on no other basis than their assurances. 

When the time came, would his love for his sister or his duty to his god prevail? If they declared her majedan and killed her, no one would question it, it was their right. They wouldn’t even be wrong; if Chloe was still a decent elf who treasured her fellow elves and meant no one ill, still there was a way in which she had committed Walking Away in her heart. It was his fault: she had only been led astray out of sympathy for the lonely path he had to walk. What was the life of someone he detested, compared to that? 

He sat there for a long time asking himself that question and never found an answer. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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To say that destiny guides us is not to say that it always does so in a manner that is manifest, let alone manifestly just. Knowing that Telume wishes to better us, knowing Asal will forgive our every failing, we can but have faith that the plant that dies in the shoot does so to nourish the seeds of the next generation. 

On Mortality,

Orestes of Hieroclath

Within a small structure made of wood, an elf lay on his back, boots propped against the nearby wall. He read by the light of a guttering lantern, but if it betrayed its weariness, he did not: his eyes were narrowed in furious concentration as they devoured each page. Around him, the profound stillness was broken only intermittently by the tentative trilling of a songbird uncertain it was time to greet the day. One could just perceive a shushing sound that might have been the wind stirring the evergreens or water coursing through a stream. 

He turned another page and stopped, arrested by an image. A picture captivating in its realism and its innocence, a blond youth partway down the road to manhood with his hair in wild disarray, standing by the stream where he had obviously meant to bathe. Isador smiled sadly, tracing one fingertip across his penciled face. This wasn’t the first time he had seen the picture, because it wasn’t the first time he had read this journal, but the bittersweet image pierced his heart anew. 

“Gira nevos, dathan,” he whispered.

Heaving a sigh, he forced himself to turn the page and return to his reading. Tragically and too-young those boys may have died, but he knew he ought to take comfort in it. They were safe now at Telume’s side, which wouldn’t have been the case had they lived to complete their tuition. 

He turned the page again, scanning the words in the vain hope that something new might emerge. It shocked him when something did: ‘An hour after dawn, he met with someone,’ he read. ‘I did not dare to descend by so much as a rung of our ladder to eavesdrop. I am almost certain the other was a man and an elf. They spoke for upward of an hour, and at the end something changed hands. Easily ported, small enough to fit in a pocket, but I never caught a glimpse of it. I had the impression that payment was being rendered, but it might have been coin or jewels or I might be wrong entirely. This transaction completed, they walked off in different directions.’

He had puzzled at the passage before, but the truly noteworthy question hadn’t leapt out at him. Quickly, he read it again. They spoke for upward of an hour, and at the end something changed hands... I had the impression that payment was being rendered... This transaction completed, they walked off in different directions... 

When he read this previously, he assumed Denombur was the one making payment. It was the logical conclusion: he was a hermit living in the wilds who might very easily find himself in need of something he couldn’t make for himself. But Matros never once specified which of them was paying which. 

A few months later, when Ankhumoses and his lady-love found this treehouse, the Toklah Niwir came looking, knowing someone was here to be found. In the brief time Isador had to eavesdrop on him, Denombur never used the boys’ names, but he definitely knew one was a human, the other an elf. He had known about the physical aspect of their relationship, he’d seemed to delight in being vulgar about it. He had even known the elf was training to become a Zikila. Isador was certain the vile man had never ventured the treehouse in order to spy on them, because he had installed a ward here months ago in order to spy on them himself. How, then, had Denombur known so much? 

It begged the question whether this shady meeting Matros observed was a simple transaction in which the Toklah Niwir bought some item he was struggling to acquire on his own. Perhaps the Mystery Elf had been the one rendering payment. Along with a message, something along the lines of: ‘You see this tree we’re standing under? There are two youths at the top of it spying on you, you arrogant fool, please feel free to kill them at any time.’

They talked for upward of an hour... 

Coincidences happened, but Isador was inclined to believe the mysterious and ill-intentioned elf who kept popping up around Thesra was one individual. Danae had followed an elf out of Cleatus’s headquarters on that fateful day. The elf led her here before casting a glamour to shake off pursuit. It defied all reason that he came to this specific place in the midst of a massive wilderness unaware that the spot had any particular significance. 

Laying the open journal on his chest, he folded his arms behind his head and stared at the shadow-cloaked ceiling. It was possible the elf had taken against Daemon because of him. Because he’d noticed how frequently Isador was visiting Thesra and became concerned that his plans, whatever they might be, would be uncovered. If that was true, it was tragic. He had always come to Thesra with some regularity to visit Naighren, but he had only really made a habit of it because of Daemon and Daemon’s curious situation. It was heartbreaking to think he might have died over a misunderstanding. 

He picked the journal back up and read it through to the end, but found no further inspiration. When he was done, he tucked all three under his arm and climbed down from the treehouse. The sun had risen behind a mantle of cloud by the time he got back to Thesra, where he made for the gates. He caught the Liaison as he emerged for the day, and they entered his office, where Isador made use of the elf’s desk to pen a letter. He had ordered his thoughts over the course of his trek, and it took only a minute to record his conclusions, the further questions they raised. 

When this was done, he thanked the Liaison for his help. At the Nicodemus Path, he stepped through the bright column of light into the rainbow-brilliant sunshine and deafening roar of Tal Vyuroth. He strode purposefully toward the first bridge, and it occurred to him that he didn’t wish to be perceived. He bespoke the sun, then had to make his way through the city dodging around pedestrians who could no longer see him, where he was accustomed to others leaping from his path. 

It gave him no time to admire the scenery, the tree-spotted grasslands stretching away beyond the human towns on either bank, the hundred rocky islets that made up the city proper thrusting from the raging Randel River before it plunged off the edge of the world. The myriad arching bridges of bone-white wood, the buildings made of blue and purple granite the hue of a bruise beneath an overcast sky. 

Across a third bridge, he made for a small park, a greensward boasting a single tree. Going straight to the willow, he drew one of his knives and stabbed it into the soil. He cut three sides of a square in the grass and pulled the turf up, then clawed into the dirt until he’d made a small depression. He drew the journals from within his cloak, tucking the letter he’d written into the last one by that disturbing passage Matros outlined in stars. Dropping them into the hole, he brushed dirt and then sod over top, then ran a comforting hand across the violated grass until the seams he’d cut were mended. 

He stood, surveying his handiwork. No one should think to associate this location with him. He had no noteworthy history as a Zikila that would tie him to this place: Zikila avoided their natal cities as a rule. He hadn’t been back until that night when he slept beneath this tree, not for several hundred years. Only one person knew to connect him to the spot, and he was counting on the man to remember it. 

This done, he returned to the Nicodemus Path, where he took the time to give the guard his blessing and remind him that the doings of Zikila weren’t to be bruited about to one’s friends. He went next to Ivere, for the simple reason that it was the biggest, busiest city in all Enam Empyeer, which made it his best shot at catching his quarry in anything approaching a timely manner. When Isador told the guard on the pillar that he needed her to keep an eye out for another Zikila, her eyes gleamed. 

“I should like for you to pass a message on when next he comes through, can you do that?”

She didn’t respond, too eager to soak in his words. 

“The elf in question is a man my age with bright green eyes.” His were the only green eyes set in a man’s face amongst their numbers, so Isador needn’t go into exhaustive detail. “If you would tell him I left him something in exchange for the venison dumplings?”

The guard nodded, quivering with anticipation. She didn’t comment on the frivolity of the message, and he was glad for it. He might have left a communication more straightforward; he might have opted not to bury the journals, but place them in the hands of a trustworthy custodian, which ought to have been any elf in Enam Empyeer. And yet. 

When Galen asked what had him spooked, he’d almost walked off, the turn of phrase offended him so much. But he couldn’t deny it was true, not after today. He was hardly old—he meant to live another eight centuries—but he had been at this job plenty long enough he had come to feel as though he understood what it entailed. Usually the bad guys ran away and he chased them. It wasn’t unheard-of that a Toklah Niwir or majedan would decide to go on the offensive against any Zikila who happened to be by. Sometimes they were even so gracious as to come to him and request that they be killed. 

It also fell to their fellowship to clean up any messes such people left behind, a task that required, not a broom, but a deft touch with mashek, a quick wit, and the courage to accept that one might be burned alive or exploded into meat-confetti in the process. All of these things he had done, done well, and done on many occasions. But he had never had to deal with what was increasingly coming to resemble something he had thought existed only in the human world: intrigue. 

The scheming, the secrecy, the nature of the murder and the identity of the victim, it struck him as absolutely human in shape. Ambition and its attendant games made sense in the context of humans, but stopped making sense when you attempted to fit his people into the same scenarios. Their society had no room for such things; there were no positions of great authority to vie for. 

A very long time ago, his people had followed a single leader, but the position had always carried more symbolic than actual meaning. They had chosen their figureheads for the same reason people put them on boats: it looked pretty and gave the crew an image to raise a glass to whenever they drank a toast. The figurehead might be carved into the prow of the ship, but it was the crew who decided what direction to sail in. It didn’t get to steer, and so far as he was aware, the only elves who ever had were Tet Ravos. 

If it seemed unlikely that the Mystery Elf was after worldly power, though, what was he after instead? He had treated with Denombur, and Denombur had been pretty famous for his hatred of humans; it was possible the two of them had shared a meeting of the minds in that regard. An intriguing proposition, because it turned all his working theories upside down. 

They would have broken the Nicodemus Path to expose the local humans to dangers they didn’t know how to face, simple as that. As for Daemon, he would have been killed to punish him for loving one of them. If that were true, though, it made it very odd that the Mystery Elf had been working with them. Perhaps that might strike someone as an elegant solution, teaching them to destroy themselves, but it felt like a lot of effort to expend when you considered there had only been a single death. 

The only other idea he could come up with was the one he’d already had, which was that the vandalism had been perpetrated to keep him away. But from what? The smashing of the Nicodemus Path had quite successfully kept him away for a week or more, but he couldn’t find that anything had happened in that period.  Nothing that wasn’t a direct result, either of the pillar breaking, or of Isador’s decision to send those kids to Thesra. 

At this point, he was feeling pretty glad he had brought someone else in on this. Zikila were lone hunters as a rule, but he was hopelessly confused and it would be nice to have the input of another pair of eyes. Something weird was going on, and Danae’s tragic illness struck him as a starter’s bell. With Ankhumoses poised to step forward into his destiny, this was the worst possible time to feel as though events were spinning out of his control. 

***
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CALIX EMERGED FROM the blinding-bright pillar into a world of grey, grey buildings, grey sky; even the moisture-laded, muted air was misty. His first thought, as he studied the ramshackle community, looking as if it had tumbled down the hill at his feet, was that Ankhumoses must really love that human, if he was willing to live here. The thought made him grimace, and he tried to push it away. He reminded himself that Ankhumoses was the most selfish person he’d ever met. If he was even capable of feeling love, that didn’t mean he was capable of doing what it took to make love work. 

He recollected something his father had once said to him: the only thing harder than being a good elf was being a good elf with a family. Loving your neighbors was harmonious and desirable, but loving the people you actually loved came more naturally. And that could be dangerous. An elf with a family was a brave soul because they had taken on a challenge, and that was something Ankhumoses would never understand. 

The idea haunted him as he set off down the hill, because he couldn’t help thinking this was a petty flaw. Proof of a poor character, but not proof that their god had willed the man to be a monster of mythic dimensions, one that must be destroyed without allowing him to account for himself or answer the accusations put against him. Would it not be better to wait and see? Would Telume not make it inescapable, when the time came to act, that the moment had arrived? 

Was the Zikila at your door insufficiently inescapable? He put the snarky question to himself, but couldn’t accept it. This carried a burden of its own: he was pretty sure flagrantly doubting a Zikila was nor edeir all on its own. He couldn’t understand, though, why the man had needed to threaten him to force his hand. Telume must know he had been waiting all his life to serve, preparing himself for this moment. It didn’t make sense that he would be led toward his fate at the point of a sword, rather than drawn by his will: it was the opposite of how fate worked.  

At the foot of the hill, surrounded now by the human town, he paused to ponder how he would find the elf. He could hear the sound of distant hammering and trained his ears on it. It might have been made by a human banging at something in their house, but he decided the pace was too deliberate. That was the cadence of a blacksmith beating metal, not a homeowner driving a nail into a wall. Thanking the gods for bringing him here at a time when the man was engaged in the noisiest facet of his craft, he set off in search of the pounding’s source. 

Two steps into the human community, off the paved street between Thesra and its Nicodemus Path, he slipped on the muddy lane and almost fell. He took another step, slipped again, and stopped. Drawing a deep breath through his nose, he struggled to settle his nerves. 

There were several humans in his line of vision, going about their business, and he realized all of them were watching him sidelong. Ankhumoses may have been here for a while, but evidently elves weren’t a common sight: they kept their eyes on him as warily as one watched a predator. When it struck him that they were right to, because he had come here for the purpose of murdering their neighbor, he felt ill. How could this be the right thing to do? Because Chloe, that’s why, he told himself. 

He located the smithy without any misadventure at the eastern margin of the town. When he reached it, he moved to stand in a patch of shadow beside a brimful water barrel catching the runoff from the gutters of the house across the street. He leaned against the building, crossing his arms and telling himself it was always wise to study an opponent before rushing in. He wasn’t procrastinating, he was being tactical. 

The building opposite must have been vacant when Ankhumoses relocated, because he can’t have been here long enough to build a smithy for himself. It was miniscule, and like every structure in this town, it had been fashioned from the broken stones of demolished buildings, haphazard chunks of masonry held together by blobs of crumbly mortar and prayer. The forge itself looked sound; it had been constructed with new brick, and he couldn’t see any telltale trails of smoke seeping from its sides rather than its stack. The fact that this fine little forge had just been sitting around, waiting for Ankhumoses to happen by, was a blessing. One the elf was sure to have taken for granted. 

When he became aware of the anguished expression on his own face, Calix forced it away. It was stupid to bemoan one’s fate. Perhaps he might prefer to go back to hating his counterpart from a distance in peace, but it wasn’t to be. He had been called upon at last to serve, and serve he must. 

He pushed himself off the wall and took a single step forward. It was then that the door across the street opened. He found himself facing Ankhumoses, both of them looking right into one another’s eyes. The elf had a heavy leather apron on, his hair tied neatly at the nape of his neck. The hand not holding the door was braced casually on his hip, as if he had been opening his door to get a breath of fresh air or gauge whether it was likely to rain again. They stared at each other, both of them briefly too stupefied to react. 

Then the elf’s face twisted into its usual, resentful knot. “Come to gloat?”

Now was the time to act. What did it matter that he had been caught? He had always known everyone would know the instant he did it, he hadn’t believed for a second he could keep it secret. Here he was, and here was his enemy, unarmed, waiting for him to cross the street and run him through, destiny fulfilled. 

But it wasn’t happening. Moment to moment, his arm continued to dangle impotently at his side, refusing to rise, unwilling to grip the hilt of his sword and see this through. He was very conscious of his breathing, the way the air rushed in and out of his lungs, chest swelling to accommodate it, then deflating. 

“Is something wrong with you?” 

When he finally unfroze, it was his mouth that seized the initiative. He heard himself say scornfully, “Maybe I meant to commission a new sword,” as if he listened to the words of a stranger. He was as surprised as anyone when he added, “Maybe that was a bad idea.”

They stared at each other for another confused interval, Ankhumoses now as uncertain as he was. After a while, he said, “Really?” 

Calix shrugged, no idea what he was agreeing to. 

“Well... come in, I guess.” He stepped back from his door. “We can talk about... what you need.”

Staying the course with the lie he had already concocted was infinitely easier than coming up with a new story, so he picked his way across the street. “How often do you fall?” his mouth said, and again he was startled by his own utterances. 

“Often enough I’ve learned to take my time,” Ankhumoses replied. 

They moved into the cramped interior of the smithy together, the other elf closing the door at their backs. While Calix turned in a circle, studying the racks of tools lining the walls of the stuffy space, Ankhumoses went past him, making for the rear. Flipping open the shutters on an extra lantern, he conjured flame in its wick, bringing brighter illumination to a waist-high bench. He turned away to rummage through a shelf behind him and turned back with a folio in hand. When he flipped it open across the workbench, Calix saw that it was full of detailed images. 

Ankhumoses glanced up at him, and there was no choice but to join him. It fleeted across his mind that there was no reason not to go ahead with the mission that had brought him here. This was even better, within the closed confines of this room with his enemy’s attention elsewhere. He told himself immediately there was no way; the plan had already been foiled, there was no sense attempting to recover at this point. He must wait for another day. 

Once they were standing across from one another, Ankhumoses said, “May I see what you’re carrying?” His voice came out strangled, but Calix was just grateful someone had made a decision on how to proceed. 

Saying nothing, because he had no idea how this unanticipated interaction ought to go, he drew his sword and handed it over. See, he told himself, that was why you couldn’t go ahead with killing him: you lost your weapon! That made perfect sense. He was the one who would be killed if he tried anything. 

“This is a very fine sword,” Ankhumoses said dubiously.

He froze all over again. His lie had been uncovered, and he had no option now but to abandon all dignity and run for it. It was a question, though, he realized, that he knew how to answer. He had actually wanted to replace it but chosen not to because it seemed like an extravagance. “It’s very pretty, but...” He laid a finger lightly on the elaborate scrolling on the quillons. 

“Maybe too much so?” Ankhumoses supplied. He raised the sword and cut a series of loops. “I could foresee a situation where you broke your own wrist.”

“It was a gift,” he explained, feeling as if he must justify himself
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