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    The world is divisive. If you've come this far looking for a temporary escape my friend, then I bid the Giver smile on you all your days. Eyes to the horizon.

      

    


Preface: Synopsis of Rise of the Abrogators

Book three of The Rune Fire Cycle

At the beginning of Rise of the Abrogators, Kaellor, Laryn, and their nephews have reunited with Reddevek, and a group of Outriders led by the Prime, Karragin Lefledge. This party grapples with the betrayal of Savnah and Dexxin, who are revealed as agents of the Lacuna. After significant discussion, Kaellor confers with his wife, consults his gifts of balance and judgement, and begrudgingly agrees to include the Lacuna sympathizers in their quest to thwart Tarkannen.

The royals believe they might stop Tarkannen if they can discover the origin of his tether to the world of the living. Despite his banishment to the Drift, the abrogator retains a connection to life. Intending to avoid any delays, they travel in relative secrecy across Aarindorn, seeking answers at the Sanitorium in Callinora.

On their journey, they encounter a group of rebels led by Lacuna agents. Ranika and Reddevek also battle a creature from the Drift, a greater feign. The ensuing fight reveals something of Ranika’s power as an abrogator. She and Reddevek plan to divulge her secret to Kaellor and the others, but the opportunity never presents itself.

The party divides, with most of them entering Callinora. In the Sanitorium, they stumble across a Lacuna coup and free Docent Venlith. While delving the lower levels, a trio of umbral appear through a portal and attempt to recover “the vessel”, a living person sustaining Tarkannen’s tether. In the conflict, Lluthean unwittingly becomes the anchor to Tarkannen’s tether in the world of the living, though none in the party are wise to this development.

Outside Callinora, Bryndor and Reddevek encounter Ksenia Balladuren. The young sympath rides to investigate Lacuna interests in land holdings adjacent to the Balladuren ranch. Ksenia’s activities have drawn the attention of the closed council of the Lacuna, who engage the services of an assassin named the Leech. Together, Reddevek, Bryndor, Ranika, the wolvryn and Ksenia defeat the Leech and his assassins.

While navigating the wilds, a rift between the living world and the Drift opens. The event causes a panicked stampede of animals, both wild and domestic, to flee across the plains. Bryndor and Ksenia barely escape the avalanche of wildlife and finally, the large party regroups at the Balladuren ranch.

They realize they missed their chance to stop Tarkannen and remain ignorant of Lluthean’s predicament as the anchor to the abrogator’s tether. In addition, the strength of the Lacuna’s grip in the capital seems clear. They draft a plan in which Reddevek and the Outriders will act as a decoy, posing as the returning Baellentrells. Meanwhile, the royals travel anonymously with a group of nomadic gypsies called Moonies, or the Luna Rova.

Reddevek divides his team and sends Karragin’s quint of Outriders to recover a high-value target of opportunity, Savnah’s brother. The warden takes it upon himself to pose as Kaellor. His good fortune is that after killing a group of Lacuna hunters, he meets up with his brother, Overwarden Kaldera. Bolstered by Outriders, Reddevek enters Stone’s Grasp.

The royals gain access to Stone’s Grasp through a secret passage known only to Kaellor. They arrive during the celebrations of Spring Assembly and are welcomed by the regent, Therek Lefledge. During the festivities, Therek announces their return, but the Lacuna attack. The circle breakers begin to assassinate nobles indiscriminately, then attempt to kill Kaellor and the brothers. Under these dire circumstances, the mantle fractures, allowing Bryndor and Lluthean to access their gift. Both employ rune fire and decimate the Lacuna uprising.

Reddevek encounters Lacuna resistance just inside the front gates to Stone’s Grasp, and is slain by the traitor, the Aspect of the Lacuna, Chancle Lellendule. Throughout the book, the inner council of the Lacuna manipulate politics, financial markets, and people. Chancle is a man motivated by personal loss and with a dream of lifting the yoke of nobility from the kingdom. In the end, his own people discover his identity and attempt to kill him as they view his station as antithesis to the Lacuna mandate.

Volencia Lellendule, an abrogator in her own right, toils in the caverns of the Torgrend Mountains, working with grotvonen shamans and umbral to subdue a thousand human sacrifices and complete the Rite of Sundering. Her efforts are successful, and she frees Tarkannen. His emergence provokes the breaking of the mantle, allowing Bryndor and Lluthean to channel zenith.

Karragin’s quad rescues Savnah’s brother, Kovesk. The munitions used by the Lacuna damage her hearing, and it’s not clear by the end of the book if she will recover. Ranika has evolved into a capable abrogator, but without Reddevek’s unconditional support, what will she become in the future?

The book ends with Tarkannen attempting to portal into Stone’s Grasp, but the castle defenses bar his access. Some of Tarkannen’s motivations are revealed as he retreats to plan a traditional assault on Aarindorn.

The Baellentrell brothers inherit their gifts but also a kingdom divided by political strife. Elements of the Lacuna still operate within Stone’s Grasp, and otherworldly beings invade the world of Karsk.

The Giver smiles, the Taker plots . . .and the entire world holds its breath.

​
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Prologue: The Path to Absolution

AN EASTERLY WIND SKIMMED the ocean, scalloping the surface with whitecaps before cresting over the mountains off the northeast coast of Karsk. The erratic current gusted down the cliffs, turbulent and chaotic, and eventually skirted over the sprawling tree cities of Vellendar and Leandur, buffeting the leaves where the canopy blended with the clouds. An aged ursulu leaf, purple and waxy, broke loose and spiraled hundreds of feet past the myriad of branches and the towering, resolute trunks to land in the shadows beside the feet of a lone wanderer.

He stood on ground made spongy by a carpet of desiccated leaves and strained his senses to hear something of the wind whispering through the trees. But without his mane of flowing hair, he could not capture the voice of the forest, not anymore.

Long, slender fingers of one hand gripped the haft of one of his twin kesaks, the short, spear-like weapons crafted of heartwood, reinforced with metal veining, and tipped with metal points. The other hand ran across his bald head, the outward manifestation of his shame. He snapped the hood of his cloak into place, ugly words forming in his mind. Betrayer, traitor, and worse, for such were the stains anchored to his name, all because his sister had collaborated with the human Tarkannen.

A breeze flapped the fabric across his chest, teasing him with the memory of what could be, reminding him that the song of the forest was still present, but beyond his perception. A memory surfaced from a time when the red moon dominated the night sky. He indulged the sensation, remembering the comforting song of the forest as it filtered through his hair, enriching his soul with a sense of belonging.

A haunted voice displaced the memory. From the Drift, his sister called out, “Seldora, brother, why do you do this to yourself? You know it only compounds your pain.”

He cocked his head to the side as if to better capture the mournful, songlike communication from his sister. “I cannot escape what I am, Sephora. You of all the Ilovesh should know this.”

Her delicate silhouette formed in the shadows under the ursulu trees. “You have wandered far from the trunks of Leandur, brother. Do you still seek our redemption?”

Seldora stretched his long, corded arms overhead. Sunlight broke through the leaves, and dappled blotches of light highlighted the rune marks under his skin. “What choice do I have? I am the last in our line, and the only one who can make Tarkannen pay for his treachery.” And I’m the only one who can absolve our family name.

The shade of Sephora swayed back and forth, retreating into the shadows. “Don’t do that, brother. Don’t diminish my sacrifice. You know that I taught him the secrets of the tether for a reason. The elders might not understand it. They are as the ursulu trunk, stiff and unyielding. But you know that it was my choice.”

Her words caused an involuntary snarl to mar his placid face. Yes, he knew that she had entwined her essence with Tarkannen’s. But he doubted either of them understood the implications of the bond they had created. 

Emotion lifted his voice into a two-toned, melodic speech that flowed out with incongruous anger. “Humans,” he spat, but recovered and dropped back to his flat, linear speech. “I will never understand why you felt the need to become tethered to one of them. Wasn’t your connection to the Ilovesh enough? Why would you seek to bind yourself to one so fragmented and broken?”

Sephora watched him from the shadows without responding for so long that he began to wonder if she’d retreated fully back to the Drift. More and more, her connection to him slipped as she merged on, becoming more than she ever was in this world. At last, she responded, her voice a softer chorus of soothing tones. “Curiosity, brother. Why should the Ilovesh preserve the secrets of the tether when other people could benefit from the strength and connection it imbues?”

His knuckles paled from gripping the wood haft of his kesak. He mastered his frustration, speaking again in a calm, singular tone, one betraying his exhaustion for the old argument. “Again with this? Others cannot survive it. They are not capable of withstanding the soul-rending effects when the bond is broken. They are not Ilovesh.”

The shade of Sephora bowed its head, the chorus of her voice muting to a soft resonance. “Some of what you say is true. I made mistakes. I did not understand how breaking the tether would affect him. And if we had not bound his ability to channel zenith, he might have found the balance. There was a chance for him to become the Eidolon. That seemed like enough justification for the risks.”

Her words leeched the anger from his heart. He knew she spoke her truth. Ilovesh lived long lives compared to the other races. And more than that, they lived connected to one another. Even death was understood as just another transition. As such, the sundering of a tether between two Ilovesh was insufficient to rend the soul.

Humans, however, did not connect to one another in such ways. Most of them walked through their time on Karsk fragmented and isolated from one another. Tarkannen had loved Sephora in his limited way. The man had shed his connection to zenith as a demonstration of his virtue, and so she had trusted that he could withstand the effects and entered into a tether with him. But when the tether broke, so too did the man.

She had misjudged his tolerance for the assault. Not even his love was enough to prevent his soul from tearing apart when she died. Despite his convictions and the purity of his intent, Tarkannen could not remain whole when the intimacy of his connection to Sephora sheared away. He became everything the Ilovesh abhorred. Instead of connected, he became isolated. Where Ilovesh naturally progressed through the stages of life, he became a blunt instrument of reduction and destruction.

When the Council of Elders realized how the sundered tether had affected the man, they hunted the abrogator to the edge of the vast ursulu forest. Several Ilovesh warriors died in the struggle, and they failed to capture him. The cost in life alone was deemed too prohibitive, and Tarkannen was left to unleash his destructive nature on the lesser races of the world.

Except for the prophet Somaya, the Council of Elders had ruled unanimously that Seldora, as the lone surviving member of his line, would bear the mark of shame that all would know the consequences of his sister’s folly, her betrayal of the sanctity of the tether. With head clean-shaven, a hooded cloak served as the only means by which he could obscure the emotive rune marks on his scalp. In addition, he lost the ability to hear the forest, to become saturated within the belonging.

“All I have is the search. Somaya said I would never find the means to defeat Tarkannen without the sacrifice of another, and not within the ursulu forest. Instead, I must wait and play the part of emissary, whatever that means.”

A rustling of leaves caused him to turn, half expecting to see the shade of his sister kicking at the leaves. But she had faded back to the Drift, as was her way. In her place, a bull druska lumbered around one of the ursulu trunks, supported by split cloven hooves. It lowered its head against a tree trunk, attempting to rub the remnant strips of bloody velvet from its broad, flat antlers.

Seldora’s songlike voice resonated once again in two tones, now a harmonious reflection of his pleasure. “Come, Kadra, let me help you.”

The druska trumpeted with a low pitch that echoed through the timber, then lumbered forward. Seldora patted the creature’s leathery black nose as a greeting. He considered using the cutting tip of the kesak to clear off the velvet, but knew it would be easy to tangle in Kadra’s antlers. Instead, he kindled zenith into his fingers, elongating the nails on one hand into sharp talons, and neatly trimmed the bloody scraps.

With the grisly task completed, he allowed the nails to recede and suspended his channeling. “Am I to wander toward the Stillness alone today?”

In answer, Kadra stepped forward, tipping his head enough to allow the broad antlers to pass by Seldora’s head. The druska halted, waiting for his friend to mount. Seldora trained his gaze back to the east, searching the shadows of the ursulu forest to see if his sister would reappear. He inhaled, breathing in the rich, mossy aroma of decaying leaves, then sighed and turned to the west. Behind him there was peace, the shade of the ursulu, and the comfort of the familiar. But there was also shame and unspoken loathing.

Ahead of him, sunlight revealed a land without the whisper of the wind through the ursulu, without the creaking of the resolute trunks. And yet, if Somaya the prophet was correct, out there, he would find the path to absolution.
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Chapter One: The Regent Lifts His Eyes to the Horizon
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Aarindorn, in its first years, was an amalgam of people. Survivors from the armies that battled the abrogator horde gathered to recover and rebuild a life from all that we had lost. Beyond my brothers and sisters of the fo’, my childhood friends descended from the lines of all the zeniphiles present in that dire time.

The children of Kal’Malldra struggled more than most, bearing the shame of their mother’s failure, or hubris, or both. I think it’s strange that so many were willing to believe she would become the Eidolon reborn. What we now know is that only one who commands the ability to wield both zenith and nadir in balance can hope to become the prophesied savior. And yet, if she had not led the armies of the zeniphiles together, even under her false promise, my father, Eldrek, might never have had the chance to use his gift and bring about the end to Mogdurian and his forces.

At any rate, Kal’Malldra’s descendants have done well enough, inheriting something of their mother’s gift for prophecy and premonition. Others found their calling in the healing arts and have started a school far to the west to further those efforts. Named after a friend of mine, Callin, the place offers respite from the political games developing in the capital city. 

Maedraness, the Shaman Queen, left four children and several nieces and nephews with us here in Aarindorn. They were an unusual lot, to be sure, with their sympath abilities. Most of them prefer the company of animals to people. While some scoff at the notion, I can’t say that I’ve ever met an unhappy sympath. My daughter, Naveel, married a sympath, and several of my grandchildren carry the gift. Of all my progeny, they do seem the most well-adjusted.

The folk of the sea who arrived with Barl Fodensk decided to remain, much to my surprise. Some tamed the waters of Lake Ullend, but others seemed content to remain within our city in the mountains. Their abilities to command the elements, water and wind mainly, have been passed down to others in the kingdom as they have married and borne children. And like just the right amount of salt and seasoning to a stew, Stone’s Grasp has been all the better for it.

With the aid of my siblings and the three sons of Kelledar Lellendule, a formal arrangement to share power between the high families was entered, as was always Father’s intent. My sister, Brekka, wears the title of queen of Aarindorn. Our family’s reign has been peaceful and prosperous during the last cycle of the moons. But as the blue moon wanes in the sky, and the red assumes dominance, the Lellendule families bicker over rights of succession.

After the Great War, there was so much cooperation. Looking back, I suspect this was fostered by shared struggle and a mutual desire to see to the defense of the kingdom. Looking forward, the pathway seems less clear.

I realize that my aging mind wanders, and all too often, I’m drawn to focus on the shadows of our past and present circumstances—strange how the maladies of our time seem greater than the miracles. And there is much that the Giver illuminates these days. I will try to focus on those blessings in equal measure.

—The Tome of Nivosh, 75 PC, translated by Ksenia Balladuren

#
[image: ]


DAWN’S FIRST LIGHT flared behind the craggy peaks of the Great Crown, melting shadows to reveal patches of wild crownberry nestled among the cliffs. The purple-flowered bushes spiced the air with a light, fruity tang and the promise of better days, or so Therek Lefledge, regent of Aarindorn, always thought.

It certainly beats the lingering scent of ash from all the funeral pyres erected since the Reckoning.

Alone in his library, he poured a cup of tea, clasping it in both hands. The heat eased the aches in the small joints of his right hand, the result of hours of handwritten missives and emergency proclamations. He had considered allowing a royal scribe to carry out the work but found that the practice of writing afforded a unique opportunity to slow down. While the events of the last few weeks demanded that he act swiftly, he knew well that utilizing time in all its precious moments made the difference between drafting a law on reflex versus a well-constructed regulation shaped by all the variables.

Some days, that’s really all that good governing is: a recognition and accounting of all the variables. Giver, grant me the peace to remember that in the days ahead.

He savored first the rich aroma and then the sharp cut of the tea on the back of his tongue and allowed his thoughts to drift. The distant clatter of boots on stone announced a morning patrol of the sentinels. With his guidance, Hestian Lellendule, Aarindorn’s new field marshal, had recruited talented soldiers loyal to the crown to form the castle guard. Recognizable by their crisp, black tabards, the group now maintained security inside the curtain wall. 

Despite establishing the new security detail, remnants of the Lacuna still threatened to break the fragile peace. Therek oversaw the criminal proceedings and prosecuted the leadership of any breakers left in the city. Several rounders and even a few Outriders who confessed affiliation with the Lacuna approached, seeking clemency in the days following the Reckoning. Their information allowed the regent to dismantle many of the businesses and holdings of the insurrectionists.

But one piece of information above all fueled his zeal. A breaker familiar with the Leech revealed how the man had been tasked on more than one occasion to assassinate scouts sent into the field over the years. Further investigation exposed the plot to murder at least one of Therek’s children while ranging with the Outriders. The Endule families claimed ignorance of the matter and, to mitigate their embarrassment, drove any remnants of the Lacuna out of the duchies, delivering the guilty parties shackled in wagons for the regent’s consideration.

Unfortunately, none of the traitors knew the specifics of Warden Reddevek’s death. The night of the royal family’s return, a fire broke out in the merchant district. The regent had dispatched aquamancers to subdue the flames. In the aftermath, they discovered the mangled bodies of Lacuna and Outriders. Warden Reddevek’s broken body lay among the rubble. Only one Outrider, the prime named Baccal, had survived the conflict. Laryn had supervised the healing of the young woman, restoring her to full health. Despite her ministrations, Baccal held only fragmented memories of the events surrounding Reddevek’s death.

Several days later, Ksenia Balladuren, of all people, learned of Chancle’s final treachery when the sympath engaged Reddevek’s mount, the Aarindin he called Zippy. The mount revealed how Chancle had killed the warden and an Outrider medic before abusing his gift and hurtling Baccal into the blast zone of a munitions pack.

The whereabouts of the grand conspirator, the Aspect, Chancle Lellendule, seemed a mystery. In a mixture of shame and rage, Chancle’s brother, Hestian, directed Therek’s own son, Nolan, into service. Savnah led the mission, and the quad ranged without Karragin, who was still recovering from the wounds she had incurred in the rescue of the dream auger, Kovesk.

For his part, Nolan had followed Chancle’s trail into the high places on the eastern edge of the Great Crown. On the ridge of a tall peak that overlooked both horizons, the trail simply vanished. Nolan’s quad scoured the area, and at last he determined that if Chancle lived, his trail left the confines of Aarindorn.

The quad had returned with the news only days ago and, when pieced together with rumors from the captured Lacuna, everyone surmised Chancle had used his gift as a guster to escape into the Great Crown or beyond. A vacant, heavy sensation settled in Therek’s chest when he thought of all those lost in the last month. Perhaps if he had acted once he became suspicious of Chancle’s treachery, things might have been different.

And how am I to deal with you now, old friend?

Therek took another sip, retracing past conversations with Chancle. He wondered if his gifts of sapience and discernment began to wither. That happened to elderly gifted sometimes. How had Chancle worked for years under his nose without triggering suspicion? And how, by the Giver, did a man with so much promise engage in so much treachery? I can’t imagine anything that would cause me to carry out similar atrocious acts in defense of the kingdom.

He sat so long revisiting old memories that his leg began to fall asleep, and he shifted his bony frame on the chair. It suddenly occurred to him that the last time he had employed his gift to understand Chancle’s motivations was when they were young men playing games of chance in a local tavern. Not once in all the years since had he chosen to filter any of their conversations.

He groaned with disgust. “I trusted you because I wanted to.”

His forehead sagged into the palm of his hand at the realization, and a new emptiness left him unsettled. He was reminded of the moment a condemned man hung in the air, right after the trapdoor opened, but before the noose snapped. But instead of the snap of the noose, he drifted in midair, uncertain and . . . deflated by the betrayal of his friend. 

“Old man, you’re a fool and a monk twice over. You’ll have to deal with Chancle another day.”

He stared at the tea leaves in the bottom of his cup and considered pouring a second, but knew it would do little to dissipate the hollow sensation lingering in his core in the wake of self-recrimination.

“Enough. The Taker can have his due later. Keep your eyes to the horizon, Therek,” he growled. Years of serving as the regent of Aarindorn had placed him in the position of making the hard choices. In those moments, objectivity, not emotional sentiment, had allowed him to govern with a fair hand. He fell back on that strength now and pushed aside his awareness of the wound left by Chancle’s betrayal. Many people in the kingdom had suffered hardships more grievous than his in the past weeks.

Hestian without Chancle, Kaldera without Reddevek . . . how will either man carry on in their brother’s absence? 

Reddevek’s death had unified the Outriders like never before. As a group, the Outriders were ever loyal to Aarindorn, but in the last year, the Lacuna had found its converts among the ranks. The warden’s death had done more to turn the tide of public opinion against the circle breakers than anything else. Kaldera had rebuffed any suggestion to take a leave of absence and resumed his duties without delay, returning to the forward base camp. Perhaps Warden Elbiona could shed some light on the man’s state of mind.

Therek’s thoughts shifted to his daughter. Karragin’s welfare and the hard decisions that would confront her in the future threatened to anchor him once again in a dark place, but those concerns were just as easily displaced by the joy he felt in considering Nolan’s maturation as the only gifted scout in the Outriders.

An odd thing, that. One would think the Giver would bestow that gift on more of our youth as sort of a logical, divine intervention.

He scoffed at his own thoughts. And so begins the round and round debate about prophecy and fate versus individual agency and free will. And since your wife is not here to speak common sense truths, tread lightly around that particular rabbit hole, old man.

A lone, distant chime pulsed from the Church of the Giver, announcing the turn of the hour. “Best be on with it.”

He set down his cup, eased back into his chair, then set his mind to the familiar task of activating his arca prime and the gift of premonition. With eyes closed, he inhaled through his nose, the cool feel as much as the scent of the spring air settling in his awareness. He grounded himself in the moment, noticing the floorboards under his left foot warmed by the sun, the sounds of birds chattering on the green outside his window, the sturdy feel of carved wood where his long fingers curled around the chair arms, and the palpable caress of the flows of ambient zenith.

Therek beckoned the currents into his core and directed them to his various runes, awakening them but not triggering their effect. Like a slow tide, he ushered the zenith into his arms, kindling awareness of his gifts of sapience and discernment, then withdrew the force, directing the current into his arca prime. Images flickered in the periphery of his mind, accompanied by voices, some recognizable and others not. Karragin’s face flashed forward, illuminated by dim firelight, then obscured in shadow. Shouts and cries of alarm bled into the image, which became distorted by blurred motions and more shadows.

He redirected a trickle of zenith into his forearms, hoping to learn more, but the scene before him fell apart into a maelstrom of shifting colors and sounds. The faces of the royal family tumbled in and out of his awareness, followed by a myriad of petitioners in random succession. A chorus of unrecognizable voices, like idle chatter at a social gathering, muddled into his channeling.

The familiar sound of rune fire echoed, booming shockwaves that shook the foundations of the Great Crown. Boulders tumbled down cliffsides, dragging timber and triggering avalanches. He staggered to remain on his feet as the ground trembled.

Something sucked the very air from his lungs, and for a moment he imagined that even the currents of zenith drained away. Then hot air, as if a furnace door had been opened, blasted into his awareness. Gouts of rune fire swarmed across the night sky, then splashed to the ground, an unbridled deluge of destruction, igniting and incinerating everything in their path. Thick smoke burned the back of his throat and obscured his vision. Embers peppered his face. Therek pushed past the painful heat, seeking clarity in the storm of images.

The firestorm subsided, displaced by a swarm of shadows that swept across his awareness. The abrupt change threatened to overwhelm his orientation. He swam through the confusing array of sights and sounds until at last, one face and one voice rose above all the others. Kaellor Baellentrell stood before him, his voice strong and resonant, reassuring. “I’m here, my friend.”

“I’m here, Therek. Therek, are you alright?” Kaellor’s confident cadence wavered with uncertainty and Therek deflated, realizing that any clear messages from his arca prime had eluded him once again. He opened his eyes to see his friend standing before him.

He stifled the flow of zenith, allowing his runes to fall dormant, and sighed, then glanced out the window, the bright light of midmorning and Kaellor’s arrival confirming that he had lost nearly two hours in worthless meditation. “Sometimes the Giver gives, but not today.”

“How long were you at it?” asked Kaellor.

“A few hours, I suspect.”

Kaellor took a seat in an adjacent chair. “That sounds like an exercise in frustration. Any luck today?”

He smiled ruefully. “The Giver hasn’t seen fit to allow me the privilege of self-governance when it pertains to that portion of my gift. So . . . no, nothing that we could act on, and I learned long ago not to base decisions on fleeting images.”

“Still, two hours of channeling and no draft?” Kaellor pulled at the silver tuft of beard in the center of his chin. “I haven’t gotten used to that yet. Accessing that much zenith outside of Aarindorn would marinade me so far into the draft, I would need a sickbed for days.”

Therek arched a wispy eyebrow. “After the Reckoning, you were in a sickbed for days.”

“That had more to do with inhaling veramanth powder and the injuries I sustained. If Laryn and the other healers hadn’t been so busy with so many wounded in the aftermath of the Lacuna coup attempt, they would have had me on my feet within hours,” said Kaellor.

Therek nodded with understanding. “I know it well. Speaking of veramanth powder, we tracked down the black-market alchemist hired by the Lacuna to refine the product. His stores were confiscated, along with a few journals detailing the process to create the substance.”

“And the man himself?”

“His corpse was discovered in the back of his own shop. He met a rather grisly end. Initial reports describe blackened holes burned into his torso. I suspect that remnants of the breakers were tying up a loose end.”

Kaellor grunted. “That makes sense, I suppose. I still don’t understand how the Lacuna subdued my ability to channel without affecting the boys.”

“I suspect it was a combination of blessings: that sword and the Giver’s good timing,” said Therek. “The veramanth should have completely disrupted your ability to channel, but your sword allowed you some access. Quite remarkable, really. Might I see it once more?”

Kaellor leaned to the side and withdrew the blade, holding it in both hands, flat side up, for Therek’s inspection. Therek ran his fingers over the gemstones set into the pommel: one purple and the other polished onyx. Light danced in the depths of the stones, swirling with some exotic property.

Acting on impulse, he channeled into his sapience rune and sensed the gentle tug of zenith flowing into the gemstones. Eventually, he studied the complex array of delicate runes etched into the dark metal. “And the other side?”

Kaellor flipped the sword over, and Therek ran the pad of his finger over the engraving. He sat back, and Kaellor sheathed the weapon. “When you channel, does the weapon magnify your gift?”

Kaellor’s eyes became distant. “Yes. It’s as if my ability to anticipate danger is heightened. But more than that, the weapon pushes me, driving me to commit everything to the dance.”

The two considered one another for a time. “What?” asked Kaellor.

“The sword is . . . in itself, intriguing. I can understand how it allowed you to channel when veramanth should have stifled your ability to do so. Even now it siphons zenith, storing it in the purple gemstone, which acts as a repository, I think. That fact is not so rare. Other mundane items can store zenith—moonstones, wolvryn eyes, and the like. But moons, Kae, where did you find a zeniphile, a master gilder no less, capable of imbuing the weapon specifically for you?”

Kaellor chuckled and scratched at his bearded cheek. “The sword was a gift from the niece of the king of Hammond in the Southlands. As for its make, I cannot say. Apparently, it was a family heirloom; they called it a Logrend blade. But after the boys engraved it, it became my guardian sword.”

Therek played the words over in his mind for a moment, then his wispy eyebrows flared. “Giver’s truth?”

“Giver’s righteous truth, my friend. Before the boys touched it, it was just another sword, of exquisite make to be sure, but nothing more.”

“Kae, forgive me for sounding doubtful but . . . are you aware that successful rune-scribing, with actual runes of power, requires a commitment of unconditional—”

Kaellor held up a hand and lifted his gaze to Therek’s. The muscles around his eyes softened and the tips of his ears flushed. A genuine smile blossomed on his face. “I’m quite aware, Therek.”

Therek slumped back, considering the revelation. “That’s . . . quite possibly one of the greatest miracles, and from such a pure and simple thing.”

They sat in companionable silence for a bit longer, and eventually Kaellor brushed his knuckles against the streak of silver in the center of his beard. “We were speaking of why that cloud of veramanth affected me but not the boys, and you mentioned something about timing?”

“It was the mantle, I suspect. When the boys were exposed to the veramanth, their mantle was still raised. Veramanth is inert to the ungifted, it doesn’t . . . saturate. In the fight, the wolvryn disrupted the gusters. You three engaged the breakers in combat and left the cloud of veramanth behind before their mantle fractured.”

“And with their mantle fractured, Tarkannen has no doubt made his return to the world in some form.”

Therek’s head bobbed from side to side. “In some form, I imagine.”

Kaellor’s eyes narrowed. “That’s some Taker-cursed timing indeed. How long did it take you to sort that out?”

“I didn’t. Fagle Hoff did.”

“The royal gardener?”

Therek nodded. “He wears that title and more: confidant, ungifted, Dedicant, and speaker for the runeless. Remarkable man.”

“Sounds like someone we need to get to know better.”

“You should. I think we should consider inviting him to our closed council.”

A knock on the door preceded Laryn’s face. Her Radiance, the prime healer of Callinora, high lady of house Lellendule, and princess consort, beamed a smile into the room. She entered with a plate of crownberry muffins and set them down at a small table beside Therek, the aroma cinching the strings of hunger around his stomach. She poured herself a cup of tea and sat down in a chair beside them.

Therek resisted the urge to retrieve and devour one of the muffins. Only after Laryn picked one from the plate did he lift it, offering one to Kaellor, who declined. “You know we have servants who can deliver these,” Therek said.

“I am aware, but it seemed wasteful when I was already coming this way,” said Laryn. She sipped at her tea. “The boys were checking on the wolvryn but should be along momentarily. What have I missed?”

“Therek was just telling me about his proposal for members of the closed council, starting with Fagle Hoff,” said Kaellor.

“How is that working out, housing the wolvryn in that alcove on the back side of the castle?” asked Therek.

“It’s not ideal, but neither is keeping wolvryn as large as draft horses inside the royal suites,” said Kaellor. “I refined the definition to the castle wards, maintaining the restriction against Tarkannen and his minions, and anything from the Drift, umbral and the like. Neska and Boru can come and go at will, but only those who have already passed through the secret entrance can cross the threshold without triggering the wards. Other than Laryn, the boys, and me, that makes just Ksenia Balladuren and Ranika.”

“Well, I appreciate that you shared its existence with me,” said Therek. “I notice that you didn’t bar the members of the Lacuna in the defenses erected across the entirety of Stone’s Grasp.”

Kaellor sighed and shared a look with Laryn before grumbling his response, “Actually, I did, at first. But Laryn convinced me to practice restraint. We had no clear idea what kind of response might be unleashed by the wards, or whether those who had left the Lacuna with genuine remorse would be spared. So, it felt safer to withhold any reference to the Lacuna from the barrier . . . for now.”

Therek tipped his head in agreement. “A wise decision, I think. Now then, back to the closed council. In addition to the Princes Bryndor and Lluthean, and yourselves, I suggest the inclusion of Overwarden Kaldera, Hestian Lellendule, Salveen the leader of the Spicers, the Docent Venlith and . . . with myself and Fagle, that brings the group to ten. Not a bad number.”

Kaellor considered his proposal, shared a look with Laryn, then nodded agreement. “All those you mention have proved their loyalty to the crown in the last few weeks. I appreciate elevating Hestian to field marshal. But as Chancle’s brother, Hestian’s inclusion might raise a few eyebrows.”

“I agree,” said Therek. “But he’s been relentless in his attempts to bring Chancle to justice and efficient in reorganizing the city watch and the sentinels. He and his wife maintain strong social ties to the western duchies, and those are relationships we will need to lean on in the months ahead.”

“We don’t know much about Salveen, but after the way the Spicers supported us against the Lacuna, her inclusion seems reasonable, if controversial. What can you tell us about her?” asked Laryn.

“Salveen is definitely . . . more than just a leader of the Spicers. Her full name is Salveen fo’Veskari,” said Therek.

“Why does that name sound like one of the Luna Rova clans?” asked Laryn

“Because it is. Salveen’s clan are lowlanders, and she is singularly one of the most accurate seers I’ve ever met. She puts my gift to shame,” said Therek.

“I wonder what kind of prophecy a Moonie has to experience to convince them to abandon their nomadic life,” said Kaellor.

“Indeed. I’ve posed the same question myself, but she’s never provided a solid response,” said Therek.

Another knock on the door preceded the entrance of Bryndor and Lluthean. Therek found no small joy in their resemblance to their parents, the late king and queen. Other than the styling of his hair and beard, Bryndor looked every bit the image of his father: strong jawline, piercing gaze with a touch of his mother about the eyes and his father’s broad shoulders. Let’s just hope they are sturdy enough to bear the burdens the kingdom will thrust upon them in the days ahead.

Lluthean walked beside his brother, unmistakably his mother’s son. Where Bryndor walked with purpose and an observant eye to the details of the room, Lluthean stepped with an agile grace and seemed more preoccupied with rolling a coin over his knuckles. The younger brother’s sharp features, especially the glint in his eye when he smiled, reminded Therek so much of Lluthean’s late mother, Nebrine.

“Morning all, sorry we’re late,” said Bryndor.

“Is everything alright with Boru and Neska?” asked Laryn.

“As far as we can tell, though I might recruit one of the sympaths to be certain,” said Bryndor. “I think they actually prefer the solitude of the tunnel to all the noise in the city.”

“I know Neska seems more at ease there,” echoed Lluthean. “She was aloof when we first arrived. But in the last week, she seems to be more like her old self.”

Therek sat forward. “It might seem unusual for me to suggest this, but you should allow them to be seen inside the city and even the castle from time to time. Their reappearance has captivated everyone. I’ve already passed a ban on hunting wolvryn and decreed a stiff penalty for any members of the kingdom seeking to cause them deliberate harm, though I think a foolish poacher would meet an unkind end were they to attempt such a feat.”

Bryndor dipped his head. “That’s a kindness, Your Grace. We weren’t certain how they would be received, given everything that happened at the spring assembly. Their . . . physicality was displayed for all to see.”

Therek nodded with understanding. “True, but you made more friends that day than you realize, and the return of the wolvryn was not an insignificant part of that.”

“How so?” asked Lluthean.

“To begin with, your family single-handedly prevented the Lacuna from carrying out the abject slaughter of an entire segment of this city’s citizens,” said Therek. “But in the hours after, you continued to garner even more respect. Bryndor, you demonstrated both a merciful allowance for the peaceful departure of any who wished to remain loyal to the breakers, and yet an unmistakable purpose-driven intent to distribute justice for any who chose to remain. Beyond that, the surviving nobles witnessed Laryn’s work tending to the wounded, all while Kaellor remained incapacitated from the injuries he sustained in the fight. Add to that the majesty of the wolvryn and, well . . . let’s just say that I like our odds when it comes to winning the hearts and minds of the citizens of Aarindorn.”

Therek studied each of them as he recited his assessment. Kaellor and Laryn shared a look of resolution tempered with mutual admiration. Bryndor allowed his head to tip forward such that the young man considered the regent’s words through a curtain of dark hair that fell before his eyes. Lluthean continued to roll the coin across his knuckles, but Therek sensed that the young man listened intently and absorbed every word.

The regent released a sigh. “And yet, despite all of that, we still have a lot to do to prepare for Bryndor’s coronation at the Harvestmoon assembly. I suggest that we begin with these.”

Therek retrieved a small box from the table holding the teakettle and produced eleven stickpins. Venlith’s brother, Sheklith, was an infuser, a master fabricator. Taking inspiration from the Lacuna’s zenith seeds, he had created the matching set. A thin rod of gold the length of Therek’s tiny finger and topped with a polished white orb stabbed through two gemstones of red and blue. Delicate silver runes had been scrawled around the white orb.

He handed each of the nobles one of the stickpins. Lluthean stabbed the stickpin into the breast of his tunic. “If I’m not mistaken, Ksenia wears something similar to this, as do other distinguished members in the offices of the regent.”

“You are correct, Prince Lluthean. I had those earlier versions commissioned as simple marks of identification, though I must confess that they also allowed me to eavesdrop on their communications. I was trying to determine who among my staff held loyalties to the Lacuna. These, however, serve a different purpose. For a zeniphile, they enable two-way communication.”

Kaellor rolled the jewelry between his thumb and forefinger. “I’m intrigued. How does it work?”

“If you would indulge me.” Therek rose and walked to the opposite side of the room. He cleared his throat and said, “Now, channel but a trickle of zenith into the white stone.”

He waited for a few seconds, then turned and whispered, “The wise man never scorns the gifts of the Giver.”

Gasps from the other side of the room indicated the successful deployment of the devices. “I heard it!” said Lluthean.

“So did I,” said Bryndor.

Therek returned to his chair. Kaellor rattled the box with the remaining stickpins. “I assume you intend the other members of the closed council to wear these?”

“It seems fitting,” said Therek.

“Is there a range on these? How close do we have to be for the words to carry?” asked Lluthean.

“I’m not certain. Venlith and I were able to carry out a conversation while she was in Callinora. She has one of the devices. I presumed that you would agree to her selection into our inner circle. It falls to us to dispense the rest of them.”

“How many are there in total?” asked Kaellor.

“Twelve in the set, and anyone with a stickpin from this set, when primed with zenith, can listen in on another shek that is also primed with zenith. I asked Venlith’s brother to craft a separate set for you four, but to date he has been unable to find more of the necessary reagents. The polished white stone is not stone at all, but some sort of fossilized egg. Sheklith believes that, similar to the zenith seeds, the communication resonates specifically between unique substances of similar property. We know that the zenith seeds only interacted with seeds from the exact same tree. The Lacuna controlled who had access to the seeds, and they did not have to fear their message being discovered by someone attempting to channel into seeds from a different tree.”

Lluthean paced to the far side of the room, and his voice buzzed from the stickpins with a question. “So, if we find another petrified egg, Sheklith might be able to craft similar devices?”

Laryn giggled and placed her hand over her breast, covering the stickpin she had placed into the front panel of her dress. “Let me try?”

“That is our hope,” Therek murmured into the device. “Be my guest, Laryn.”

Laryn’s voice, amplified by the duplication through the other four stickpins, carried nearly as loud as if she had spoken to address a large gathering. “Blessings and honor to your house, Therek Lefledge, Regent of Aarindorn.”

Her statement made even Kaellor chuckle with a mixture of wonder and disbelief. They spent the next half hour whispering through the stickpins. Bells from the local Church of the Giver rang out, announcing the top of the hour, but Therek had to wait for a break in the conversations to address them all through the devices.

“I asked Venlith to join us at the turn of the hour. Ven, are you there? Can you hear us?” asked Therek. No response came forth, and Therek winced. “I told her to chime in on the hour, she must have—”

“I’ve been here since the top of the hour. Don’t mind me, I’m no stranger to the business of waiting,” said the docent as clearly as if she were standing in the room. Her response garnered chuckles, which echoed through the stickpins and gave rise to a wave of laughter as each of them realized their error at transmitting the mirth through the stickpins.

Even Therek failed to contain his enthusiasm, laughing to the point of tears. As he regained his composure, he realized he had not had cause to laugh so hard for what seemed like years.

The docent’s voice broke in as the last round of laughs dwindled. “Well, I think we can see, or hear, that these things work. If you all don’t mind, I’ve got to see to a few patients, then prepare a lecture for healers of the first order.”

Laryn wiped tears from her eyes. “Oh, Giver’s sweet blessings, Ven. We do apologize. Thanks for joins us.”

“It’s no bother. I will rekindle my shek at this time in four days,” said the docent.

“Did you say shek?” asked Therek.

Venlith’s voice resonated once more. “If you can think of a better name, tell me at our next meeting. My brother won’t claim any credit for the innovation, but I think we can all see how this might change things for Aarindorian society.”

“Shek seems perfectly appropriate,” said Kaellor. “We’ll speak again in four days, Docent.”

Kaellor turned to address everyone present in the room, his voice taking on a different timbre than the one they’d each employed when speaking through the sheks. “Four days should give us time to formalize our invitations to the closed council. Let’s review the possibilities again.”

Over the next hour, Therek reviewed the strengths of each member: Kaldera for his oversight of the Outriders and strategic location at the fortifications between the Pillars of Eldrek, Hestian for his obvious role as field marshal and connections to the high families in the western duchies, Salveen for her position among the Spicers, and Fagle Hoff as the representative of the runeless. 

Therek eased back in his chair. “If that’s settled, I suggest we break for a bit before this afternoon’s meeting with the open council. As I understand it, Endera Endule, the duchess of Beclure, plans to make an appearance.”

“Will she be an obstacle to our plans for the future?” asked Kaellor.

“I’m not sure. Maybe? No, probably,” said Therek. “My sources informed me long ago that the western duchies maintain a passageway through the Great Crown to the plains bordering Faltusch to the west. After spring assembly, I had hoped that Chancle would be the agent who could get them to officially recognize the existence of the trade route. It’s clear to me that Endera and Chancle, even Phelond, the duchess of Dulesque, all tried to keep knowledge of the trade route secret. Despite my subtle overtures, she has been reluctant to reveal its existence.”

Kaellor frowned and nodded. “I take it you’ve already sent others to find this trade route?”

Therek rubbed thumb and middle finger across his eyebrows. “Indeed, and to no avail. I even tasked Rugen Balladuren to coordinate the efforts from Dulesque. The young man is more capable than most understand, but even with his involvement, the expeditions all report getting lost among the endless winding ravines and valleys before returning.”

“Why not send Nolan with his scouting capabilities? For that matter, you could send Bryndor or myself. With a wolvryn, I’d wager one of us could find the route if it exists,” said Lluthean.

Laryn’s voice of reason cooled the embers heating the young prince’s offer. “You will soon find that your responsibilities as a prince in the kingdom come with certain privileges, but many more responsibilities, Llu. Your days of seeking adventure for the sake of adventure place too much at risk.”

Lluthean pocketed the coin that had previously occupied his attention and shrugged an apologetic expression at his brother. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

Therek hid his amusement behind another bite of crownberry muffin. “And since those responsibilities include entertaining the nobles of the open council, I suggest we take advantage of the brief time we have and break for an hour. But I look forward to seeing all of you on the royal plaza this afternoon.”

As they stood to depart, Therek gave voice to a thought he had earlier in the morning. “Laryn, a moment, please. I wonder if I could speak to you?”

Laryn turned and nodded with a smile. “Not idly does the regent of Aarindorn solicit my time. What is it, my friend?”

“It’s Karragin. The healers could not restore her hearing deficit.”

Laryn lifted her chin, and her face flushed. “Oh Therek, I’m so sorry. I should have seen to her myself. Of course, I’ll go see her right now.”

“No. I’ve spoken with the mother at the House of the Moons here in the castle. I’m quite certain that the damage is permanent. She is . . . ever her mother’s daughter, and as such, very hard to read, even for me. I can’t seem to pull her out of her shell. I wonder if she might appreciate the perspective of someone like you, who persevered in the face of adversity. Though Karra isn’t separated from her gift as you once were, she sees herself as less than she was. I thought perhaps you could offer her some advice.”

“Yes, anything. I will check in on her tomorrow morning.”

“My thanks. I’m sure that anything you say will be more meaningful to her than you know,” said Therek.

He began to exit the room when another thought rose to his awareness. “Laryn, in times past, the royal family always recruited a queen’s guard. Hestian has the defenses of Stone’s Grasp organized, but still, I think that something like that would be prudent.”

Laryn tilted her head to the side, considering his suggestion. “I’m not the queen, but I understand what you mean. Perhaps a small elite group responsible for the safety of the royal family is in order. Have you any suggestions?”
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Chapter Two: Vengeance and Discovery
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The scent of spiced apples hung thick and fragrant in the air as it wafted out of a bakery in the Delve. The proprietor of the Golden Crust set out several pies, an assortment of muffins, pastries, and rows of bread. Ranika navigated through the stream of people and pressed close to the store window. Her gaze passed over the array of baked goods.

Steam rose from the crust of a loaf of black bread like the kind Ms. Della used to bake back in the Bend. She and Reddevek used to haggle over who got the crusted heel. His gruff voice echoed from her memories. “You see, Nika, the ends are where all the butter settles.”

For her part, Ranika liked how the thick heels held more preserves or honey, and there was something satisfying about working one’s teeth through the stiff crust to settle into the soft center. “Sort of like you, Red,” she mumbled against the glass, then blinked away the salty sting before tears brimmed.

A delicate bell jingled, announcing the entry of a patron into the bakery. The middle-aged man wore tailored clothes with a traveling cloak folded over his arm. The embroidery on his tunic looked much like the uniform of a clerk in the offices of the regent. Ranika walked along the storefront, making a pretense of counting coins in her palm and allowing her eyes to drift back and forth across the mix of baked goods. The clerk exchanged words with the baker but made no purchase.

Another patron, a woman with an empty basket, entered, selected several breads, paid the baker, and left. Once the small lobby cleared, the clerk, who still had made no purchase, flashed the symbol of the circle breakers: thumb to thumb, finger to finger, then he sprang the fingers apart. The shop owner placed one hand over the clerk’s, disrupting the gesture, patted the clerk on his shoulder, then welcomed the man behind the counter and into a back room.

That makes three of you waiting. Three plus the baker. Should I go now or wait to see if more of you arrive?

Ranika wavered in indecision. The last time she followed breakers into a back room, she ended up channeling enough nadir that the buzzing kept her awake for a day. That she’d managed to find more members of the Lacuna felt like a lucky roll of Lutney’s dice. The Golden Crust had supplied an array of baked goods at one of the other clandestine meetings of the circle breakers. It seemed like a stretch, but she had played longer odds before and come out ahead. Then again, she had also lost track of how many times a “sure thing” on the streets of Callish was really a simple bait-and-switch setup.

She exhaled through her nose. All she needed was information on the identity of the elusive Tixon B’gin. Before she could even start to think about her life in Stone’s Grasp, the last leader of the Lacuna had to be brought to justice.

Over the last two weeks, Ranika had placed herself in enough situations to overhear much of the dialogue between the Baellentrells. One could learn all manner of things while combing out an errant burr from Neska’s tail. That they treated her as a trusted member of the family didn’t hurt either.

And so, she learned about efforts from the Outriders as Nolan Lefledge led a mission to track the grand traitor, Chancle Lellendule, Aspect of the Lacuna. She listened to briefings from the regent as he dismantled the breakers. After two weeks, the vice regent remained unaccounted for and the last member of the Lacuna’s inner circle, Tixon B’gin, remained at large.

But not for much longer; not if I can help it. So, get in, listen, get out. Don’t let anything they say bring out the stingers. Nobody else needs to die, except Tixon.

“The stingers” were what she called the angry extensions of her will. The first time they erupted, she had lost herself to the channeling, sending all of her pain into their construction, piercing through the bodies of the Lacuna with shards of nadir. The second time had gone much the same, but the third time, she slowed her thoughts and gave definitive purpose to the channeling, creating small darts. She dispatched a room full of breakers with far less effort and didn’t experience any of the buzzing restlessness that had plagued her after the first two encounters.

Ranika pushed the door open, the light jingle of the bell announcing her entry. She stepped behind the door and ducked into the shadow at the end of the counter, obscuring herself in a thin veneer of nadir.

“Welcome to the Golden Crust, I’ll be right there!” shouted a man, she assumed the baker. The stomping of feet up steps followed his greeting. A moment later, the man rounded the corner, appearing winded from the ascent. He cast his eyes across the small lobby, and, finding it empty, scratched at his belly in confusion.

The baker walked right up to Ranika, but she remained still, secure in the shroud of nadir. She had long ago become accustomed to lurking so close to people that she could smell their breath. The baker was no exception; the sweet aroma of bread dough lifted from his apron.

She pressed back into the corner as the man reached a hand forward to throw a deadbolt, locking the door. He flipped a sign over, indicating that the establishment was closed, then turned and made for the steps. Ranika waited until the sound of footsteps faded, then gave pursuit.

Behind the counter, a back room lined with shelves held ovens and two large tables. She crept down the steps to find a large room used for storage. Barrels of molasses, sacks of flour, and more shelves crammed with spices lined the room. Lamplight spilled from a hallway at the far end.

She proceeded down the hall, finding that it sloped down for thirty paces. The ambient temperature dropped, and she expanded the shroud of nadir to accommodate for the vapor of her breath. As she approached the end of the hall, voices lifted to her awareness.

“Apologies for the intrusion. I should have locked up after you arrived,” said the baker.

Ranika hovered at the threshold and peered into the room. Two men sat on sacks of grain. One had the look of a laborer, shirtsleeves rolled up to reveal burly forearms, thick hands, and clothes worn thin at the knees. The other wore the boots and breeches of the disbanded city watch and picked at a callous on his palm using a rusty paring knife. The clerk looked over the baker’s shoulder, peering through Ranika into the darkness.

“Are you sure we’re safe here? The only reason I’m still alive is because I missed the last meeting of the breakers,” said the clerk.

“I understand, Falk,” said the baker. “We’re safe enough down here. I checked the lobby myself, and there’s only the one way down to the cellars. Now, why don’t you tell me what a humble baker can do for two of Tixon’s toughs and a member of the regent’s staff?”

The man with the burly arms shifted his weight. “Tixon’s getting scratchy, thinks that the regent might be getting wise as to his identity. Everyone knows the man’s a sucker for crownberry muffins. There’s no way anything poisoned is going to reach the royal family, but the regent is another matter.”

The baker placed his hands behind his back and leaned against a barrel. “Alright, I can whip something up. Should it incapacitate him, or does Tixon desire something more permanent?”

Falk cleared his throat, reached into a pocket, and produced a silver flask with copper filigree. “Make the muffins with your usual expertise, but paint the outside with this.”

The baker took the vial and inspected it between thumb and forefinger. “What is it?”

“Widow’s tears. An odorless, tasteless poison. It isn’t absorbed through the skin, has to be ingested. All the same, be certain to wash your hands. We wouldn’t want you contaminating any of your goods,” said Falk.

“I can have them ready in the morning, if that’s soon enough,” said the baker.

Falk turned to the man whittling away at the callous on his palm and nodded. “Half now and half tomorrow, per our usual,” said Falk.

The tough retrieved a small pouch and tossed it to the baker. The familiar rattle of coins jingled as the man assessed its weight.

Ranika thought it strange that the men spoke in such casual tones while plotting the murder of the regent. But then she released a self-deprecating huff, knowing that she had already, several times over, embraced the full measure of her gift to kill agents of the Lacuna. At the end of the day, maybe we’re not all that different.

“Is the meeting still on for next week?” asked the baker.

“Yes, five nights from now at the old, abandoned Church of the Giver in the Sprawl,” said Falk. “We’ve taken great precautions, invitation only, so you’ll need this to gain entry.”

The clerk reached into a pocket in his doublet and retrieved a small envelope, passing it over to the baker. “Show this at the door, but mind that you come alone. That invitation is for one. There will be a heavy security presence. If you arrive with company, they will be turned away.”

Ranika considered her options. If she dispatched these four, she could prevent harm from coming to Therek, and from what she had seen, she liked the old lynx. But if she snuck away now, perhaps she could find this abandoned church. Best to leave a few rats alive, then follow them to the nest later.

Before she could retreat, the baker placed the invitation inside his apron and folded his hands over his belly. “Will Tixon be there then?”

At the mention of Tixon, Ranika leaned forward, her interest in the conversation renewed.

The tough with the burly forearms guffawed. “Unlikely. He’s not one for takin’ risks.”

“No, I suppose he isn’t,” said the baker. “Why doesn’t he distribute a fresh supply of zenith seeds? We could resume our meetings without the risk of exposure.”

“You ask a lot of questions for a dough boy,” said the tough.

The baker glared at the ruffian, and to his credit, seemed to keep his nerve. “Look here, if you want to question my loyalty, you’re welcome to take back your coin and find another to take my place. But good luck with that, since the breakers are . . . broken. See right now, you need me more than I need you. My daughters and I can continue to manage the Golden Crust, a respectable, proper business. What have you got if the Lacuna movement fails?”

The tough made a show of cracking his knuckles. “I don’t think I like your tone, dough boy.”

The baker sighed, but Ranika saw him retrieve a cleaver from somewhere under his apron. “You ought to know better than to insult a man in his own place of business.”

“Enough!” Falk raised his arms, the telltale flickers of zenith visible at his wrist as he summoned a whirlwind. Flour and dust from the floor rose in a spinning cloud and caused each of the men to retreat a step. The guster maintained his command of the swirling cloud for several seconds, but stopped when his gaze fell across the threshold where Ranika stood.

The muscles around Falk’s eyes tightened. “I can see you. You might as well step forward and be part of the conversation.”

Ranika turned to be certain that nobody else stood
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