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    Waking to excruciating pain was not unknown to me. That for the past few months I hadn't, in fact, was far less credible than the circumstances that had obtained prior to my body's restoration by an elven sorcerer. I had grown up debilitated, and having resigned myself to a short life consisting mostly of suffering, the reprieve had felt like some sort of beautiful dream. And as we all wake up from dreams, I have been waiting to wake from this one.


    What I'd anticipated was to find myself in my old, seizure-raddled, human shell. Instead, when I could think through the bright wall of agony, I saw I was pinned to the floor by more blades than I could count. This intelligence I divined only because I made the mistake of glancing past my arm and seeing the hilts rising over me, like a crop of iron stalks... and from the blood drooling out of me, constantly, as I shifted against them.


    Clever, that. So long as I bled, I couldn't hurt them. And they'd pinned me with so many sharp edges that I couldn't breathe without opening some number of the wounds, because my imperishable body had healed itself around them. The pain was nearly intolerable, but I had endured through so much already. This... this could be dealt with. If I took shallow breaths and did my best not to move... then it was merely agonizing, and not sufficient to snuff my consciousness. Which left me with enough mentation to recall how I'd arrived here. Barely.


    My mentor's colleagues had decided that I was in league with demons, and taken matters into their own hands... and I had given them the opportunity by sending my friends upstairs to their lessons in magery. For an hour! The travesty my captors had exacted on my body must have taken longer than that. God knew they'd wedged enough swords into me. So where were my friends? And what had happened to the genets? And in what world did Eyre's unfriends believe they could keep me this way with the Church's knights above ground? Unless they thought the Church ignorant of my apparent demon-touched nature, and had planned to turn them against me...


    I was in agitated contemplation of these questions when the door opened, which was itself an education. There was a door. I had noted none on our tour when we'd first arrived, which made it likely I'd been installed somewhere in the newest discovery, the palatial halls accessed via the library stairs.


    “Don’t drop them,” an exasperated voice said. “For God’s sake, if you’re going to saddle me with this, have the grace not to make it harder by dulling the things.”


    “Be reasonable, Miss Carrington. They’re sharp!” That was the second of Eyre’s antagonists, the meeker of the two. Powlett.


    “Of course they are. They wouldn’t work if they didn’t. Oh, for love of… just leave them on the floor there and get out.”


    “But what if he attacks you?”


    “If he has the wherewithal to attack me, one more person won’t be much obstacle to him. And your presence is an obstacle to me, because I am now irritated at how thoroughly ruined my shoes are going to be by this debacle.”


    Even through my pain-haze I could hear how dearly he wanted to be released. “If you’re certain—”


    “Oh, get out.”


    The door swung, but didn’t close entirely. I heard the scrape of steel on stone and then my body rocked and a flare of agony ripped up my back. The woman—Carrington, Mary Carrington—put her boot on my side to hold me still. “Stupid bigots,” she growled. “’Oh, get Miss Carrington to do it. She’s a woman, women must have experience with nursing, and blood, and such.’ Miss! They can’t even call me Doctor without twitching. As if I hadn’t sweated my way through school, and with twice their handicaps, to achieve what I have. Oh yes. I’m a colleague until someone needs impaling, and then it’s ‘oh, well, she has experience with pincushions!’”


    “Rather unfair of them, if you ask me,” I said.


    “God and saints!” She leaped away, then slowly walked around the room in an arc until she reached my face. “You cannot possibly be awake!”


    “I wish I wasn’t, believe you me.” I licked the blood from my lips. “Would it be much of an imposition to ask you to cease stabbing me?”


    “So you can work your demon wiles on me with your full powers at your beck?” She shook her head. “I’m afraid not, sir, or prince, or whatever you are.”


    “My demon wiles,” I said, rueful. “They are so compelling that you and your peers attacked me and visited torture on me without apparent hesitation or remorse. Obviously my wiles are rather lacking.”


    She eyed me, setting aside the gory sword she’d removed from my back and lifting a fresh one… but slowly, as if I was some wild beast she should take care not to agitate. “So we escaped before you could turn us to evil, as you did the other humans riding with you. What of it? We were forewarned, that’s all.”


    “And I have done so much evil.”


    Carrington paused. “No,” she allowed. “Or at least, none that I’ve witnessed. But you are very demonstrably an unnatural creature.”


    “On that we’re certainly agreed.”


    She had been about to plunge the thing into my back, and thank God my comment distracted her. I was not healing as quickly as I was accustomed; no doubt my exsanguination had everything to do with that, but short of licking the floor I couldn’t think of how to solve it in any way other than preventing her from re-opening my wounds. “You concede the point.”


    “It is, as you said, demonstrable. I happen to know it’s also unnatural. Elves were born to die, once upon a time.”


    “Before they consorted with demons.”


    “Before,” I said, “they were betrayed by humanity.”


    She thrust the sword through my back. I may have cried out. No, I must have, because instead of resuming her work she leaped away. It was one thing to stick a body full of swords when it was inert, I thought grimly. Another entirely to do so to a screaming person. Panting, I said, “Or did your research not reveal that permutation of history? A small footnote, perhaps.”


    “Humanity did not deliver elvenkind to demons.”


    “According to whom?” That gave her visible pause, or at least I thought it did. Focusing on her was difficult, and lifting my head was only possible by moving against something stabbed through my neck. “I am a student of history and folklore myself, Doctor Carrington. Don’t tell me you don’t understand how the biases of those who record history influence what is written, and how the story’s told.”


    “As if you know anything about our history!”


    Had I once bemoaned my decision not to memorize our articles of confederation? I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the bubbles of blood that were gliding down my lips. “I know that I despair of young socialites taking on imperialistic titles as affectations for their peers so they can flatter themselves. We bled to overthrow the monarchy, and now its atrocities have been relegated to party stories told by overbred aristocrats in all but name. My best friend is due to marry one of these creatures and I find the idea appalling.”


    She was staring at me, mouth agape—that I saw because she had backed away far enough to put her spine to the wall. I finished, tired, “She fancies herself Princess Minda now. Before I’d left for the Archipelago, it was Duchess Minda. If she marries Chester I fear it will become ‘Empress Minda’ and there will be no living with her.”


    “How can you possibly know….”


    “About the customs of Evertrue’s socialites? Because I grew up there,” I said. “And attended Leigh University. I grew up human, Doctor Carrington. Eyre was my mentor and trust me, if I’d had demon wiles I would have wished myself easier grades because he was never afraid to dock me for slacking.”


    A laugh burbled from her before she could stop herself. She looked away. “Whatever your origin,” she said. “You’re still what you are, or what you’ve become. And I’m sorry, but you’re destined for a bonfire as soon as they’re done debating whether to feed you to it immediately or torture you for information about how many more elves we are to expect.” She tilted her head. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me and spare yourself the torture.”


    “What do you call this?”


    She had the grace to blush. “Worse torture.”


    “At some point, pain becomes undifferentiated,” I said. “You know Eyre, obviously. Do you honestly believe he would give himself over to evil?”


    “No,” she said. More firmly, “And that is precisely why I know that you must be very fair on the surface, to have deceived him so completely. John would never willingly consort with demons.” She looked at me with pity. “I am sorry, sir. I am not without feeling, to wish to see any creature suffer before its death. But I counsel you to prepare yourself for your passing, because there is no preventing it now.”


    “Then may I make one last request?” When she paused, I said, “Since I am likely to have no more of them soon. May I have my spectacles? It is a trial not to be able to see.”


    “I’d think seeing your situation would be rather more distressing than remaining blind to it.”


    “Doctor,” I said, “I was not a scholar of your erudition, but I was one. There is little more distressing than turning away from truth.”


    A hesitation as she considered me. Then she inclined her head. “I will give you this, sir. You know how to play on the emotions of others. But I’ll grant the request in honor of the truth you’ve invoked.” She vanished from my field of view. When she returned, I felt her setting my glasses on my nose. It was an awkward process, giving my inability to lift my head, and I felt her flinching from the blood-soaked side of my face… but she hooked the earpieces over my ears and drew back to adjust the fit, as best she could, on my nose.


    Through them, I saw that glow I’d once assumed to be magic, that I now knew to indicate something else… for I had seen a darkness in Eyre’s other colleagues, and they had had magic for me to draw on. So what was it? What were my enchanted glasses trying to tell me?


    Withdrawing, she drew in a breath, and this was my only warning before she put her foot on me and rocked me once, violently, against the swords already holding me down. This broke all the wounds open at once, and as I screamed, she fled.
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    I woke sometime later, or I presumed sometime later by my weakness. All the elves I’d known had assured me that a prince had more power, so perhaps that was the reason I still lived despite how completely they’d bled me. Perhaps the blood of a royal elf was literally symbol, and as long as I clung to that duty, I would live.


    Then again, was I so eager to continue living like this?


    I thought of Ivy’s gentle touch and breathed carefully around my wounds. I thought of Amhric, riding for me, and what would happen to him if I didn’t free myself to warn him. I thought of the elves—found I cared little for them, save the individuals I’d personally met—so I thought instead of the genets. What fate could they expect without someone to champion them?


    I could still die here, if I made an attempt to rescue myself. But I would certainly die here if I didn’t. I flexed my flattened palms against the blood-drenched stone, steeled myself… and thrust upward with all my force.


    There is no anticipating pain. One can be prepared for it and still be shocked by it. I had all of two frenzied heartbeats to sense just how much agony I’d inflicted on myself and then my vision faded, and tried to take my consciousness with it. But I had no way of knowing how soon my enemies would come to bear me to the fire, so I struggled with every fiber in me to cling to awareness, and I would have wept but I was so thirsty and so dry there was nothing in me left to give to tears.


    I thought—was fairly certain—that I succeeded, or at least, that I hadn’t lost consciousness long. When I could focus again on the opposite wall, I had managed to liberate myself from the floor, and some number of the blades had been expelled by flesh eager to repair its insult. Several malingerers, however, were stubbornly holding fast, and my thigh was still trapped. So in addition to all I had suffered, I thought, I would have to pick myself clean of other people’s weapons like a child did nettles? What a farce my life could resemble, when it so bent its will!


    Grim, I dragged the sword out of my thigh, trying not to find it ominous how many weapons they’d found. Where had they come from? Was this collection of scholars and students more martially educated than we’d assumed? And after the thigh, I saw to the last few daggers clinging to my extremities, and it hurt past my desire to trammel it into words, not least because I was forced to watch myself slice myself open. Too, my wounds were appalling sluggish to close, and while I’d found the ability disturbing in the past I was too much in need of my strength to be glad of this sign of normalcy now.


    I looked down at myself, then, and found that I didn’t glow to my own sight.


    I, who was magical in every possible way.


    I removed the glasses and frowned at them, the whole lens and the emptied. Then, resigned, replaced them and tried rising, only to find it beyond my powers. All there was for it was to try again until I succeeded.


    I was engaged in this pursuit when the door shifted, began to open. Hastily I grabbed for one of the swords in a fist too weak for my confidence and prepared myself to face my foes—


    One of the Black Pearls peeked in and then gasped. “Master!”


    “Emily?” Was that my voice? It sounded desiccated, but then I felt so. My tongue rasped the insides of my mouth when it moved. “No… Serendipity? What… what are you doing here?”


    She squeezed inside, beckoned behind her, and there, God help me, was Chester, and at the sight of one another we stared in shock.


    “What are you doing here?” I asked as he began, “What did they do to you?” We stopped again, and I said, “They have divined that without blood I am powerless, so they did their best to deprive me.” Serendipity, trembling against the wall, was staring at the pool with such longing that I sighed. “Don’t waste it, at least!”


    As she licked the floor, tentative, Chester said, low, “We haven’t much time. There is apparently a way down into the library that we didn’t know about and they used it to ambush you, and now they are holding the entire complex hostage while attempting to convince the Vessel that you are in league with the demons. They are showing her references, even, books they’ve found here that describe signs of the demon-inhabited. Serendipity found a passage we believe them to be unaware of, but there’s no telling how long that situation will continue to obtain. The Vessel is distracting them by pretending to consider their evidence, but we can’t tarry. Can you stand?” He slid an arm under mine, one foot skidding on the slippery flags. “We have to get you out of here while we can run. We saw Carrington leave, but we can’t be sure how soon she’ll be back to finish the job.”


    Perhaps I had exhausted all my powers healing the wounds, but I found myself shaking against him, and my knees wouldn’t hold me. We both fell.


    “I had wondered at all the swords,” I murmured.


    “I still do.” Chester eyed them. “I wouldn’t have expected them to have so many. But one thing’s certain: they won’t be willing to relinquish you without coming to blows over it, and then we will have been responsible for murdering other human beings. If there truly are demons encroaching, that seems the sort of act that would give them a ladder down to the world.”


    I shuddered. “No. I’d rather not kill them. Or be killed by them, as they outnumber us and they’d be guarding a small ingress. I’m no military historian, but that seems the sort of arrangement that would allow a very small number of people to hold off an army.”


    “I did study military history, or at least more of it than you did, and you’re right, it’s happened more than once.” Our second attempt at standing also failed, and I clutched at him. “This won’t do, Locke. Can we solve this problem?”


    Catching my breath again was proving difficult. “I… beg your pardon?”


    Chester eyed the pool of blood. Serendipity, I noted, had abandoned it and gone back to standing by the door, her ears tense and her expression focused. “They did all this to divest you of the power to heal yourself, and it seems to have worked. But if all you’re missing is magic, you can take it out of me, can’t you?”


    A memory: Kemses, held in the arms of his lovers. Something of that shock must have manifested in my gaze, for he said, “You can, but you won’t. Is that it?”


    “No, it’s just that it’s an intimacy—”


    Chester sighed. “Morgan Locke, you have all the flaws of your virtues, and I cherish you for it, but we have no time for this. Take what you need. Heal your wounds. We need to go now, or there will be no going at all.” At my vacillation, he found my injured hand and pressed it to his breast. Meeting my eyes, he said, clearly, “I grant you permission.”


    What could I say to that? I drew in a breath, and with it his gift. As carefully as I was able, to honor him for it, but with more need than I could control, because I did need, and only when I touched the core of magic in him did I realize how close mine was coming to guttering.


    We both shook. He pressed his face against the side of mine, to hide it. My eyes leaked, and could, because my body was mending with the supernatural speed of the enchantment we’d come so far to undo, and failed… not because we’d lacked courage or virtue or intelligence, but because we’d underestimated the power of human superstition and fear.


    “Faithful knight,” I whispered against his temple in the Angel's Gift... forgetting that he knew it until he reminded me by answering, and the word brushed my cheek like a kiss.


    “Always.”


    In that moment I knew that Guy was wrong. Chester might not want women, but it was not because he wanted men. It was because there was something he wanted more than either, and it was here in this moment now, made plain in a vow most people would not have thought modern, or earnest. In a world without kings, Chester had longed for roles long past, and now, at last, he had found his way into them. Eyre had known him and named him long before I’d had the sense to. Every prince has a few loyal knights.


    “Master?” Serendipity whispered. “Can you walk now? I worry we are here too long already.”


    “I do too,” I said, and rose, and could. My clothes were not fit for anyone’s eyes, alas, and I was soaked in my own blood, but if I survived this I would give myself over to the genets to lick clean. “They’re going to know where we’ve gone if I leave a trail.”


    Serendipity darted to me, began to drag my shirt off. “Take these off. They’ll keep dripping down your legs. Your skin will dry faster.”


    Truly I was to have no dignity left. But better tattered dignity than death. The genets wore nothing but fur and their masters’ collars, so I could do worse than to accept my temporary fate. Tying my hair into a knot, I stepped out of tattered remains of my pants and went in smallclothes and Ivy’s ring to join Chester at the door. “Safe?”


    “As safe as it will get,” he said, sighing. “Let’s go.”


    The final indignity was awaiting me immediately outside. "Should we lock it again?" I asked of the door. "In case they come. It might give them a few moments’ pause."


    "It might, if there was a lock." Chester grasped my wrist and pulled me down the corridor, hugging the wall.


    "Don't tell me that I was being held in a cell without a lock?" I hissed.


    "I suppose they felt they'd found a better way to hold you fast," was the grim reply, but even so I felt indignation stain my cheeks. Had I only been able to stumble to the door, I could have let myself out! But I hadn't, and even had I managed, I might not have found a way out of this warren before they'd attacked me again.


    "Now, quiet," Chester murmured, and I obeyed.
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    I'd been correct: we were in the newly discovered wing of the excavation, the subterranean rooms off the main hall where once, long ago, humanity had betrayed the elves. Unlike the level above us, these corridors remained intact, if dusty. Rows of doors led to rooms I assumed to be similar to the one I'd lately been occupying, and the vaulted ceilings were still vibrant: maroon and midnight blue paint lined in mosaic tiles that would glitter when the chandeliers were lit. It was in keeping with the opulence I expected of the elves, but in a style more suited to a northern culture, and I found the juxtaposition strangely harmonious; I had not thought anything elven would ever feel comfortable to me.


    This place, though, I doubted would ever earn my trust, and the reason for it was around the final bend. I looked past Chester's shoulder and bent close enough to whisper. "Must we?"


    "It's the only way to Serendipity's passage," he replied, low. One more scan of the hall and he murmured, "Come."


    The great hall was great on a scale to house dragons, a room to dwarf people to the size of ants. It was open to the library on one side, via the balcony from which I'd fallen and accidentally exposed my unnatural abilities to our enemies, and its walls were studded with side corridors. Through some mystery of architecture I could not plumb, the end of the hall became the access to a hollow tower, and its ceiling was pierced with innumerable windows, dim now with the wan illumination of the stars. Our only protection in this vast and empty space was its size, and Chester kept us flush to the wall, where the shadows were so dense he allowed Serendipity, with her more sensitive ears and eyes, to precede us.


    Even in the dark, I knew the place where we'd been betrayed, could sense the memory of evil pulsing on the floor where the cup had spilled. Chester's gift had healed me, but by the time we finished our inexorable journey, I was cold in a way no clothing could have addressed.


    "Here," Serendipity whispered, and brought us into a side corridor. "Stay close."


    "Hands," Chester added, finding mine and gripping it tightly. "It's dark."


    "Ready?" the genet asked.


    "Ready," I said.


    We left what little light there was, and blinded I followed, for even the glow off my skin wasn’t sufficient to this much darkness. Now and then I smelled things: a breeze, or a mustiness, as if the closeness of the walls was something I could sense. But even elven sight and hearing and touch, so supernal, could not pierce such stygian depths, and I wondered how Serendipity had found this route at all.


    When I thought we would never leave the dark again, Chester halted before me. "Stairs, Locke."


    "It's not far now, Master," Serendipity agreed, confident. "And we are not likely to be heard now. We are far from where we began, and almost outside."


    I set a cautious foot down, found the first step, began to make my way behind them. "How in the name of all that's holy did you find this, Serendipity?"


    "Oh! I like looking for things. You know." I did, for I'd named her for her ability to find things. This, however, seemed above and beyond even her usual good fortune. "I liked sneaking down here because the ceilings are so pretty. I smelled fresh air off this hall, but didn't have a chance to really look until they came for you." A gleam of light off her eyes as she glanced over her shoulder made me realize there was light, wan but welcome after the completeness of the dark. "I was in the library when they attacked you, Master and..." A squirm as her ears flattened. "I should have stopped them, Master, but there were too many! And so much blood! It was all we could do to keep Kelu from rushing out there and getting killed...."


    "You did exactly right," I reassured her. "I would not have wanted them to kill you as animals."


    Serendipity shuddered. "No. We ran away, and they were between us and the surface, when they were struggling with you. So we went down instead, and then I decided—hoped—that the fresh air smell would lead somewhere. And it did. Once we found the others and told them what happened, we decided to use the same route to get back in to save you."


    "And like that, you found me."


    "Oh, finding you was far easier than finding a way out," the genet said dismissively. "I could smell your blood for miles, Master."


    Rather a disturbing observation, but indubitably true. "I am indebted to you for my life, Serendipity. Thank you."


    "There," Chester said. "The landing."


    I'd expected the landing to be some small platform where we could rest, much like the landings in the stairwells at Leigh. Serendipity's landing was a curved balcony in the wall of a tower that overlooked the northern vista where it spilled onto the plains and sloped slowly upward toward the western road, the same one we'd used to reach the city. I gasped at the view... and then tried not to groan at our elevation. "Please tell me we're not obliged to descend all the way to the valley floor."


    "Fortunately not," Chester said. "But you'll probably feel as if we're asking you to anyway. Our destination is there—” He pointed. "You see yon ledge?"


    Yon ledge was enormous, and seemed connected to the road by means of another of Vigil's multiplicity of bridges. "I do, yes."


    "The others are awaiting us just under the road."


    "Well, then," I said. "Let's be on our way."
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    This leg of the journey took longer than the one through the great hall, but I enjoyed it more, punctuated as it was by a high wind perfumed by distant conifers, and if it was chill then this was at least proof that my skin was whole and capable again of registering sensation. And the view was superb, for the stairs spiraled a stone core and where they pierced the outer wall they once again were open, and the high handrail with the thick, carved balusters looked so solid I couldn't imagine them failing as I leaned out to draw in the night-shrouded beauty of the world. In this way we went until we reached the ledge, and the sight of it was instructive, for it was no less than an entrance ramp to an enormous cave that dove deep beneath the city, and all along its floor were divots and scrapes the length of a man's body. The patterns suggested talons; some were deep enough to bathe in.


    "We supposed those who wished to converse with dragons might have used this ledge," Chester said as we crossed it, striving not to look at the cavernous abyss at our sides. "But they appear only to have congregated near the bridge. I imagine dragons were large enough that one wouldn't want to interrupt their landing."


    I glanced again at one of the deep gouges and said, "I would think not."


    "It still smells," Serendipity offered. When I glanced at her, she finished, "Like burnt up coals, but mixed up with an animal smell. A little like the drake."


    And the drake was a ferocious combatant at the size of a draft horse. It beggared the imagination what it could do had it been the behemoth these prints implied. Had dragons also fought the dead on the battleground?


    On which side?


    "Your brother should be back soon," Chester added. "He was close enough that the Vessel sent half her men to escort him to our hiding place. And if you are about to ask me how she knew—”


    "I am," I admitted.


    He drew in a breath, eyes closed. "Then I would tell you that all of us can feel him now." Looking at me. "The magic, I assumed."


    Since Amhric had become their king as well as the elven one now that the Church had seeded humanity with the divine gift... "Yes."


    "Hopefully we'll have time to bathe you first."


    Since the last thing I wanted was to greet my brother looking like something dragged out of an abattoir, I said, "Perhaps we should make haste."
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    The first thing Ivy did at the sight of me, unfortunately, was throw herself at me. I thought to hold my arms clear of her, but since she'd already sullied her clothes I gave up and pulled her close, resting my nose against her clean hair.


    "We brought him back, as you can see," Chester said, satisfied. "Only a little worse for the wear."


    "A little worse!" Radburn exclaimed. "It looks like you dipped him in—”


    “We know what it looks like,” Chester interrupted. “But he’s fine.”


    “Oh, Master!” Almond said from behind Ivy. Kelu was trembling at her shoulder, and Emily wide-eyed, but none of them moved toward me... save Almond, who darted to me to capture my hand. “Master, we are so sorry we didn’t save you! We ran away! We shouldn’t have... I shouldn’t have!”


    “You did exactly as you had to,” I said, pulling her into my embrace with Ivy. “Had you stayed, they would have killed you and then no one would have survived to lead Chester into the hall to rescue me.” I kissed the top of her pale head. “I am grateful that you did run.” I looked around. The camp my friends had made was ruder than the ones we’d enjoyed on the road, for they’d dared not light a fire, and we lacked many of the conveniences we’d found on our travels, like trees we could sit on or use to make lean-tos. Fortunately we seemed to still have all our gear and mounts, but—


    “I suppose it’s much to ask that I might have a bath.”


    “Not unless you want us pouring canteen water over your head,” Guy said dryly, arms folded.


    Ivy looked apologetic as she drew away from me. “We could escort you down to the stream, but... it’s not really big enough for washing in. It’s less a stream and more... well, a trickle.” She pinched a small area off with her fingers to demonstrate. “You could fit your foot in it, maybe.”


    “If you turned your foot parallel to it,” Radburn muttered.


    “Then if you will give me a little privacy,” I said, “Perhaps the genets and I can solve my problem.”


    The genets were more than willing, and my friends turned their backs on us and went far enough that I felt comfortable sitting and gathering them close. “I meant it,” I murmured. “I am not angry at any of you. And if licking what’s left of my blood off me strikes you as unpleasant—“


    It didn’t. And it took longer than I anticipated and was an imperfect solution, but they did well by me, and it was good to take care of them. While there were parts of me I preferred not to expose, they managed everything else, save my hair; Emily tried and wrinkled her nose, saying it was like sucking on a rope, and after that none of the others were especially eager to abrade their tongues on it. So Almond was trying, and failing for the most part, to pull a comb through it in preparation for an attempt at using Guy’s canteen when Eyre joined me. His face was composed, but his eyes revealed him.


    “I don’t blame you either,” I said, quiet.


    “My own colleagues—”


    “Think I am an unnatural creature who trucks with demons, and who can blame them? Particularly since they’re not incorrect. What afflicts us is sourced in demons.” I shook my head, tugging against the comb. “What experience do they have of creatures that cannot die? Be reasonable, sir. They are operating on what little evidence they have.”


    Eyre said, “Chester is being cagey, Morgan, but I am also capable of operating on the evidence of my senses. They didn’t just detain you out of a sense of duty. They tortured you.”


    Almond’s brushing paused, just a little hitch in her movements. I said, “It wasn’t intentional. They’d read that blood makes magic possible, so they were trying, and failing, to drain me of it so they could successfully execute me.”


    Eyre pinched the bridge of his nose against what was no doubt an incipient headache. “They tortured you.”


    “It hurt,” I said. “But I have suffered pain before, and I healed from it. What concerns me more is that we no longer have access to the library... so now, how will we find the answer?”


    “It’s your library, Morgan. They have no right to it.”


    “But now I’ll have to kill them to take it from them,” I said with asperity. “And I have no desire to kill people whose sin is arrogance and ignorance, because if these qualities deserve a death sentence than we might as well slit our own throats. They’re wrong and I’m angry at them, sir, but killing them in the place where humanity betrayed the elves is setting up the wrong pattern for the closing of this tale. We want ‘and then humanity saves the elves’ or ‘and then the elves save humanity,’ not ‘humanity betrayed the elves and now the elves betray humanity.’”


    That made him smile despite the shadows in his eyes. “Ever the folklorist.”


    “We are writing our story,” I said. “I’d prefer it not to have a dire ending.”


    “My student, the optimist!”


    I eyed him as he sat in front of me. “A jest, surely.”


    He grinned. “Yes. Or at least, the old Morgan Locke would never have admitted to optimism. I find I like the new Morgan Locke somewhat better for his willingness to be vulnerable.” He glanced at the crown of my head. “Speaking of which, I don’t hold out much hope that Miss Almond’s efforts will be of any help.”


    “Neither do I,” I said. “So perhaps I haven’t completed my transition to vulnerable optimist yet.”


    “Maybe the professor can help you,” Almond said from behind me. “Or Mistress Ivy.”


    “Are your arms tired, dear?” I asked.


    “Oh!” I could hear her blush without seeing it, just from the exclamation. “I meant with the blood, Master. Blood comes from living things, so perhaps Mistress Ivy can call it out? And hair is... not a living thing, so perhaps the professor could inspire it to shake itself clean?” She paused. “Is blood a living thing or a dead thing, sir?”


    Both of us were struck wordless at her innocent question, and at the reasoning that had taken her to it. We were too accustomed to thinking of the genets as childlike because of their size, and the lives that had deprived them of the chance to learn responsibility. But they were not stupid.


    “I imagine,” Eyre said slowly, “that blood is a living thing, even when dry, because of what it represents. If magic is indeed a system of symbols made manifest, then the symbolic genesis of blood matters more than its state. The matter would need a test.”


    “Maybe we should try,” Almond said. “Master would not want to see his brother like this. It would grieve them both. Shall I fetch Mistress Ivy?”


    “Or the Vessel... is she—”


    “Gone back down the road to meet the knights she sent earlier,” Eyre said. “She told Roland and Powlett she would send for more men to help them hold Vigil against your forthcoming incursion of demon-ridden elves, and they seem to have believed her. The moment she was free, she was on her way. Nothing less would do but that she meet her king at last. Given how long the Church has been waiting, I find it hard to fault her eagerness.”


    I imagined losing me to the madmen who’d imprisoned me had galled her as well. Her sacred duty had been to protect the returning elves, and a group of untrained academics had taken one of her charges? That it had been treachery had hardly mattered.


    “Shall I fetch Mistress Ivy?” Almond asked.


    “Please.”


    Ivy’s arrival brought everyone else, perhaps unavoidably; hovering this close to Vigil, knowing that the people in it wanted to kill me and had the numbers to make good on that threat, had agitated us all. After hearing Almond’s tentative suggestion and Eyre’s consequent explication, Ivy tilted her head and said, “That would seem a straightforward task.” She sat behind me and produced a handkerchief. “The Vessel has been teaching us that magic is a thing primarily of language. But I like this notion of magic as symbol. And if that’s so, then I should be able to wipe you clean.”


    “I don’t think it’s a wiping,” Serendipity whispered, hesitant. When everyone glanced at her, she flicked her ears back and said, “You are a woman, Mistress. You call the blood to you.”


    “Right,” Ivy murmured.


    I could not see her face, but I could sense her concentration, and with it the intensifying of the magic in her. For several minutes nothing happened… and then she gasped. My head felt lighter; when I looked over my shoulder, I found her framing in cupped hands a quivering crimson globe.


    “Well!” Eyre exclaimed. “That certainly goes a long way toward proving that blood is a thing of life magics!”


    “But what do I do with it!” Ivy looked at me, startled. “Shall I give it back?”


    “I don’t need it.” I reached over and touched the ball, came away with a finger streaked in red. “Perhaps…” I looked at the genets, but even Kelu shook her head.


    “I’ve had my fill,” she said. “And I’d rather have it out of your vein, anyway.”


    “Obviously we take it with us,” Guy said. He opened his canteen and poured it out, then handed it to me. “Hold it under the blob there. Ivy, can you guide it in?”


    “I think so.” She rolled her lower lip between her teeth and concentrated, and the sphere deformed. It reached toward the mouth of the canteen as if it had developed a questing arm, and I was not the only one who shuddered at the sight. But with the abruptness of a popped bubble, the ball emptied itself into the canteen, and I screwed the top back on quickly and handed it over.


    “Well done!” Radburn said. “You have much better control over it than I do!”


    “Thank you,” Ivy said. “But now perhaps Guy can tell us why we should keep it?”


    “If blood is power, then we’ll find some use for it.” Guy grinned. “The way things are going, sooner rather than later.”


    “Give it to me,” Kelu said. “I’ll probably need it before any of you remember we have it.”


    “Sound reasoning,” Guy said, and handed it over to her.


    “I’ll get some clothes for you now that you can wear them,” Ivy said. She looked down at herself. “And perhaps I should change as well, if we are to meet the king.”


    “He’ll be here soon,” I said, quiet, because I could feel him like the sun on my face. “Not long now.”


    “And then we can move,” Radburn said. “Before someone finds us that we don’t want finding us.”


    “Soon,” I said again.
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    But the next person we saw on the road was not Amhric, and not alone. Three horsemen darted from the ruined city, pounding down the bridge, hooves kicking up sprays of dirt. They were heading south, and they had remounts behind them with supplies.


    “Sending away for help?” Chester said, frowning. “After the Vessel promised her aid already? Have they decided not to trust her?”


    “Perhaps they are sending warnings,” Samuel said. The Vessel’s ebon-skinned second in command, who’d been left with the knights she’d designated as our protection, had kept his distance from us. I’d assumed it to be the same reserve Last showed: he was on duty, and interruptions to that duty were not welcome. Seeing his face, I thought it the right assumption, and felt sympathy for his frustration. “There are more countries represented here than just Troth. The others might want to tell their nations what has passed here, alert them to the possibility of invasion. Or they might be heading for the capital, with similar news.”


    “Should we stop them?”


    Samuel bared his teeth. “We could ride them down, yes. But that would leave you with even fewer of us as safeguard. And they can’t come back with reinforcements in time to stop us.”


    Stop us from doing what, though? That part, I didn’t know.


    “I suppose this is the end of your secret society,” I told Eyre. “If those riders make it all the way to Evertrue, they will indubitably tell someone that elves live.”


    “And are the servants of demons!” Ivy said. “Ridiculous!”


    “Hopefully by the time we speak to them we will have ample evidence otherwise,” I said. Though how we’d manage that without the library guiding us, I had not the first notion. All I knew was that Amhric’s coming would make a great number of things clear to me, and how I knew that…


    Magic, perhaps. Royal magic. But I trusted the instinct all the same. Amhric would arrive, we would confer, and between the two of us we would win ourselves and the elves clear of their curse. After that… who knew? Perhaps we could ride to Evertrue in state and introduce ourselves formally.


    “Stay under the bridge,” Samuel said. “They probably won’t turn back, but they might send out more riders.”


    For how long we remained, tense and attentive, I could not say. But long after our nerves had begun to fray, we heard the scuff of someone’s passage. Not horses this time, but people on foot. Samuel held out a hand to stay us—as if we would think of breaking cover, when footsteps suggested someone had been sent in search of us! I held my breath, stretching my senses out, feel the cool earth of the embankment, the hard stone of the bridge... the slight weight of those passing overhead. We waited, watched, hoped to count our opponents.


    And found only three. Three figures, furtively hurrying from Vigil, bent low under packs. I squinted into the dark at them and would not have known them at all had not the person leading them whispered, “Hurry, we don’t know how much time we have.”


    Startled, I said, hushed, “It’s Doctor Carrington.”


    Eyre said, “What?”


    Samuel gestured for quiet and Eyre leaned closer to breathe against my ear. “What’s she saying?”


    I strained my hearing, but Carrington spoke no more. “She wants them to make haste.”


    “She’s running?” Eyre said. “Is she in trouble?”


    Even in the dark I could sense the looks Guy, Radburn, and Chester were exchanging. As one they started to rise, but Eyre was already moving. Samuel hissed and grabbed for the back of his coat, but fell short. All we could do was watch as Eyre scrabbled out from beneath the embankment and started up the narrow path leading to the bridge.


    “Mary!”


    A long, far too long pause. Then, hesitant: “John?”


    “Mary, what are you doing?”


    I started up after him, and this time Samuel’s fingers didn’t miss. “What do you think you’re doing, my lord?”


    “I’ll stay in the shadow of the bridge,” I said. “But I’m going after him. What if the other two are armed?”


    “Yes, what if they are—”


    “Then they can kill him,” I said. “But they can’t kill me.”


    That, at last, pierced the knight’s intransigence. His grip relaxed. “You will betray our position to everyone.”


    “Eyre’s already done that,” I said. “Now release me.” When he hesitated, I said dryly, “Don’t worry. If they kill me, you’ve still got an elven king to do the work of the Church for you.”


    “You wrong me if you think I have so little honor,” Samuel said, quietly.


    I looked away until the burn on my cheeks faded, then said, “You’re right, and I apologize. But I must go.”


    He searched my gaze, and found in it... something. My desperation? My determination? I had both in equal measure. Whatever the case, he released me, and I scrambled up after my mentor.


    Eyre was already on the surface of the bridge, tensely facing his former colleague. She was followed by two striplings, a youth and a maiden, both burdened with heavy packs; like them, Carrington carried a pack, along with several books tucked into the crook of an arm.


    “You shouldn’t be here,” Carrington said at last.


    “Hang that,” Eyre replied. “Where are you going? Did they cast you out?” When she didn’t reply, he said, irritated, “For God’s sake, Mary. Do you truly distrust me? Should I prick myself and bleed red to prove there’s no demon blood coursing my arteries?”


    Alongside me, Ivy whispered, “There’s Eyre’s hidden flame.”


    I glanced at her. She’d inched up alongside me and was watching the tableau intently.


    “Your compatriot didn’t bleed black either.”


    “And she’d know it,” I muttered.


    “Because he’s no demon-servitor, but a victim. You’ve known me for over two decades, Mary. Do you think I would let myself be taken in by a fair face?”


    Her sigh was just audible in the dark. “I’d like not to think it, no. But I’ve seen ambition do worse things to men.”


    “And my ambition is... what? To make the breakthrough that Hugh was hoping for?”


    Carrington’s breath hissed from beneath her teeth. “Now is not the time, John. I have too little of it to disinter old hurts.”


    “My old ones, you mean.” Eyre folded his arms. “So what errand is so urgent that you need sneak out before dawn?”


    “We’re hiding books,” the youth behind her said unexpectedly.


    “Books?” Eyre repeated.


    “Because they want to burn them!” the maiden finished urgently.


    “Burn them!” Eyre cried.


    “Burn them,” I whispered, horrified. I joined him, unable to rein in my dismay. “They are going to do what?”


    At the sight of me Carrington’s two followers backpedaled, eyes wide. Fear? No, perhaps merely weathering the brunt of my unearthly presence.


    Carrington though. She paled. “You... you....”


    “Should be bleeding to death in the cell where I was impaled with every sword you and your companions could scour from the elven palace?” I said with asperity. “What’s this now about the books?”


    Cheeks flushed, Carrington hugged the ones in her arm to her chest. “Hugh and Emery have decided that the library is too dangerous to be allowed to fall into enemy hands, particularly if—” Her eyes darted to me, then back to Eyre, “—if there really is an elven nation coming on the heels of their outrider. They’re debating whether to destroy the whole library or to select only some number of works to consign to the flames along with the elf they think is still in a cell at this moment.”


    The disaster was so inconceivable that I saw nothing but fire, and with it, the ash of all my hopes for the liberation of the elves.


    “It’s patently ridiculous,” Carrington continued. “But they’re not going to listen to me about it. So while they’re off discussing whatever preposterous thing it is they’re planning, I’ve decided to rescue at least some of the treasure they’re plotting to destroy. Eliza and Oliver were the only two I knew I could trust, so I enlisted their aid. We were planning to find someplace to bury these....”


    “God in the firmament,” Eyre said. “Mary! Can’t you see what they’ve become? In what universe is it a virtue to burn books?”


    “In a universe where there are demons, apparently,” Ivy said from behind me. “Do you believe in demons, ma’am?”


    “Maybe the question is whether we can afford not to,” the young woman accompanying Carrington said. “Though... I would have thought demons would seem... overripe.”


    We all stared at her now. I found my tongue first. “Overripe. Like a rotting apple.”


    “Exactly like that, actually,” Eliza replied, nodding. “Like something delicious and beautiful, but you can tell, somehow, that it’s off.”


    “He can fall from ten stories and not die,” Carrington said, acid. “Surely that is enough.”


    “I’d guess if God’s messiah fell off a balcony, she would survive too.” Eliza stepped toward me, curious. “Are you a demon?”


    “No,” I said. “I am, however, demon-cursed.”


    “Now that’s a good story!” the youth behind her exclaimed. He joined her, and standing alongside her one could see the stamp of some mutual relation. Not in anything as obvious as their hair color or eyes, for she was a brunette with gray eyes, and he was fair with dark. But something in the hairline, and the shape of their wrists, and the way their collarbones formed at the base of their throats. “Is it true?”


    “Happily, I am no messiah,” I replied. “You are as divine as I am.”


    They glanced at one another, and I saw the pulse leap in their necks. “We are?”


    “I can even show you,” I said. Looking past them. “And you also, Doctor.”


    “I’d thank you to keep your uncanny magics away from me, thank you,” she replied stiffly. “Eliza, Oliver, I strongly suggest—”


    “Yes, please,” Eliza said, heedless of Carrington’s protest. “I want to know.” She added to her professor, “You’ve always said that there’s no substitute for direct experience.”


    “If we’re going to do this,” came Samuel’s voice, “Can you at least bring them off the road, my lord!”


    Bringing them off the road would require us to trust them with our location... or to hold them fast until we ourselves left. Either way, I was certain we could handle them. “As you say. Come.”


    “Don’t!” Carrington held out a hand. “For God’s sake, don’t go with him. If he’s a threat to you—”


    “Then it’s not like anyone’s going to find us in time, is it?” Oliver pointed out. “They’re still hiding in there.”

                “Plotting their empires,” Eliza muttered. “And leaving us out of them!”


    That, apparently, was sufficient for the two students. Whatever politics had ensnared their professor had left them far too cynical about the machinations of academia, and they plainly loved Carrington well. I walked off the road, and the twain followed me. Inevitably, Carrington did as well, and Eyre circled around her. Now that Ivy had made her comment I could see the friction between them, born of too long a knowing with too little consummation.


    “Here.” I stopped in the shadow of the bridge. “We’re not visible, but we’re not so far that you can’t run. Does that suit you, Doctor Carrington?”


    “I wish you’d—” She cut the words off, baring her teeth as she looked away.


    “Stop being polite to you though you hurt him?” Ivy said. At the other woman’s sharp glare, Ivy said, “Whether or not you were one of the ones who tortured him, you’re still responsible for letting other people torture him.”


    I rested a hand on Ivy’s arm and she quieted, though not without resentment. I considered Carrington’s two students. Young, I’d thought them, but they weren’t all that much more so than my friends. It was the callowness in their eyes that had fooled me: they had seen so little of life, and all of it apparently cloistered.


    Well, that would certainly change.


    “You are ready for your proof?” I asked them.


    “Proof that we have divine blood?” Eliza grinned. “Absolutely. This we want to see!”


    “Feel,” Eyre murmured. “You’ll feel it.”


    They looked over their shoulder at him, then turned to me in concert and said, “We’re ready.”


    I held my hand in front of me, open. Concentrated. And pulled gently, until I could feel the tender cores in them, just waiting for water to flower. They gasped when I tugged at them, and then again when I poured just a little into them, enough to wet the soil. “I am,” I said, soft, “a little dry...?”


    Radburn said, “I’ll donate.” He stepped up alongside me and grinned. “No hard feelings, after all.”


    “I’m glad to hear it.” I smiled at him, then pulled a thread of magic from him and fed it into the two students, until they held enough for use. “There. The gift of angels, bought for humanity by Saint Winifred and held in trust all these many years by the Church against our need.”


    “What... what did you do?” Eliza asked, shocked. She glanced down at her chest, rubbed it. “Am I glowing?”


    “And what did he do?” Oliver added, staring at Radburn.


    “Magic can be used up,” Radburn said. “I had some extra, so I let Morgan give it to you.”


    “We can’t give it directly,” Chester added, joining us. His voice was quiet. “Only the elven king and prince can do this. Usually.”


    Carrington had come closer, scowling. “Do what? What did you do to my students?”


    “Do it to her!” Oliver exclaimed.


    “Oh, ma’am, you must let him!” Eliza agreed.


    “You’re mad if you think I’ll let him touch me.” Carrington advanced on them, turned the youth to face her first and scrutinized him. “You don’t look any different.”


    “It’s not a ‘look’,” Eyre said behind her. “It’s a feel. You can feel it on the skin. Under your fingers, Mary. That’s where you’ll sense it.”


    “Preposterous,” she muttered, but I noticed her flexing her hands.


    “What can we do with it?” Eliza was asking, still looking at her chest as if to find visible evidence of her change. “Magic… that’s the stuff of stories.”


    “Folklore, certainly.” Ivy shared a warm glance with me, then returned her attention to the girl. “But as you’re a woman, you will command all that lives.”


    “Hey!” Oliver exclaimed. “How is that fair? What’s left over?”


    “Everything else!” Radburn said. “Seems a fair enough trade to me!”


    “I don’t see anything.” Carrington was frowning. “And I sense nothing. It’s nonsensical to think that I might.” She stepped away from her student—fortunately, for Oliver was already trying to hold a conversation over his shoulder with Radburn about the exciting new avenues open to him as a male practitioner of arcane arts. Folding her arms, she said, “It’s a trick.”


    “I think you’re allowing your emotions to rule your intellect,” Eyre said. At her fulminating glare, he said, so quietly that I thought only she’d been meant to hear, “You were always afraid of being accused of too much sentimentality. But a little sentiment, Mary, is not always a bad thing.”


    “Try holding that belief while laboring as one of the sole women in your field. In any field of higher learning!”


    Poor Eyre. He so wanted to reach her, and she so wanted to be reached by him, but her wounds kept her from accepting any aid. I empathized with her dilemma. It felt as if years had passed since Eyre had admonished me to accustom myself to asking for help because the whole of human life required acknowledgment that few of us survive without it. Like her, I’d been handicapped by something I couldn’t change—my illness—and wanted to succeed despite that handicap, and to do so while being able to say I needed no one.


    I had learned better. Or at least, I hoped I was in the process of doing so.


    “Leave her be,” I said. Both of them looked up at me at that. “I want no one who does not come to us of their own free will… and pushing her into accepting the gift will do none of us any favors, sir. If she decides to trust us, then we’ll still be here.”


    Behind me, Chester said, “You’re making several assumptions, Locke. Not the least of which that we might not die in our endeavor.”


    “We might,” I said. “But by God’s grace we shan’t, and I will trust in Him.”


    “That still leaves us with the problem of dealing with her presence.” Chester came abreast of me, eyeing Carrington.


    She lifted her chin. “If you think to frighten me… I don’t fear you. I don’t fear death!”


    “You’re lying,” I said. “And I admire your bravado, but it won’t serve.” I glanced at Eyre and said, “I think we’ll have to take her along, wherever we end up going.”


    “I’m not going anywhere with you!”


    “I hear horses!” Samuel exclaimed.


    And so did I, and I felt them too. “Will they know we’re off the road?”


    “They know,” the knight said.


    I abandoned Carrington and Eyre and all my friends, caring little that I might be seen from Vigil in the weirdling light that accompanied the slow receding of night. How appropriate that he should arrive with the sun! And how long I’d waited to see him!


    The drake I saw first, by its burning ember eyes, separating from the shadows. And then the entirety of the entourage came, harnesses jingling, hooves striking their swift beats. By then, however, I saw only the man in the saddle of my beast, and I was already running for him before they halted. Reaching up, I cried, “Oh, but what has befallen you! They have hurt you! Tell me who it was and I will kill them myself!”


    “Morgan,” Amhric said, sliding into my arms. “Ah, Morgan.” And rested there, warm against me, and whole but afflicted… by what I knew not. His shining had dimmed, so that his golden skin looked more like Eyre’s or Chester’s than like an elf’s shimmering, and he looked weak and too gaunt. It hadn’t been long enough for him to look like this… had it? What new torment had Sedetnet devised for him? I cradled him close, grateful but fighting rage and guilt, and heard the horses circling us without allowing them to distract me. Or I did until one of the people astride spoke.


    “It was no one, my prince.”


    Shocked, I looked up and found my liegeman—vassal—both, either, did it matter? “Kemses! But what are you doing here?”


    Kemses it was, and holding the staff I’d sent with Last as symbol of my promise to Amhric to protect him. How appropriate that it should come back to me in his hands! “It is a long and strange story, but before we tell it, I have it from our escorts that we should not tarry?”


    “No,” I said. “No, we mustn’t.” Over my shoulder I called, “We must ride!” Leaning back to clasp Amhric’s shoulder, I added, solicitous, “Can you?”


    “I can,” he promised. “I am not so cruelly used as I look, I promise.”


    “And I must believe you. But you must tell me all when we find a safe spot.”


    “I will.” Amhric sighed. “I have missed you, Morgan!”


    “And I have you, like a riven piece of my heart. Up you go, back on the drake.” I helped him up, turned… and found all my friends drawn in behind me, staring. They could sense him on their skins too, from the looks on their faces, each as individual as their personalities: Chester with solemnity and Ivy with awe, Guy considering and Radburn flushed. Eyre behind them looked like a man who’d resigned himself to the teaching of history, suddenly thrust into its midst. I remembered his reaction to me when I’d first returned to Evertrue and saw the joy there again.


    Nor was I the only one, for Mary Carrington was watching him, torn between unease and pensiveness.


    “Well?” I said to them, and they scattered to break camp and load the horses.
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    I rode behind Amhric, and from this position I felt all too clearly the ribs in his back and the hollow of his waist. These things I ignored, for the pace the Vessel and Kemses demanded was too grueling for words. I had thought they would guide us out of sight, but this would not suffice for either of them. The day broke over us, bringing the sun; the sun rose bright in the autumnal sky; and the sun was pressing toward the horizon when at last Rose began seeking a campsight. We were able to choose one enshrouded in trees, for they had brought us far enough from Vigil to reach them.


    “Here,” the Vessel said. So haggard was her dark countenance and so grim her voice, I wondered if she had seen any skeletal vultures on the journey to meet up with the king. “Set up the watch, and double it. I want at least one elf and one human per team. If the prince will permit.”


    “The prince does,” I said.


    Last and Samuel scattered to make good on the command. The remainder of us saw to the tents and the disposition of our one prisoner, for Carrington’s students were far too fascinated to attempt escape. Their mentor we kept under watch, but didn’t tie, and all three of them we held separate from our counsels.


    And then it was time for the explanations.


    “He let me go.”


    “He did what?” I said, startled. I had not heard correctly, surely.


    “The sorcerer released me.” Seeing my expression, Amhric said, quiet, “He didn’t harm me, save to scratch my cheek once.”


    “For the blood,” I guessed grimly.


    “He found it illuminating. Of what, he declined to divulge. But he didn’t harm me, and indeed, he let me go not long after you left.”


    “I had men at the sorcerer’s tower,” Kemses said. “I was suspicious, for I thought him too involved with warmongering, and with Amoret in particular, who betrayed the king, and I had promised you I would find some way to hold a beachhead for your return. But one day Sedetnet made his tower whole, emerged from its base, and left. My outriders brought me word, and I came swiftly, for it is not common to hear of the sorcerer using magic anymore.”


    “I had found my cell open,” Amhric murmured, “And I followed in Sedetnet’s wake, and found Kemses there.”


    “Just like that,” I murmured.


    “Just like.” Kemses said. “If ‘just like’ can encompass my surprise at finding the king in Serala rather than on a ship bound for Troth. But that is neither here nor there. We trailed him, Morgan. He went to the coast and made a Door.”


    A singing pause, as if they expected me to understand why this was significant. Since I didn’t, I said, “And a Door leads someplace, I presume.”


    “Doors need magic such as has not been seen since the betrayal,” Kemses said. “I had assumed there was not power to make a Door in the world anymore.” He glanced at Amhric, and his jaw hardened. “I fear what it means, if demons await only power to arrive to the world.”


    “A Door,” Amhric said to me, “allows a person to move from one place to the other without spending the time in traveling.”


    “Oh my,” Ivy whispered beside me.


    “Your whole shipping business would collapse,” Guy said to Chester.


    “Or become imperishably wealthy,” Chester said, absently. “Where did this Door go, sire?”


    “Here,” Amhric said, quiet. “It leads here, north and west of where we are.”


    “So Sedetnet came here.” I frowned. “Why? He had cause, I’m sure.”


    “And no doubt he wishes to tell it to you,” Amhric agreed. “For he left you a letter, sitting outside my cell door. Propped up against the wall, as if in expectation of my escape.”


    “A letter!”


    “None of us can open it,” Kemses agreed, and withdrew it from his bag to hand it to me. As I puzzled at the pale envelope, he continued, “We came through the Door in the sorcerer’s wake, and we were seen doing it on the Archipelago side. There are those who very much wish to do away with the king. Your reinforcements—” He nodded toward Rose, “—were very helpful in that regard, for we had already had several clashes with them and they pressed us hard.”


    “You were chased by your enemies?” Eyre asked, his attention suddenly very sharp. “How did they find you? Did you kill them all?”


    “They are dead and burned,” Kemses said. “But that hardly signifies. The Door remains open, and there is no guarantee it will not attract more travelers.”


    “Still open!” Ivy exclaimed. “But for how long? I have to imagine such an enchantment requires a terrifying amount of power!”


    “The power is in the opening and closing,” Amhric told her. “It remains as it is until commanded.”


    “And none of us have the power to command its closure,” Eyre guessed. “Which means—”


    “That the elves can return after their long exile,” Guy said. “I don’t relish the meeting given Morgan’s report of them.”


    I passed my thumb over the smooth paper, wondering what Sedetnet had written me, and why. But one matter needed attention first. “And you,” I said to my brother. “Why do you look so attenuated?”


    “Because this continent is starved for magic,” Amhric said. “There is nothing but longing in it, a parched need. And I am the king.”


    And the king reflects the land. But where had all the magic gone? I had noted its absence myself on reaching the continent, but I couldn’t conceive of a reasonable explanation for the lack.


    “We have some small amount,” Chester said, quiet. “If it would help…?”


    “You have a generous heart.” Amhric reached out, rested a thin hand on Chester’s knee. “But what afflicts me cannot be healed until the land is healed.”


    “And for that we have to know what’s hurting it,” Ivy said. “Except… what could that be?”


    As they spoke, I pressed my thumb beneath the blood-red wafer sealing the envelope closed, and touching it I knew it was not that color solely for dramatic purpose. Something stung my skin as it crumbled, pricking forth small beads of blood. He had enchanted it to open only to my fingers. Why? Why me? I did not flatter myself to think he’d found our one tryst so affecting that he held some lasting affection for me. Something else bound us. Was it that he found me unexpected in a life that had become tedious and empty?


    The words were written in Lit, not the Gift, and with a casual hand that made the letters feel as if they’d been thrown away.


     


    O Would-Be Prince,


     


    I am here on my own errands, which involve summoning demons. Yes, I think that’ll do, don’t you think? It’s past time. But by the time you read this, Suleris’s new blood-flag head will have discovered the Door, and so will his enemies. Knowing that an entire continent full of unsuspecting human fodder lies on the other side, I expect them to have some quarrel about who will feed first. It may take a day or two for them to settle their differences. If you’re fortunate, it will take longer. But I give them less than a week before they head south. I shudder to think what they’ll do with an entire new population to enslave. It should be fairly easy for them to do so, given how difficult it is for them to die.


    You have a choice now. Stop the demons and save the elves. Stop the elves and save the humans. I look forward to seeing what you decide. Strangely, as I have good reason to hate choices.


    If you choose the former, I suspect you already know how to find me.


    My, how interesting things have become, in the end! But end they shall, and I will see you ere it finishes.


    Enjoy!


    —S


     


    “My God!” I whispered. “He is mad!” I imagined the cruelty done to me by Thameis inflicted on my parents, the families of my friends, my countrymen. I wouldn’t wish the horror the elves would visit on them on even the worst of criminals: a judicially-mandated death was a cleaner end. My nausea redoubled. Save the elves or save humanity! It beggared belief that anyone could be so amoral as to set up such a choice. But could I have expected anything else of one who rolled dice to guide his decisions? Nothing was of consequence to the sorcerer; life or game, it was all the same to him.


    “Morgan?” Ivy asked, distressed. “Your hands. They’re shaking.”


    “What does it say?” Eyre added.


    “He means to unleash the demons,” I said. “And to distract me from stopping him, he has set the elven populace on the Door and told them where to find a new source of slaves.” I looked toward Kemses. “He says there is some slight chance they will quarrel amongst themselves for primacy before heading south.”


    My liegeman’s face was masklike. “It’s possible.”


    “How long did it take you to ride here?” I asked.


    “Two weeks, about,” Kemses said. “So I judge.”


    “Can we step backward a moment?” Radburn interrupted. “Are you telling me that an elven army is coming here? To conquer us?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    “Well, we can’t have that,” Guy drawled.


    “They must be warned,” Chester said.


    Yes, they must be. Unless... I looked at Eyre. “Doctor Carrington. Bring her here.”
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    Unlike her students, Carrington hadn’t been interested in eavesdropping on our conference, and had kept her back stubbornly turned to us for its duration. She came with obvious reluctance, arms tightly folded over her chest, and spared only a glance for Amhric and the other elves before facing me. “Yes?”


    “Three riders left Vigil not long before you did,” I said. “Where were they going?”


    She eyed our company mutinously and said nothing. Frustrated, Eyre said, “Mary, please.”


    “I’ll save you some work,” I said. “They were riding south, to warn someone. Evertrue, I presume. But perhaps the countries neighboring Troth as well.”


    “You’ll never catch them,” she declared.


    “I have no desire to,” I said grimly. “I hope to God they arrive, and whatever evidence they’ve brought to prove their case is sufficient to excite the alarm of whatever official entertains them.”


    Shocked, she blurted, “You can’t be serious!”


    “I fear I am. Your colleagues’ fears will shortly be realized, and it may be that they are the only ones who can marshal humanity to its own defense, because I—” I met Amhric’s eyes and exhaled, calming myself. “I need to go after Sedetnet. Don’t I.”


    My brother held out his hand. I gave him the message, and after he’d read it, he passed it to Kemses.


    “I’m right,” I said softly. “It’s a false choice. Humanity can survive what the elves will do to them, for the like of Thameis and Amoret will not be inclined to kill the cattle supplying them with their magical needs. But if the demons are freed, we are all imperiled, and the dead will walk, and with the elves yet bound the cost in blood to stop them will be immeasurable.”


    Said Amhric, only, “Yes.”


    “What are you talking about?” Carrington demanded. When no one immediately replied, she said to Eyre, “Are they seriously discussing an elven host bent on conquest? It’s real?”


    Eyre glanced at me and I nodded. He said, “I fear so.”


    “And you’re not going to stop them?” Carrington faced me now. “You said you grew up human. You would abandon us now?”


    “He has no choice,” Chester said. “If the sorcerer brings down the demons, the elves won’t be equal to their task of fighting them off. We will all die.”


    “If only we’d finished our work!” Ivy exclaimed. “But the library is barred to us!”


    “Is it?” Guy asked. When he found everyone’s attention on him, he lifted his brows. “I count some fifty elves here. Maybe. And the Vessel has twenty-five knights. Surely fifty deathless warriors can mop up three times their number in poorly armed students. We might not be able to do the job but they can.”


    “He has a point,” Kelu said, speaking for the first time. I had not expected the other genets to opine, but Kelu’s quiet had been unwonted. “You could send them to take the library. Or at least convince the people holding it that they can’t keep it, if you’re going to be squeamish about killing them.”


    “If the sorcerer is already on his way north, we cannot afford to linger, my prince,” Kemses said. “Not even to resume the quest to unravel the enchantment.”


    “There’s more than enough of us for both tasks,” Radburn pointed out. “Some of us could stay and keep reading while the rest of you go corral the sorcerer.”


    “But for that to work,” Ivy said, “We’ll have to leave everyone who can fight behind—” She glanced at Carrington, then finished, “Since I doubt they’re going to be convinced by anything less than overwhelming force.”


    “I don’t want to kill anyone more than necessary,” I said. Sighing, I finished, “Indeed, I would rather not kill anyone at all.”


    “Morgan,” Rose said, quiet. “Don’t ask me to stay behind. We were trained for this moment—”


    “To bar the dead from the living,” I said.


    “The king is our charge!”


    “Humanity is your charge,” I said. “The king of elves is a means to your end. Winifred herself would say so. Rose, where I go no force of arms can aid me. The sorcerer cannot be defeated by a sword, no matter how bravely wielded. And the minor magics you can bring to bear would trouble him no more than the bite of an ant.”


    “Enough ants can bring down a man,” the Vessel said.


    I held up my hands for quiet, received it, mercifully. Looking at my brother, I said, softer, “Will you decide?”


    A smile curved his mouth, gentle and rueful and loving. “I am the King-Reclusive. In this you lead.”


    “Then,” I said with a sigh, “I will lead first by retiring to consider my options.” I rose and bowed to the company. “I won’t be long.”


    Hoping that would stay them from following and beleaguering me with their well-meaning attempts to help, I left the campfire for the forests, where the land could cradle me and the silence soak into my heart and still my racing thoughts. Picking my way through the thickness of shadows that would have once tripped me, I continued until I found a likely tree. I sat against it and wrapped my arms around my knees, stared through the black fretwork of the branches. With fewer leaves to diffuse the pattern, it looked almost like the ceiling of a cathedral, and I thought of the hall at Vigil with its glass open to the firmament. Some elven architect had sat beneath a forest’s canopy and found glory in the hint of blue mystery, and duplicated it no doubt. A reminder that none of us had access to the pattern, and it was glorious beyond our ken.


    Had the sorcerer gone mad for seeing it?


    Why did I think he had?


    I pressed my brow against my knees, feeling the frame of my glasses pinch the skin at my nose. Really, there was no choice. I could not leave Sedetnet free. I could not afford to leave the library’s answers. And the elves would come straight through Vigil on their way south, unless they broke west, and the mountains that way quickly became impassable. It was in my heart that they would take the easier path, not just because it was easier, but because it led to the ground where once they’d fought and bled. Threnody-Calling-Forward was calling, and they would heed.


    How dearly I wanted to stay and read books and make notes. Almost it was in me to wish I had died ignorant of myself, and too young, rather than have come into this. But it was useless.


    Almost.


    I closed my eyes and marshaled my strength for what was to come, and I had not finished when I heard the whisper of feet against the earth. Softly, Almond said, “Master?”


    I held an arm out to her and she poured into the space alongside me, rubbing her furred cheek against mine. Kelu I heard because she allowed me to hear her, sitting to one side and before me.


    “We know you said you wanted to be alone,” Almond whispered, though I’d said no such thing—it was like her to have heard it so clearly—“so if you wish us to go....”


    “No.” I gathered her close and sighed. “No, it’s well. I think I’ve had about as much solitude as I need.”


    “You have attracted a small horde,” Kelu agreed, dry.


    “Not my intent, I assure you.”


    “No.” She grinned, all sharp teeth. “Just an accident of your going around turning everything upside down. First the Archipelago. Now the human civilization. I thought you would, but I didn’t think you’d do it so fast.”


    I thought of the messengers racing for the capital. “It is not how I would have chosen to introduce humanity to the elves. The damage may in fact be irreparable.”


    “I’m sure they’ll shrug it off when they see the elves being ripped apart for them by the dead,” Kelu said. At my expression, she said, “You don’t honestly expect to be able to stop Sedetnet, do you?”


    “Kelu,” Almond murmured.


    “No.” Kelu flicked her ears back. “No, on this one point, I’m not going to soften the blow. We’re talking about someone who can float a tower and open Doors. If he wants to summon demons, no one’s going to be able to stop him.”


    “I could ask,” I said.


    “You could, and he might even say ‘yes’. But I doubt he will. For someone capricious, he’s acting like someone with a mission.”


    “He is, isn’t he?” I said, puzzled anew. “I’m missing something, and I fear the lack may destroy us all.”


    “Probably,” Kelu agreed, scooting over and putting her back to the tree. She ignored Almond’s outraged gasp. “More than probably, really. Unless, I guess, you can make all these humans into bad copies of elves by pricking the magic in them. Not that it’ll matter, since there’s not enough magic on this continent to feed them all. What good is a hundred knights who can use magic if you’ve got thousands of corpses rushing them?” She shrugged. “I don’t know how that’ll work out for the best.”


    “Maybe an angel will save us, the way an angel saved us before,” Almond said.


    Kelu snorted. “You know how many people have prayed for angels to save them?”


    “Maybe if Amhric and I ask,” I murmured, but they both heard the lack of confidence in my voice. Responding to Kelu’s quizzical look, I said, “But I fear our sacrifice has been debased. There is nothing in our blood to bring forth an angel anymore. We have wasted the gift.”


    “You didn’t waste it,” Almond said firmly. “It was taken from you by betrayal.”


    “Either way, I don’t think we can rely on our ability to summon one. The very idea is blasphemous. We are no one to be ordering the arrival of one of God’s divine messengers.” I removed my glasses and rubbed one eye with the butt of a palm. “We will have to muddle through as best we can.”


    “You will, anyway.” Kelu closed her eyes. “The rest of us will be dead, and probably for the best.”


    Almond tensed against me, but said nothing. I frowned and squinted at Kelu. “By which you mean—”


    “God, you are daft.” Kelu sighed. She leaned over and knocked on my brow with her furred knuckles. “I’m the oldest genet in existence, and I’m near my expiry date, ‘Master.’ Almond won’t be around in a few years. All of the genets that exist, right now, are all the genets that will ever exist, because there’s no more Fount to make them, and even if you somehow figure out how to win this disastrous epic battle you’re not going to hand the king over to Suleris so they can keep making more of us. In five or six years, the youngest of us will die, and there will be no more genets.” At my expression, she nodded, satisfied. “So you see, I don’t really care whether you figure things out or not. Either way, it’s not going to matter to us. Me, Almond, Emily,” said with disdain for the human name, “Serendipity... all the genets in cages back at Suleris... we’ll all be dead.”


    The thought of a future without genets was absurdly depressing. But there were no genet sires, and their lifespans were engineered into them as surely as ours were into us. “Perhaps the same knowledge that will liberate the elves from their imprisonment will serve the genets as well.”


    Kelu snorted. “Maybe. But by the time you have time to figure it out, I’ll certainly be dead.” She got to her feet, dusting off her legs. “Don’t worry yourself over it. No one will ever be asked to make a hard choice between saving the genets and saving everyone else. That’s a privilege you furless people reserve to yourselves. We’re just...” She trailed off and grinned humorlessly. “Unfortunate victims.”


    “Kelu,” I said, “I can understand you throwing darts at me. I can understand you hating me. But the darts you throw rip you as well. Why do it?”


    She looked away, ears flat against her head and a wrinkle rumpling her muzzle but not quite baring her teeth. Finally she said, “Don’t try to save what can’t be saved. ‘Master.’” And then she stalked away.


    “She doesn’t hate you,” Almond said softly, distressed. “Her life has been nothing but fear and cruelty, Master. She doesn’t know how to hope.”


    “Your life hasn’t been much better.” I drew her into my lap and wrapped both arms around her.


    “No, but I have known kindness. You have been kind.” She petted my arm.


    “But before me?” I pressed.


    “Before you I knew that pleasing my masters was good,” she said, “because pleased masters are happy, and then there is more happiness in the world.” She lifted innocent eyes to mine. “And if I have added to some of the happiness in the world, then my life has been worth something.”


    I hugged her tightly, feeling in my heart for the first time that she would die, years before I had tired of her sweetness and her wisdom. She licked my jaw and perhaps I let my eyes well against her hair.


    When I could breathe again I leaned back and let her right my glasses on my nose. Through them she burned a purity, as well she should. I no longer knew what the glow signified; it only seemed appropriate that she should be among the brightest of the people I had yet seen.


    “Do you know what you’ll do?” she asked.


    “Yes,” I said. “So let us go back and see it done. The sorcerer is putting distance between us as we speak.”
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    “We need the library’s wisdom,” I said. “Even more, we need people here who represent those elves who are not marauders to greet humanity when it arrives, for—” I glanced at Carrington, “—I pray that the messengers convince their auditors that they are in earnest, and that the peril is real, both from the dead and the elves who would enslave them. For this task, then, I ask... and it is asking, for I will not command... that Kemses and his men stay, and the Vessel and hers. Kemses....” I faced my liegeman. “You must be the face of our allies to those eager to defame us. I can trust no one else with this task, if Amhric and I do not ourselves stay.”


    Kemses bowed. “It will be as you say, my liege.”


    “Rose,” I said to the Vessel. “I know it galls you to remain, but you alone have the status in our society to have any hopes of convincing whoever leads the human contingent to take up our cause. If you aren’t here I fear that no one will heed Kemses. The counsel of fear and hate will win the day.”


    Rose said, between gritted teeth, “You give me nearly an impossible command, my lord.”


    “I ask,” I repeated. “I ask, Rose, because without you there is no chance of success. And because when the dead rise, they will rise here, from this place of grief and memory. The Church must be here. This is their ancient charge. I know you will not turn from it.”


    A sigh ran from her, and with it her resistance. “It will be as you say, my lord. But we will have words when you return.”


    “I look forward to it,” I said, and found I meant it.


    To my friends, I said, “I would have some of you stay as well, though it pains me to separate our fellowship.” I smiled a crooked smile. “But someone who can do the work of reading books should be doing it in my absence.”


    Guy slung an arm around Radburn’s shoulder and shook the other man affectionately. “We’ll hold the fort. Won’t we, Radburn.”


    “Wait, I haven’t volunteered! I won’t cower here alone while everyone else rides off—”


    “We’ll hold the fort,” Guy repeated. “Because someone has to. And there’s going to be danger enough, what with being surrounded by resentful academicians hoping we fail.”


    “That’s a danger we’re used to, though!”


    Guy rolled his eyes. “You complain all the way here about the discomforts of travel and how irritating you find being away from what you find familiar. Now you want to abandon all that you find familiar so you can go back to them?”


    Radburn ignored him. “Morgan, I won’t abandon you.”


    “You aren’t,” I said. “You think that your part of the task is less important? The fate of elvenkind rests on our ability to free their magic—not just elvenkind at this point, either, for if we fail, and we very well may, the dead will destroy humanity as well. You must discharge your own errand. Someone must, or it will all be for naught.”


    Radburn grimaced. Quieter, he said, “It goes against the grain, letting you ride off like this.”


    I rested a hand on his arm. “We won’t be gone long.”


    Having left him resigned to his fate, I knelt before Emily and Serendipity. “I would ask the two of you to stay as well.”


    They glanced at one another with identical looks of puzzlement. Emily said, “Of course, Master. But... why?”


    “Because the genets no less than the rest of us are bound up in this.” I could sense Kelu’s burning regard on my back. “And it is in my heart that you have gifts to give to the task. Some of your number should remain and contribute your efforts.”


    “We’ll help in whatever way we can,” Serendipity promised, and I hoped they would, and that Serendipity’s gift in particular would serve them.


    “That leaves the rest of us to Sedetnet’s trail,” I said.


    “I see you’re smart enough not to try to make those of us who’d follow you stay behind,” Ivy said.


    “I like to think I have a little common sense,” I said, sliding an arm around her waist and kissing the top of her head. “If we’re all agreed? We should leave as soon as we can.”


    “Wait!”


    We all halted, for there was Carrington, feet spread and hands fisted at her sides.


    “Yes?” I said.


    “You don’t truly believe I’m going to let you ride back into Vigil and take it over!”


    “Yes,” I said. “I do.”


    She hesitated.


    “Doctor Carrington,” I said. “You will not allow Vigil to be overrun by the elves who would torture you the way I was tortured at the hands of your colleagues, even if it means allying yourself with elves who wouldn’t.”


    I saw her flinch and waited. I had done her a kindness by not accusing her publicly of the cruelties she’d committed against my flesh, and I judged her to be too honest a woman to enjoy my protection, while still acknowledging that it was protection. Not from my partisans, though she might be aware, intellectually, of the danger they posed her... but from Eyre. I guessed her to value his opinion of her still, and if she could believe that Eyre loved me as a student enough to hate her for hurting me....


    “They won’t listen to me,” she said at last, quiet, and I saw how much the admission cost her. “I am their colleague only when I agree with them, because it proves to them that I was trained to ape my betters.”


    “It really is the way you said,” Kelu said to Ivy.


    “I told you,” Ivy replied.


    “Does it not please you to return with an argument they can’t refute for fear of their lives?” I asked.


    “That’s not how I want to win. That’s not winning at all. That’s subjugation.” She looked away, shoulders tense, then blurted, “Let me come with you.”


    “Mary, no—”


    “John, my career is done the moment I walk in there with an army at my back. If I go with you I can at least learn something.”


    “You can’t let her come with us!” Chester said. “Not when she—”


    “Chester!” I said.


    “No.” He glared at me, then bared his teeth at her. “I won’t let her. She knows why.”


    “And if I allow it?” At his mutinous expression, I said, more gently, “If I ask you?”


    “Last charged me with your protection—”


    “And I can’t die,” I said. “Not of anything she can do to me. If she’d like to throw her lot in with us, I won’t say no.”


    Ivy was watching us with narrowed eyes, and hers was not the only speculative look. I doubted our exchange had been wasted on Eyre, but I hoped his feelings for her would blunt his powers of observation. I might have wondered why I felt the urge to protect her, save that the reason for it was sitting beside me. Amhric would have urged forgiveness had I explained the matter to him. Amhric would have forgiven his every enemy, given the chance, and while I would have found his example an impossible one to follow had it involved the enemies of my friends, I found it somewhat easier to extend that consideration to someone who had, after all, not been able to bear my screams. And it was in me that she was not our enemy... she simply hadn’t convinced herself of it yet.


    “You may come with us, if we wish,” I said. “But we go north, and quickly, and into danger. Nor can we take your students. I fear we travel too heavily as it is.”


    “Oh, don’t worry about them,” Radburn said. “We’ll take them in hand. They can help us with the research.”


    Said students looked mutinous, but the maiden took a second look at Guy and became somewhat less distressed at her exile. She nudged her cousin, who scowled at her, but said, “Whatever you wish, Professor.”


    “Then we are resolved?” I looked at my companions and marveled that I had come into so many. How far I’d traveled from the taciturn shut-in who’d been grateful for the four friends willing to suffer his company! “In the morning, then.”


    We disposed ourselves to rest or guard as our inclinations and duties required. My own pallet became a matter of debate for amusing cause, for I was determined to guard my brother, and Chester determined to guard me, and Ivy stubbornly refused to be parted from me no matter what our mixed company might think of the proprieties, and of course the genets could not help but wish to be near the Fount. When the drake also stalked close and sat beside my blanket I began laughing. “There is no bed in the world large enough for this sleeping arrangement.”


    “And I think proper introductions are in order, anyhow,” Ivy added.


    “No,” Chester murmured, watching Amhric. “I think we know one another.”


    “I suppose we must, at that.” Ivy shook her head, then said, “There is nothing for it, but that we make some sort of sunburst with our heads in the middle, like children playing in snow.”


    And that did serve... on this night, anyway.
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    In the morning, Kemses and the Vessel took their leave of us, and we made promises to see one another soon. Guy adjured Chester to keep my hide in one piece; I caught Radburn taking leave of Kelu and made certain she didn’t see me noticing. Watching them ride away toward the bridge and the proud spires of Vigil was enough to induce anyone to melancholy, and I wondered abruptly if I’d chosen rightly.


    When I turned to see to our own departure, it was to find one uninvited guest.


    “Last,” I said sternly in the Gift. “You are away from your post.”


    “Forgive me, my prince, but you are incorrect. My lord charged me with your safety, and here you find me.”


    “Circumstances have changed—”


    “Indeed. They have grown more dire.”


    I eyed him. “You have asked Kemses if you might remain behind, haven’t you.”


    “As he could not accompany you himself, my prince, he did what he could.”


    I chuckled, remembering a minatory lecture from Kemses on the duty of a liege to accept his vassal’s gifts. “As you will probably follow us if I attempt to command you to stay, I will thank you instead for your faithfulness. Mount now, please.”


    As the others broke camp, I found my brother and clasped his shoulders, searched his face, which he allowed.


    “Can you ride alone?” I asked, soft. “Shall I put you behind me?”


    “I can manage.” He smiled for me. “It is enough to be near you again. I feel more whole.”


    “I do as well, though I hate to see you so afflicted.” I drew him into my arms. How hard it was to feel the hollows near his spine! It reminded me too strongly of how I’d first seen him. Perhaps he felt the tension in my body, for he rested a hand on the back of my head.


    “It is nothing that cannot be fixed,” he promised.


    But by whom, I wondered?


    We had enough horses for everyone, though Kelu and Almond rode with me on the drake. Our party numbered nine: myself and the genets, Chester and Ivy, Eyre and Carrington, Amhric and Last. I feared that even that was too many, for the more horses we brought, the more chances for a slow one to hold back the pace. But there was nothing for it. These would not be parted from me, and in truth I didn’t want to go alone to face Sedetnet and whatever perfidy he planned.


    “We go,” I said, and we did.
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    The strangest thing about that first day was that I rode through it mantled in joy. Even knowing the urgency of our errand and the likelihood that we would fail, I... I was happy. My beloved, who would marry me did I but ask, rode at one side. The man I trusted as best friend guarded my brother’s flank, and Amhric rode at my other side. My cherished and respected mentor was behind me warded by a warrior I’d won to my cause, and held fast against me were the genets, who had become dear to me. And the drake, whose constancy had endeared itself to me from our very first meeting, had come back to me, and bore me again as tirelessly as the wind scouring the plains. The sky was broad and endless, the breeze chill but the sun high and clear. No one stopped us, and for a time it felt as if no one could.


    I could have ridden forever that way.


    We stopped for the night in the open, for there was no shelter on the field north of Vigil for miles. The city was visible as a distant silhouette against a cobalt blue sky, and seeing it I wondered how Kemses and Rose had fared. I stared at it until the kindling of the fire behind me washed the scene away, and then I returned and joined my companions. Our meal was reconstituted from a pouch from one of the horses Kemses had packed, and watching it bloom into a fragrant broth I thought of the liegeman who ‘made much of little’ and smiled. Even the pot it had been made in was some clever contrivance that could be folded. No, I could not fear for Kemses’s errand. Between his ingenuity and Rose’s regal obduracy, there could be no doubt of it.


    As Chester ladled the broth into the folding cups, Carrington hesitated, then said, “So… you are a king.”


    “He is,” I said for Amhric. I took my serving from Chester and could not resist adding, amused, “Our king.”


    “Of elves.”


    “Of all those who use magic,” I said. “A fraternity—” Ivy cleared her throat and Chester grinned. “I stand corrected. A brethrenhood, if I can coin a term, that now includes humanity… or at least those who are willing to embrace the possibility.”


    Carrington glanced at Eyre, who nodded. “Yes. Even me. It exists, Mary.”


    “And it’s not demon-spawned,” Ivy added. “No matter what other people have told you. Saint Winifred is responsible for securing for us the capacity, and she did it by petitioning an angel.”


    “Saint Winifred!” Carrington wrinkled her nose. “You mean to bring religion into this. Stories—”


    “The stories were real,” Chester said, and though his words did not perturb his pouring of the broth one could hear the intransigence in it.


    “You could have proof of it if you let Morgan guide you to your own magic. Assuming you have it.” Ivy sipped her broth. “Maybe your ancestors were too good for something common, like religion, and you missed your opportunity to receive the angel’s gift.”


    I was about to chastise Ivy for her unkindness when Amhric said, quietly, “She has it.”


    Carrington looked up, guiltily, met his eyes and froze.


    “That would be the last word on the subject,” Eyre said conversationally. “I wonder how this cup was made? It looks like leather. Or paper? It’s manifestly neither.”


    “It’s magic,” Ivy said, unrepentant, and Carrington scowled.
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    Later that night, I said to her, “You shouldn’t bait her.”


    “Why?” Ivy asked. “She invited herself. Chester as much proclaimed that she tortured you—did she? No, you won’t answer that. And now that she’s here, she’s determined to play the skeptic? And about my religion! Which happens to be true! And brought me the second best thing in my life!” She rested her hand on my chest beneath the ring I wore for her. “You’re the first thing, of course.”


    “Ivy.” I laughed softly and drew her into my arms. “Ivy, my love. Did not Winifred counsel forgiveness? And redemption?”


    She sighed and tucked herself against me. “I’m no Winifred, Morgan. I love you, and she annoys me.”


    I grinned against her hair. “I love you also.”


    “And she annoys you too?”


    Prudently I said nothing.
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    We resumed our journey, and the joy of it bled away as I concentrated on our destination. I could feel the knot of ugliness and suffering like a weight in my chest, and it drew me like a lodestone… but I knew nothing of how long the journey would take, and even knowing we’d been outfitted by people who knew their business I feared we would run aground on my inexperience and the nebulousness of my route.


    “I feel it too,” Amhric said to me when we broke for necessities. He was astride his mount still, shoulders low with exhaustion, but like me when he looked north his face turned and then stopped facing the exact direction I felt the pull. “The inevitability of it.”


    “Do you think it’s far?” I asked as the drake sidled up to his horse and nudged my brother’s leg. Amhric put down a hand, stroked the creature’s brow.


    “I don’t know. Not far. But how long….” He shook his head. “I follow you, my brother.”


    “I only hope you do so in wisdom, and not to folly.”


    He reached for my hand and took it, curling his small golden fingers in mine. I sighed and squeezed them, smiled. “We will make shift.”


    “Always.”


    It hurt to see him so depleted... and yet despite his obvious weakness, there was never an evening that he did not find someone to sit beside, and inevitably those subject to that patient regard found themselves speaking to him. Was that the secret, I wondered? Was the willingness to give someone time and undivided attention at the heart of love?


    Watching Eyre in conversation with my brother, I wondered, and marveled, and hoped to find the solution to his affliction as I had once hoped to find mine. Perhaps that was love, also: as simple, and as complex, as a person’s ability to express it. The King-Reclusive listened, welcomed, forgave with an open heart. And I? Apparently led us on merry chases across the continent—God save us all.
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    It was perhaps inevitable that we would talk, for the horses could not be ridden full-out and even the drake needed to recuperate. When we reined back to a slower pace, we could hear one another more easily… and if our numbers had been depleted by the delegation of tasks, there were still three students and two professors on this ride, and all of us had more than enough time for thinking.


    “What I don’t understand,” Ivy said on the third day, chafing her thumbs on the reins, “is the shapechanging. You said the sorcerer changed shape, Morgan, but shapechanging is a female magic.”


    “Maybe it’s demon magic,” Chester offered.


    Carrington, looking from one to the other, could not help herself. “I thought you said the elves were not demon-spawn!”


    “They’re not,” I said, before Ivy could say something cutting. “But we have been cursed by demons, and that curse has granted us some of their powers.”


    “That’s true,” Eyre murmured. “You are incapable now of being killed without significant effort, and demons cannot be at all. The draining of energy… that is a demonic ability as well. One the elves did not have previously.”


    “Save the prince,” I agreed. “The prince compels. But in all the annals, and in all I’ve heard—“ I glanced at Last, who nodded, “—he is the only one who can.”


    “Say what you just said again.” Chester was frowning.


    “That the prince compels?” I looked toward him. “That he is the only one—”


    “Not that part. The part before it.”


    “That the elves were cursed with the demonic talent,” I repeated, and his eyes lit. I recalled my epiphany before Roland had put a knife through my throat, though the events since had left me with little time to consider the ramifications. “Do you suspect it? I had seen something in the library that made me think so, but....”


    “It makes sense, doesn’t it? The gift the angel made Winifred, the one that changed her, that isn’t an enchantment, it’s a blessing. Why shouldn’t what demons did to you constitute a curse?”


    “That means elves now have demon blood in them?” Kelu said from behind me. I could hear her wrinkled nose. “Don’t tell me I’m drinking demon blood.”


    “You drink blood.” To her credit, Carrington sounded only a trifle disturbed.


    “I have to,” Kelu replied. “The stupid elves made it impossible for me to stay sane without it.”


    “It must be what the angels put in the blood ladders that we need,” Almond offered, tentative. “I cannot think that the demonic traits would do anything positive.”


    “But what does it signify?” Ivy asked. “Does it matter whether it’s a curse or an enchantment?”


    “It does if it means what we need is not a spell, but the intervention of angels,” Chester said.


    “God Almighty,” I murmured.


    “It worked for Winifred,” Ivy said. “Why shouldn’t it work for us?”


    “You don’t just call down angels to ask for help!” I said. “It’s impertinent.”


    Eyre was laughing. “Impertinent, my student! Really. The only objection you can conjure?”


    “Well, it is. Besides, if the matter had been as simple as ‘summon an angel to heal us’, someone would have done it by now. Yes?” I glanced at Amhric.


    He hesitated.


    “Oh, no,” Ivy said. “Did someone try?”


    “Yes,” Amhric said. “But our blood does not call angels anymore. Even with glass to sanctify the offering.”


    “Maybe it’s because of the adulteration,” Chester mused.


    “Or because it is not capable of being symbolic of sacrifice,” Eyre said. “That was a good notion Miss Miller had in the library.”


    “Human blood does not have demon adulteration,” Chester said. “Humans can die.”


    The silence that followed his statement was filled by the thumping of hooves and the caress of the breeze. I was glad of the genets’ company, for my coat did little to ward off the sudden chill.


    “I hope you’re not suggesting someone die in the hopes of making an angel appear,” Carrington said. “Humans have been doing that for centuries too without success.”


    “She’s right.” Ivy frowned. “But why did it work for Winifred and not for any of the people who came after?”


    “If we could answer that, we would be saved all our labors,” Eyre said.


    “We’ve traveled far afield of our original question,” Ivy said. “Unless we mean to suggest that the sorcerer’s powers are demon-derived. Why can he change shape? It’s unfair that he might have a woman’s powers as well as a man’s.”


    “Has he ever demonstrated a man’s powers?” Chester asked.


    “He floats towers,” I said.


    Carrington interrupted. “Men and women have different powers?”


    “Different but equal,” Ivy said firmly. “Women affect living things. Men affect the natural world.”


    “People not being of the natural world?” Carrington asked, mouth twitching, and I liked her better for her ability to tease even if Ivy obviously found it presumptuous from the narrowing of her gaze.


    “So he has both a man's and a woman’s power,” Eyre said. “Are the rules different for sorcerers, then?” He looked at Amhric. “Sire. Do you know?”


    The title gave Amhric pause, I thought. But as with everything, he answered with gentle grace. “There were no sorcerers before the enchantment that I have heard of. Men and women of great power, certainly, but not anything we would call a sorcerer. Last…?”


    Last shook his head and said in his accented Lit, “I don’t know. But… I do not think so.”


    “Perhaps sorcerers are an abomination made possible by demonic interference, then,” Eyre said. “Does that mean that nature abhors the possibility of equality between the sexes?”


    “I thought the powers were different but equal,” Kelu said dryly.


    Thinking of the elves who could choose to live as one or the other, I said, “Perhaps not.”


    “Nevertheless, we have a problem,” Chester said. “If sorcerers are new to the race, then we know little of their limits, and so how to fight them. My lord, do you know of any other contemporary sorcerers? Or you, Captain Last?”


    Last and Amhric exchanged glances. Last said, “I can’t think of any, my king. Do you…?”


    “Know of any?” Amhric frowned. “No. I have neither heard of any nor can I recall them.”


    “Wait,” Chester said. “Do you mean to tell me there is only the one sorcerer in all the world? And in all the history of the world?”


    “We can’t think of any others,” Amhric said. “That doesn’t mean there are none.”


    Eyre chuckled. “Stray not into logical fallacies, Mr. Chester.”


    “What about you?” I asked Almond and Kelu. “The genets hear much that their masters say in carelessness.”


    “Sedetnet’s the only sorcerer I’ve ever heard of,” Kelu said.


    Almond nodded.


    “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Ivy said slowly. “There has to be a first for everything. Perhaps this Sedetnet is merely the first sorcerer.”


    “I can’t believe that,” Chester said. “Not with circumstances as they are. There’s something here we aren’t seeing.”


    “What I see,” Kelu said, “is that you’re riding off to find him with absolutely no plan, as usual. And he’s no less capable than he was before, and we’re no more capable than we were. So what’s to stop him from twisting us all into knots again and doing whatever it is he’s planning?”


    “Releasing a demon,” I murmured.


    “Right. That.” Kelu poked my back with a claw-tip. “Are you going to talk him out of it? That didn’t work on the ship when he took the king away.”


    “I don’t know,” I said.


    “It’s going to take divine intervention to keep you from failing,” Kelu said dryly.


    “I know,” I said. “The horses have rested enough. Let’s make haste.”
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    The terrain through which we passed remained dead to every sense, in that particular way of the body when it has suffered too much: a numbness, as if scarred over. It troubled me to be riding over it, to be enfolded by it, for that sensation encompassed the entirety of what I could see save the sickness we rode toward, and that sensation was worse. There would be no trees until we reached the rumpled hills that led up to the northern mountains, and there was no scrub either; very little grew here, and if it was less dead than the fields south of Vigil, it still remembered the army that had trampled it with skeletal feet in its inexorable progress toward the living. Had the horses been able to bear it, I would have urged them faster and not stopped until we’d reached the foothills. As it was, I begrudged every halt and did my best to conceal it, and I fear I was poor company at the fire. When we retired I was glad to sleep and put the effort of polite conversation behind me.


    But I woke abruptly in the middle of the evening, lifted my head. Ivy was sleeping against me, her head at my chest. At my back, though…


    “You’re awake,” I whispered. “Is something wrong?”


    Amhric shook his head. I carefully disentangled myself from Ivy and sat up. “What is it?”


    “I am keeping the vigil,” he replied.


    The vigil—I looked past him, found Chester missing, tensed. “Where is he?”


    “Petitioning angels,” Amhric said, and set a hand on my wrist. “Leave him to it, Morgan. He cannot hurt himself in the asking… and he may even succeed.”


    I subsided, reluctantly. “So long as he doesn’t believe he has to give his life to secure the audience.”


    “Did he do so, he would have no breath left to make his petition.” Amhric smiled, a little. “All the stories say one must speak to the angel that comes, so as to make a decision. He’ll need a voice.”


    I managed a huff of a laugh. “All right. Yes, I suppose that’s so. But… why did he wake you and not me?”


    “I don’t think he intended to wake anyone. He wanted to steal off alone. It was an accident that I noted it.” Amhric tilted his head as he studied me, then shook it. “Don’t, my brother.”


    “He could have confided in me,” I muttered.


    “And you would have tried to stop him.”


    Would I have? Only because I knew what such requests could cost. The angel had listened to Winifred only because she’d offered her life. Was it selfish of me not to want Chester to pay for the redemption of the elves? Even though, as a descendant of the race that had seen them cursed, he might argue that his was the price to pay?


    “Now that you’re up,” Amhric said, “I will let you stand the watch.”


    Rueful, I kissed his hands. “I am sorry. I am not as empty of sin as I could wish.”


    “You are all that I need, and that your friends desire,” my brother said, smiling. “I think that enough.”


    It was with a blush on my cheeks that I took up Amhric’s vigil, then, for who could hear such words and feel deserving of them? I certainly did not. Not knowing where Chester had gone, nor how far away, I repaired to the cold campfire. We’d found precious little fuel to burn as we’d traveled… another reason to look forward to the wooded slopes. As the cold couldn’t hurt me I’d taken to leaving my blanket over Ivy, but I was uncomfortable huddled beneath my coat as I waited. I may even have drowsed. But I woke when I felt him approach with the senses to which I’d become heir with my powers. He was a mage, and I was his prince, and his essence was all the warmth that a fire could not duplicate.


    “And here I thought I was being quiet.”


    “You were,” I said. “But you woke Amhric and that woke me.”


    Chester let himself down alongside me. I could smell the blood, taste the magic in it, in the back of my throat where tastes become thicknesses. In silence I reached for his hand and he gave it to me, where I found the long cut on his tawny palm. It looked painful: perhaps purposefully so. He could have chosen a less fraught place to slice, but if it had been intended as a symbol of sacrifice, nothing less would have served.


    I did not need to tell him to stay when I went to our packs. When I returned, he let me clean the wound and begin wrapping it in strips of cloth.


    “I failed, of course.”


    “Not for want of piety or virtue,” I said, gentle.


    “How can you know?”


    That sound in his voice that could become bitterness… I looked up at him and said, “So the man devout would place himself at the same level as the saint who founded his faith?”


    Shocked, Chester said, “Never!” And such was the strength of his reflexive negation that we both paused, and a rueful smile curved his mouth. “I am, however, obviously lacking in humility.”


    “I doubt it,” I said, smiling as I tucked the end of the strip beneath the others and gave it a tug to test the binding. “But you were preparing to turn the incident into a whip to mortify yourself with, and we will have more than enough wounds soon enough without requiring their self-infliction.”


    Chester snorted, flexed the hand. “That’s good. Thank you.” He added, quieter, “It’s just that our need is so great. I had hoped—”


    “I did too, a little. But apparently our need is not great enough yet.” I turned his hand. “I hope this won’t hobble you.”


    “I won’t let it.”


    “You did it to your writing hand,” I said, irritated.


    He laughed. “Locke. Really.” At my glance, he said, “My writing hand! As if I will be writing anything anytime soon.”


    “Fine. Your sword hand.”


    He chuckled and grasped me on the shoulder. “I trained with them both.”


    “Frustrating man,” I said. “There are grisly fates awaiting those who have an insolent answer to their prince’s every reprimand.”


    “Was that a reprimand?” Chester asked, amused, but I could tell he was asking.


    “No,” I said. Then added, “Well. Only that you insisted on not warning me before jaunting off.”


    Chester folded his hands in his lap, head lowered. “I thought about it. But it was a thing between me and God.”


    “Which is why I’m not angry.”


    He nodded. Then added, quiet, “Your brother is all that you said he would be. Even his silences are magnetic. They draw the most astonishing confessions from one’s lips, and yet one is sure they repose in him as safely as they would in a locked treasure chest.”


    “It is his gentleness.” I stared at the cold firepit, as if the memory of the flame there could still mesmerize. “There is no power in the world that can resist gentleness. It may take time, but....”


    Chester nodded. “I find I adore him. But you spoke more truly before.” When I glanced at him, he said, “You are my prince, Locke.” He grinned then, and it was an expression more suited to my face than his: wry, touched with something too close to self-mockery for my taste. “Do you find it absurd?”


    “I suppose others might. But I have fallen in love with a king. If it is absurd, it’s a failing we share.”


    “At least the king was unknown to you! You have been... well... you.” He shook his head. “Do you recall how we met?”


    “Vividly,” I said. “Classics I, and I was asleep on my desk.” I remembered it too well, how my illness had stolen my strength and made me look the delinquent: absent from class, or sleeping through it like someone who’d misspent the evening before. “I thought when you stopped to look at me that you were preparing to chastise me. Were you?”


    “I don’t know,” Chester admitted. He smiled, and this was a gentler chagrin. “I thought about it, but something stayed me at the last moment.”


    “And I woke and thought you passing judgment....”


    “And you schooled me!” Chester laughed. “Rattled off quotations from the last seven texts we’d been examining. That was a difficult class. Baybery wanted us to memorize the entire canon, I sometimes thought.”


    “Sometimes!” I snorted. “If I hadn’t been reading those books before I took the class, I would have foundered. It’s a rare cruelty, their requiring it first as a ‘survey’ of ancient literature.”


    “In Baybery’s defense, by the end of the class, you had indeed surveyed just about every author of note from the previous thousand years.”


    I chuckled. “Only if by ‘survey’ you mean ‘deeply studied.’”


    Chester nodded, lips pursed in mock gravity. “They had to winnow out the dilettantes somehow.”


    “Poor Baybery!”


    “Poor Baybery.” Chester paused. “Locke. Tell me truly. Carrington—why?” When I hesitated, he said, “She was the one who spit you, wasn’t she?”


    “You make assumptions based on little evidence,” I murmured.


    “You have not refuted my assumption, and that is the evidence that convinces me.”


    How could I explain what I did not myself understand? “They left her the duty, yes, but I was too far gone at the time to make complaint.”


    Chester leaned toward me, close enough to see my face. His eyes were hard. “She raddled you with knives, Morgan.”


    “She thought me already dead,” I said. “And my body did not answer her like a living one. You have seen it yourself, when I fell from the balcony. What remains for a time is not flesh, Chester. It’s meat. Confronted with my actual living self, she couldn’t bring herself to continue the task.”


    “My, how comforting! She is only capable of atrocity when lacking witnesses.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s that simple.”


    “I would have thought ‘I am capable of putting a sword through another person’s flesh’ would be very simple.”


    “Have you?” I asked, and when he paused, I said, “I have. I have killed an elf, Chester, and it is hideous.”


    “You had cause—”


    “She thought she had cause. But even when she did, she found it difficult.” I drew in a deep breath. “God counsels forgiveness.”


    Chester squinted.


    I tried, “Even the sages of Classics I believed it. ‘Be you not wise, for the quest for wisdom leads to wrong thinking and condescension. Strive rather to be kind, for even striving one is molded into finer shape.’”


    Chester drew back, just a little. His mouth twitched. “Said by?”


    “Darles Crell. In The Book of Living Platitudes.”


    “Are you sure? I thought it was the second volume of Proverbs.”


    “Absolutely not,” I said. “I ate, drank, and slept all four volumes of Proverbs. It was definitely the Platitudes.”


    He snorted. Grinned. “I concede. I don’t recall clearly.” The smile eased from his face. “Why did you do it? Really, this time.”


    I glanced at him, then to where Carrington slept, curled up in a blanket and stubbornly apart from everyone. “Eyre loves her.”


    “And you trust him.”


    “It doesn’t matter whether I do,” I said. “He loves her. And I find it impossible to part them, when we might not live another month.”


    Silence then, but a less uncomfortable one than I’d feared. After a time, Chester looked north, his eyes losing their focus. “About now,” he murmured, “I would have been preparing for tomorrow’s classes. What do you suppose it would be if we were there? I can’t even remember the day of the week.”


    “Neither can I,” I said, rueful.


    He smiled, picked at the now worn knee of his breeches. “I fear I find myself missing some of the simplicity of the life we’ve abandoned, Morgan.”


    “I’d be surprised if you didn’t. Even I do, and I have good cause to want never to return to those days. Besides, we didn’t abandon it. History thrust us into the crux of events that would have engulfed us anyway.” I grimaced. “Think, if I had not been what I am, then you would have been in Evertrue now, married to Minda... and about to be drafted into an army to fight the unkillable dead.”


    Chester ran a hand over his brow. “Sadly, the most dreadful part of that scenario is the vision of being Minda’s lawfully wedded spouse.”


    “Fortunately for you, she’ll probably want nothing to do with you when you return.”


    “You think! More like she will see me as a war hero associated with a powerful new ally and wish all the more to marry me, that some of that cachet might devolve onto her.”


    “Devolve is right,” I muttered, and he laughed.


    “What are you two doing up?” Ivy asked, shuffling into view.


    “Reminiscing,” I said as she sat and rested her head on my shoulder.


    “About what?”


    “Baybery,” Chester said.


    Ivy shuddered against me. “Loving God, don’t remind me.”


    We all laughed, low. I slung an arm around her, grateful for her warmth and weight and the love and trust that served far more than any blanket. Chester set a hand on my knee, cautious, and I answered him by covering it with my own. The bandages were tight. I would check them again later.


    Many difficulties lay before us, and we might not return at all, much less as the war heroes I’d evoked. The knot of illness toward which we rode figured larger in my heart with every step north we took, and sickened me the closer we approached. And time, I knew, was racing us, and winning. But I found myself content with my choices. What little I could control, I was. The rest was in God’s hands, and apparently God had not decided we required divine intervention... yet.
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    The following morning did not find us in charity with one another, however. I was saddling the drake, which had gone hunting before dawn, when I heard Ivy say, “Oh, but this is outside of enough!”


    I met Chester’s eyes over the back of the drake, then turned to see what had pricked forth Ivy’s ire. She was standing, hands on her hips, facing down Carrington who was avoiding her gaze by making a study of the straps and buckles on her mount’s tack. None of which needed the tightening, if I was any judge.


    “I am talking to you so there’s no use pretending otherwise,” Ivy said. “You can’t honestly let this continue.”


    “What’s this now?” I asked when it became clear that no one wanted to throw themselves on the pyre.


    “She’ll slow us down! Or rip herself open on her own horse. It’s ridiculous. It can be fixed!”


    Eyre had drawn nigh now, concern drawing his voice taut. “Mary? Are you hurt? You didn’t say anything—”


    “I’m fine.”


    “She’s bleeding,” Ivy said, scowling.


    “All women bleed,” Carrington said with frosty dignity.


    “Not that way. You’re bleeding from saddle sores, for God’s sake, and I can make them go away!”


    “Mary!” Eyre was distressed now. “Is this true?”


    Carrington drew away from us, putting her back to her horse’s side. “There’s no call to make such a fuss over it.”


    “There is if it slows us down,” Chester said. “Ivy’s right. If you’re galled, you need to be healed.”


    “Besides,” Kelu said, “I’m not the only thing that’s attracted to the smell of blood.”


    Carrington paled. “I won’t be ensorcelled.”


    “Or touched by demon powers, yes, we know,” Ivy said. “But I’m not an elf, you’ll note.” Her exasperation faded. “Please, just… let me fix it. It’s hard to watch someone suffering and not make an attempt at the healing. Especially when doing so involves the evocation of something precious and wonderful. And you’ve never experienced it! You will not think it demon-brought when you feel it, I assure you.”


    “Many foul things feel fair,” Carrington said. She grabbed the pommel of her saddle and dragged herself astride with a wince she hid from nearly everyone; I saw it only because my time among the elves had sensitized me to even the faintest sign of pain. “I can go on.”


    Ivy began to protest but I quelled her with a touch to the shoulder. “Very well. But if you delay us, we will treat you.”


    “I won’t delay you.”


    I left her to Eyre, who walked to her horse’s shoulder to begin a whispered, impassioned discussion. Ivy, trailing me, said, “You should have let me.”


    “If it’s as bad as you say, she’ll have no choice but to accept treatment soon enough,” I said. “Perhaps she’ll be more grateful for it then.”


    “Or more resentful because you had to save her,” Kelu muttered.


    “The genet speaks truth,” Last said once I’d mounted. “Delay does no good, perhaps much harm.”


    “The elves forced much upon me against my will.” I wound a hand in the mane of the drake. “I won’t force anyone else, unless we have no choice at all.”
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    I led again, guiding us blindly toward the source that pulsed its distress and sickness; as if I was returning to what I was before the Archipelago, when my life had been circumscribed by pains I didn’t understand. If Carrington suffered, she did admirable work hiding it from us, and we ran abreast of the chill wind as it streamed past our beasts’ hot flanks. I slowed us near midday, and we dismounted to eat, stretch, let the mounts rest. Then we resumed our labors, and rode hard until sunset, when I allowed us to fall back to a gentler pace as we sought a good campsite.


    “Master,” Almond said, hesitant. “Is it true that all women bleed?”


    Of all the topics she had brought to me, this one caught me the furthest off my guard. I wrenched my attention from scanning the horizon for some small rent or hummock that might make us a good place to stop for the night and was trying to formulate some answer when Kelu stepped into the breach. “All natural female creatures do. That doesn’t count elves or us.”


    “Elves are natural,” I said.


    “Elven women don’t bleed,” Kelu said.


    “What?” Ivy nudged her mount over until it was trotting alongside the drake. “What do you mean they don’t bleed?”


    “They don’t.” Kelu shrugged, a movement I felt against my back. “I was around Amoret’s humans enough to notice the difference.”


    “But how can they have children without bleeding?” Ivy asked, perplexed.


    “They don’t,” Kelu said.


    “Not often, at least,” Almond added, apologetic, for Ivy looked stunned.


    Amhric spoke little during our discussions, when we had them. When he chose to make his contributions, everyone grew still, as if sighting something rare and precious that might flee if approached. “Immortality made us infertile.”


    “Probably for the best,” Eyre said. “Or you would have overrun your islands soon enough. No one dying, and yet the population being replaced at the same rate as before it could no longer die? A recipe for disaster.”


    “Yet who would trade that for no children?” Ivy asked.


    “Children are a burden.”


    Carrington’s intrusion into the discussion was so unexpected that she garnered a silence similar to the ones that surrounded Amhric’s speeches.


    “Children are not a burden,” Ivy replied, irritated. And then, self-consciously, “At least, they can be, but they’re a joyful burden.”


    “And you would know this how?” Carrington squinted at her. “You are here, aren’t you? Did you leave some precious bundle of joy behind to gallivant off to fight demons?”


    Ivy flushed. “I’m not yet married.”


    “Exactly. Because such adventures come to those without the burdens of parenthood.”


    “Fathers fight wars,” Eyre said after a moment.


    “Fathers do, yes. Mothers don’t.”


    “Female elves do.” Last startled them into quiet.


    “Magic makes equals of all of us,” Chester said, nodding. “Ivy’s skills are as needful as mine.”


    “And neither of you up to a sorcerer,” Last said.


    “Puts us in our place, doesn’t it,” Ivy muttered, but she was smiling a little.


    “Do you think,” Almond said after a moment, “if we bled, we might have children? Real ones, like humans do. Not like we were made, out of the blood of the Fount, and fully grown.”


    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It would take a sorcery beyond any we know to change you, though.” When her ears drooped, I squeezed her. “But we will seek an answer for the genets as well. There must be one.”


    Kelu snorted. “I wouldn’t count on it.”
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    That evening Carrington accepted her meal in silence, then bedded down far enough from the fire that I thought she would suffer unnecessarily from the cold. Because I said nothing, Chester and Ivy left off. It was Eyre who joined me after the others had lain down to sleep until their watches.


    “Morgan....”


    I shook my head, just enough to stay him. “You don’t have to apologize for her.”


    “I do when you allowed her to come because of me.” He snorted at my expression. “Oh, it’s obvious to anyone with a working brain, yes. It was a generous gesture, my student. I appreciate it. But I fear Chester is right. She will slow us down soon enough. And her loyalties are... divided.”


    “Fortunately, there’s no one to betray us to for miles around.” When he huffed an unwilling laugh, I said, “I’m not so sure her loyalties are as divided as you believe.”


    “You are offering her too much kindness, I’m afraid.”


    I shook my head and took my spectacles off, turned them so that the dim firelight caught their fractured edges, red and orange darting down the cracks. “I begin to believe I was wrong about these.”


    “Ah?”


    I offered them to him, and he examined them with the same meticulous interest he’d shown when I first broke them. “I thought they revealed magical potential. Your peers, Roland and Powlett, were holes to me... darknesses where I had seen light in others. But when they attacked me I drew on them, and there was magic there to be drawn.”


    “Was there? Interesting. Perhaps all things that live give off magic?”


    “Perhaps,” I said. “But if living gives off magic, why then do some creatures glow more than others? Or if some living things give off more magic, why are smaller creatures, like the genets, so bright?” I shook my head. “No. I begin to wonder if perhaps what these indicate is... benevolence toward my cause.”


    Eyre’s brows shot up.


    “You glow powerfully,” I said. “More than your small store of magic should explain. So do those who love me. Last glows more now that he has accepted me as his prince. Those things are leading, but not conclusive. It wasn’t until I realized that Carrington has always glowed, just a little, that I wondered if what the spectacles reveal is allegiance. If so, perhaps she is my experimental case.”


    “Does she still glow, then?”


    I nodded.


    Eyre sighed, drew his knees up and rested his arms on them, leaning forward a little. He’d always been a thin man, but our journey had whittled the remaining nonessentials from him, left him with hollows beneath his eyes and new muscle along his arms. He still looked the professor, but one could imagine him bearing arms. “There are women now at Leigh, though they’re rare. Your Ivy... she has had to live with being a minority among the student body, but there was never any question of her being allowed to apply. Mary was the second woman to attend any university in Evertrue, and she had to fight to prove women were even capable of higher learning.”


    “She doesn’t seem that old,” I said.


    “She’s not. But it wasn’t very long ago that we held the belief. She has spent her life in the pursuit of this quest, and it has changed her. For the better in some ways. But in less positive ways as well.”


    “As would we all change, were we so beleaguered,” I said. “I don’t hold her attitudes against her, sir. Though I’m grateful that Ivy has had a somewhat easier time of it.”


    “Somewhat.” Eyre shook his head. “So long as there are children to raise, someone must do the raising. Perhaps it doesn’t matter who undertakes which role, in the end, though some will argue that women are more natural nurturers. But nothing will change that the roles will always need filling.”


    “Unless there are no children,” I murmured.


    “Unless. But that, I judge, would truly be a demon-wrought fate,” Eyre said. “Children remind us to promise ourselves to the future. They remind us why the future is worth the promise.” I glanced at him, and he laughed, quiet. “Fine words from a childless bachelor, you are thinking. And perhaps I have regretted that. But all of my students have been my children, for a short time. And I have loved them all for that.”


    I smoothed my hand over my thigh. “And would you be immortal, if you could be?”


    Eyre twitched. “Hard question. Who longs to die? But I find I fear the prospect of immortality just as much as I fear dying. Death may bring us the specter of the unknown... but it would at least be new. To live on and on, without possibility of reprieve, and to reach a point where all the world’s wonders are old and stale....” He trailed off, then shook his head. “No. I could not want that either.”


    After he left, I fingered the ring on its chain and wondered again how I could offer Ivy a life without children. She said she could pay that price now, but it was easy to make promises when confronted with death and an uncertain future. If we survived to make good on our vows, would she come to regret the sterility of our union?


    Or was a promise made when confronted with death more likely to be a true one, because it exposed our priorities to us?


    Some days, I wished myself less capable of debate.


    [image: ***]


    In the morning, Carrington was fevered.


    “I didn’t know saddle sores could lead to serious illness,” I said as Eyre checked her brow.


    “Any rip in your skin can lead to serious illness if untreated,” Chester said, bringing water in one of the foldable cups. He handed it to Eyre then scowled up at me. “We’re losing time.”


    “We are,” I agreed. “But she’s one of us, and we won’t abandon her.”


    “Then this is Ivy’s work, if she will oblige us.”


    Amhric moved past me and sat at Carrington’s shoulder. With gentle hands he drew her head into his lap and took the damp cloth from Eyre. When Ivy hesitated, he said, “Come. I can help.”


    Ivy crouched alongside the Carrington’s restless body. “I’ve healed small things before,” she confessed to him, shy. “Nothing like this, though.”


    “The land has little to give,” Amhric says. “But your friends have power, if yours will not suffice.” He lifted his golden gaze to the rest of us. “I have no ability to compel, nor would I wish to did I have it. Will you contribute if it becomes needful?”


    Chester shifted beside me, but nodded. Last said, “My king, whatever is needful.”


    “Can we...?” Almond asked.


    Amhric shook his head. “Alas, I cannot take from you without unraveling all that holds you together. But if you wish, sit by me and help me with the towels.” When she’d joined him, he nodded to Ivy. “Proceed. Slowly, but have faith. You are capable of this, and if you run to the end of your strength, I will augment it.”


    Ivy drew in a long breath and nodded once, then rested her hands on Carrington’s thighs. Closing her eyes, she drew on her small flame, and I could sense it wavering as she guided it toward the other woman’s body. The moment of connection was a revelation; Ivy gasped in and frowned in concentration, and the magic flowed more naturally. Carrington absorbed it like dry earth beneath rain, and needed more of it than Ivy could give... and so Amhric drew on us all, and I saw the master talent at work. He did not merely take what he found; he pulled a little from each of us, a tug here, a touch there, and never more than that person could give. When he drew it from us, it interwove with the threads he drew from the others, so that we felt each other: a taste, a comforting brush, a sense of communion.


    He’d told me long ago that the king balanced the magics of the world. He’d failed to communicate that the balance involved this warm closeness that brought us more in harmony with one another. It was nothing less than prayer. Was this feeling what Winifred had created with the Church? Had that been part of the angelic purpose?


    “There,” Amhric said softly. He touched her knee, drew her back from her trance.  “There, Ivy. You are done.”


    “Oh!” Ivy sat back, covered her face with her hands and stifled a sob. Hers was not the only wet face. The rest of us did not speak. Could not.


    Carrington shifted against Amhric’s lap, blinked and opened confused eyes. Seeing it, Eyre crouched alongside her and took her hand. “Mary? How do you feel?”


    “What... what am I doing on the ground? I feel....” She stopped, looked up and saw Amhric.


    “Still think they’re demons?” Ivy asked, brushing tears from her cheeks.


    Carrington said nothing, pushing herself upright. She touched her knee, just a flutter of fingertips. “You... did that?”


    “With everyone’s help,” Ivy said.


    “Yes,” Carrington murmured. “Yes, I remember that somehow.” She looked directly at Chester. “You don’t trust me at all.”


    “Not hard to divine,” Chester said, but his voice was husky.


    “Your touch was like licorice. I don’t like licorice.” Carrington laughed, covered her brow with a hand, started shaking. Then she was crying, and while Eyre propped her up on one side it was Ivy who embraced the other.


    “Maybe I was wrong,” she said at last, wiping her eyes.


    Chester hesitated, then said, “Maybe I was too.”


    “Can you ride?” Kelu asked. “The day’s not getting any younger.”


    “I can ride, yes.” She squared her shoulders, sighed out. “You could have left me behind.”


    “We’re not villains from a lending library novel,” Ivy said tartly, but she helped the other woman up. “There. All better. Your clothes, I’m afraid, I can’t affect. Maybe one of the men?”


    “Can mend my clothes!” Carrington shook her head. “I haven’t lost every practical art chasing academia. I can take care of it myself when next we stop.” She drew in a deep breath. “Thank you. All of you.”


    After we’d mounted and resumed our ride, Kelu said, “I didn’t think she’d come around.”


    “I have my moments of wisdom, I like to think.”


    “The problem is that they’re moments.”


    I laughed. “I’ll say it before Almond can: Kelu!”


    Almond said, “Maybe wisdom is like happiness that way. It never comes in anything but moments.”


    “Don’t excuse him,” Kelu said. “It’ll go to his head.”


    “Don’t concern yourself on that count,” I said. “I know how little I know, most days. And every day, I know less.”
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    “You never did say where we were going.”


    This was the first time Carrington had tried to begin a discussion, and the hesitancy of her voice betrayed just how rarely she spoke so. A woman admitted to the university when women weren’t: she must have trained herself to never confess her doubts, show weakness. Academia had been her Archipelago; I sympathized strongly with her, imagining the forces that had created her.


    “We are chasing the sorcerer,” I replied. “Our goal is to stop him from summoning demons.”


    “You know where he’ll go? Is there a place where demon-summoning is done, then, noted in some elven document?”


    I detected none of her prior hostility in her tone: she had the mien of a scholar attempting to understand something that puzzled and interested her. So I replied, “There are no such documents, no, and there is no map leading us to where he goes, save the one in me.” Anticipating her next question, I said, “The feeling you had when you woke that connected you to each of us. You recall it?”


    She looked at us, a quick moving glance. “I still feel it, a little.”


    I nodded. “I feel a wrongness in the land. An old and desperate sickness. That is where we are going.” I pointed. “Somewhere there. Not quite in the mountains, but in their high skirts.”


    I had been anticipating skepticism, or confusion. The light that sprang into her eyes made no sense at all. She twisted toward Eyre and said, “John! Mother’s Stand!”


    He tilted his head. “I hadn’t thought of it... but I wouldn’t have. You’re the one familiar with the legends.”


    “The legends of what?” I asked.


    “North of Vigil there is said to be a place where the barren queen made her pilgrimage to make a request of a spirit to grant her a son, begotten without dishonor and without the aid of a man—”


    “And the witch set her a task,” I said, remembering a desperate day in a cage spent telling folk stories to genets. “Which involved the unquiet dead, and much misadventure, and the number of tasks varies depending on the version of the story....” I stopped, stunned. “You mean to tell me there is physical evidence proving the tale of the Maiden Queen and the Witch? One that predates the birth of King Eddard’s miracle child?”


    “I don’t know that it predates it,” Carrington said. “But yes. I found a map that seemed to indicate that Mother’s Stand was a real place, and spent three years researching it. One of my goals in being assigned to Vigil was to mount an expedition to see if I could find the passage to the Stand.”


    “Do you remember where it is?” I asked, breathless. If she said no....


    Carrington grimaced. “I remember the map, lord prince. That is no guarantee, though. You know maps. Their worth is entirely dependent on the skill of the mapmaker, and historical mapmakers were not known for their accuracy.”


    “But you could guess,” I said. “And I could corroborate your guesses with the landsense.”


    She hesitated, then nodded.


    “Then please,” I said. “Tell me where you think we should be going.”


    “North is good. Beyond that... there should be a stream, a little to the west. That was the first landmark.”


    “Then we shall seek a stream. And I thank you, Doctor.”


    She was still wary of me, just a touch. “You’re welcome, lord prince.”


    “Call him Morgan,” Eyre said. “He hasn’t graduated yet.”


    I snorted, but at her inquisitive look, said, “Morgan is fine, yes.”


    “Why is it called Mother’s Stand?” Almond ventured. “Please?”


    “In some of the versions of the folk story,” Carrington said, “the Mother fails in her aims. She is overcome by the tasks set her by the witch, and dies in their attempt. One of the things I wanted to discover was whether the Mother’s Stand was a shrine… or a tomb.”


    “Maybe it will be both,” Chester murmured.


    A chill traveled my spine, pricking gooseflesh up my back. I urged the drake back into a lope. “Time is wasting.”
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    We would have missed the stream had it not been for Last, for it was he who guessed that something noted so long ago may have changed. We found the streambed, dry for so long that it looked more a vague furrow in the earth; I had to kneel and ask the soil if it had ever known water, and to sense that memory past the grim sickness that permeated everything I touched required all the concentration honed by years of attempting to work despite a craven and ailing body. But having secured that evidence, we made our way north alongside the streambed, and the first few trees sprouted in the terrain we traversed. We left the plains behind for these rumpled hills, and if the going was harder we at least had more deadwood for our fires at night, and there were occasional animals brought down by Last’s quick arm. We rode longer than we had on the plains, for we covered less ground, but we were at least warmer and better fed.


    “Who was the mother in the story? The historical story,” Ivy asked one night over our supper.


    “No one knows,” Carrington said. “That I divined because no one agreed on it. Only that her dedication was supernatural. She did not want the kingdom to devolve into civil war on her death.”


    “So many stories about that,” Ivy said. “The Red Prince. The Maiden Queen.”


    “It’s been a tenuous peace we’ve held since the days of the Vow Empire,” Eyre said. “We had six hundred years of squabbling prior to its formation, then a century of annexation wars, another two hundred years of seething discontent during its tenure culminating in the Revolutionary War, then the Red Prince years—” He nodded to Ivy, “and finally we’re here now. There’s been scarcely a decade where we haven’t been fighting with someone or other. Does it surprise you that so many of our legends involve peace? Peace has been a myth for us for too long.”


    “This does not sound unlike us.” Last’s interjection surprised us. “The elves. Also. We fight.”


    “Maybe it’s as Chester said. We were never meant to live apart from one another,” Ivy said. “Was there peace when the elves and humans were friends?”


    We looked at Amhric and Last, and it was my brother who said, “We were friends. Surely that we remember each other as such says enough.”


    “And yet, there was the betrayal,” Chester murmured.


    “Maybe that’s no surprise either,” Ivy said. “It’s usually people who love each other best who also hurt one another worst.”


    “And it’s hard to maintain love in the face of inequality.” Carrington’s words were slow in her mouth, but she had become a more frequent participant in the discussions. “Where there is power, there is jealousy, no matter how much love there might be as well.”


    “Perhaps it’s as simple as ‘where there is choice, there is friction.’” Eyre rubbed the reins in his hands, staring ahead. “If we were all the same, and if we were all in accord, where then the free will? What need then for a God? We would be angels, and live not on earth.”


    This provoked a silence I decided not to break. Instead I urged us faster.
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    That was the theme that drove me through the tale unraveling in my mind: faster. Always faster. The trees were obstacles, the uncertain terrain, the cold that was too moist or too cutting by turns. The urgency that spurred me only mounted the longer the journey took.


    And then there was my brother, whose pain I sensed always at the edge of my awareness. Even had he no longer been capable of his quiet sessions with everyone else, I would have known it, as if I had a second set of nerves that responded to his suffering.


    “It’s getting worse,” I said at last. I had helped him down from the horse, and he’d allowed it, and having managed the ground he now rested against me with no inclination to pull away. Beneath my hand I could feel the knobs of his spine through the layers of clothing on his back. When at last he straightened, he’d found me a smile, and it broke my heart. “It is.”


    “It can’t be helped.” He flinched as I slipped an arm under his and helped him to the fire the others were building. They avoided us, as they always did when I lapsed into the Gift to speak to him, assuming I wanted the privacy. “This land has little to give, and it’s darkening in my sight.”


    “Are we too late?” I asked, low.


    He shook his head and would say nothing more.


    “Won’t he eat?” Ivy asked me later, worried.


    “The curse makes it immaterial, that he might starve for lack of food.” I set out our blankets. “What he needs can’t be derived from it.”


    “What does he need?” Eyre said.


    “For us to succeed.”


    That night I slept with my arms around my brother and my nose in his hair. The physical warmth was as meaningless as food, but the emotional… that was nourishment. I felt his almost inaudible sigh, a bare lift of his knife-like ribs beneath my arm, and grieved. I had seen him reduced before and loathed it. Though the sickness that afflicted Troth was not Sedetnet’s fault, I laid it at his doorstep anyway.


    At my back, Ivy made no complaint at my shift in attentions; rather she cuddled in against my spine, her cheek against my shoulderblade, and now and then stroked my arm and set a hesitant hand on my brother’s shoulder. Truly she was more than I deserved.
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    “And now what?” Chester asked.


    For several hours we’d pressed on through a drizzle that had chilled us all to the marrow, having drawn a mantle of miserable silence around ourselves to concentrate on picking our way through the softened soil and the irregular ditches that sliced through the trees. The world smelled of cold mud and dying leaves, close and wet, and more immediately for me of damp genets, and compounding those sensations with the increasing nausea as we drew nearer the source of the wrongness had made for an interminable ride… until the trees simply stopped.


    Before us spread a broad lip devoid of anything taller than grass. We’d been approaching it from an oblique angle, which had prevented us from the sight of it, and the sight of it….


    “Master!” Almond said, bracing me as I swayed. Kelu grabbed at me as well, but I ignored her to croak something I hoped to be Amhric’s name. He was riding alone—


    “Got him,” Chester said, snatching at my brother before he could fall from his mount.


    “What is it?” Ivy asked, guiding her horse up along mine. “Morgan?”


    The wrongness was a river here, flowing past the lip and into the trees. Drums beat in my ears, and my heart accelerated to match the relentlessness of its rhythm. The taste of blood was on my tongue, and grief.


    “We’re close,” Amhric said for me.


    When I was sure of my voice, I said, “Somewhere ahead of us.”


    “Then… there’s a problem.”


    I lifted my head, managed to focus on Carrington by her voice… her voice, and the glow in her, which had grown sure and steady, a lighthouse in fog.


    “When I was reading about Mother’s Stand, most of the accounts agreed that there was more than one path to it, and to use the low road was to die. We have to find the high road. There should be something… a path, a trail, something that leads up instead of down.”


    “Down is where the feeling leads,” I said in a voice that felt like scraped-up butter.


    “If down is what’s making you feel this poorly, perhaps Doctor Carrington is right,” Ivy said.


    “But if she’s wrong, we’ll lose time. And we don’t have time,” Chester murmured.


    Eyre spoke. “But if she’s right, we might die taking the low road.”


    “We might die doing anything,” Chester said. “We’re chasing a sorcerer who’s going to summon a demon. What are the chances of us surviving this? Us, the humans, anyway.”


    And with a single utterance, Chester made my decision for me. “Can you find this high road?”


    “The accounts all agree that it’s close enough to the entrance to be obvious.” Carrington’s voice was firm.


    “Then lead, please,” I said. “I know our chances of success are slight. But I have been making decisions based on folklore for months now. There’s no use stopping now.”


    The light in her flared, and for a moment it cut through the miasma gripping me. My eyes watered behind the spectacles and I closed them.


    “All right,” Carrington said. “Let’s go then, but stay alert. Legend says the bones and blood are layers deep here. I can’t imagine there’s anything left to trouble us, but there’s no use tempting fate.”


    “But before we go…” Ivy slid from her horse and said to the genets, “Will you share a horse with Chester and myself? So we can put the king and Morgan on the drake.”


    “So that the two people most likely to collapse will be on the same mount?” Kelu asked.


    “Because there’s no use not putting them on the same mount. Morgan won’t let anyone else ward him. Besides, the drake can keep them astride.” She ran a hand over its cheek. “Can’t you?”


    It huffed, a soft exhalation that smelled of ash and burning wood.


    Looking up at me, Ivy said, “Yes?”


    “Yes,” I said. And knew the other reason she’d made the suggestion. With someone to be strong for, I would master myself more completely.


    We made the trade then, and Amhric went before me, and we resumed our trek in the wake of Carrington, who led us with more confidence than I’d anticipated, or perhaps than she had. We had brought her to the threshold of the culmination of years of research, and she was eager for it in a way none of the rest of us could be.


    For no one else was eager. There was something about the gulch into which we were descending that discommoded everyone, something invisible and yet all too tangible to other senses. Even the drake’s nostrils flared, over and over, as if reacting to some stink too faint for human noses. It was so distinct an unease that the very innocuousness of the landscape made everyone skittish. When at last, several hours later, Carrington said, “Here!” Ivy jumped, her horse shying at her twitch, and even Last brought his mount up short.


    Carrington’s high road was in fact, a broad path that went up, skirting the edge of the gully. Someone had maintained it, for there was not so much as a weed to mar it, and the surface had been leveled.


    “Now that makes me as nervous as if we were to go straight in,” Eyre admitted. “Do you suppose there are people ahead? Was there some mention of a community that waits at Mother’s Stand?”


    “No,” Carrington said. “A witch, certainly, but not a large number of people. This is purportedly a lonely redoubt, built to repulse the casual visitor.”


    “If it’s supposed to repulse the casual visitor, it probably shouldn’t be so easy to use or find,” Ivy muttered.


    Kelu nodded from behind Chester. “Looks like a trap to me.”


    “Perhaps the witch is kind?” Almond asked.


    “I doubt there’s a witch,” Carrington said. “That’s one of the least common of the stories about Mother’s Stand. There’s probably nothing here, except maybe that sorcerer you’re chasing.”


    “Let us hope he’s not there before us,” I said.


    I allowed Carrington to continue leading us, not because I thought there would be any more choices on where to go—it was obvious to me that we were now heading in the right direction—but because it meant so much to her. The time would come when I would have to take the fore, but until then, let her enjoy herself. Someone should.


    “And you?” I murmured to Amhric, who was slumped in front of me, using the arm I had around his waist for support. “Do you do well?”


    A long silence. Then he seemed to marshal himself. “Well enough. Weak, though, and no notion as to why that might be.”


    “I sense we will have some answers soon.”


    “I pray.”


    I tightened my hold on him, ignoring my own nausea, and concentrated on the path.
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    We were soon above the floor of the gully and rising, and not even an hour after we gained it we were over some of the trees. The vantage afforded us a good view of the area we would have been riding through, and it seemed inoffensive enough, despite the growing oppression that thickened the air. Looking over his shoulder, Last commented, “It narrows.” At my quizzical glance, he pointed. “There, you see? The walls close in. They named this place well, if they call it a redoubt. One man could hold off an army there, at that point. And if I am not mistaken, there is another such lock ahead.”


    “As if someone had built the place to defend it,” Chester said.


    “Or to trap with it, as the genet suggested.”


    I was grateful this conversation had been conducted in the Gift. It was hard enough not surrendering to my distress without having to reassure half our members that we were safe enough. I closed my eyes and trusted to the drake to carry us in the wake of the others, and took some solace from the nearness of my brother, and the heat of the drake’s skin beneath us.


    Stopping was what made me realize I’d fallen asleep. But though Ivy’s gasp was strangled, I woke immediately, reaching for the staff.


    Ivy, Eyre, and Carrington had halted at the edge of the road. We’d not ridden much higher, though it was hard to tell—the trees had fallen away, leaving the gulch an open channel that snaked around a turn.


    It was entirely filled with the animate dead. Like a mound of insects roiling, they were pushing at one another, scrabbling in an attempt to move forward and failing because there were so many of them. They churned, a nauseating carpet of bone and gristle and decaying tissue. And they were not silent: the scrape of their limbs against one another, the scrabble of skeletal fingers clawing, the rattle when one fell and the others trampled it in their mindless need to plow forward….


    “My God,” Eyre whispered, face blanched.


    Almond was whimpering, her face hidden against Ivy’s back. My beloved was pale but resolute, staring down into the mass.


    Carrington… Carrington was shocked. Perhaps she hadn’t believed us, not fully. To be healed is one sort of magic. To see the unnatural, and in such profusion….


    “But what are they seeking?” Last said from behind us, using Lit so all could understand. He guided his mount up alongside the others. “And why have they not gotten it yet, when there are so many?”


    “Obviously...” Carrington stopped, moistened her lips, continued somewhat more steadily. “Obviously they’re here for the shrine.”


    “Or to attack the witch?” Ivy said. “There’s a witch, isn’t there?”


    “There is no witch,” said a new voice in accented Lit. “But I believe I am the woman they mean.”
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    She stood some distance before us on the road, and cast no shadow.


    I had thought myself pale, but this woman was white, like clouds, paler than pearls, and she had hip-length hair that fell in columnar spirals the color of mist, gathering gray. Her body was an attenuated elegance, but there was strength in it, the strength of long durance, the patience of stone. She was beautiful in a way altogether untouchable, and she had gray eyes rimmed in black.


    Like mine.


    And I knew her, in the bone and the blood, where words are meaningless.


    “Morgan,” Ivy whispered. “Your mother!”


    “Are you the witch of Mother’s Stand, then?” Carrington asked. “And are you responsible for… that?” She waved a hand toward the dead.


    “I keep the vigil,” the elf answered. Impossible to tell if she found the question offensive. Her reserve was glacial, and as impersonal. “And I am responsible for it, insofar as I watch it for any changes. But what you see has been here for centuries, and I did not create it, though I saw its genesis.”


    I did not recall sliding from the drake, though my hands remembered steadying Amhric before I left him. I did not remember the footsteps I took to put me in front of the others. Seeing her close by made the throb of my heart rise into my ears. She had my lips along with my eyes. We were the same height. Her length of limb… now I knew where I’d derived my build, though she made it ethereal with her calm.


    “You are my mother,” I said.


    “I am. And I have been waiting for you.”


    This surpassed all I could conceive, I who had been stretched so far already. And yet it was completely expected. Of course she was waiting for me. I swallowed. “Why?”


    This question brought forth the first show of humanity I’d seen in her: she canted her head, as if for once a ready answer escaped her. “Why what? Why did I bear you? Why did I leave you? Why did I foster you among humans? Why am I waiting—why here?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    Her gaze skated off mine, encompassed the others.


    “They should hear it,” I said. “They’ve come with me this far.”


    She nodded. “Follow me. There is a place you can rest.”
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    It was not a comfortable procession. The dead ravened below us, close enough that the squeak and patter of their movements were easily discernable. Before us, enigma, in the form of an unlooked-for elf, the woman who’d borne me. And the wrongness that had been assailing those of us with the blood to feel it had now become so palpable that it affected everyone. Even Carrington, faced with the culmination of all her research, looked grim and sick.


    I led the drake by a hand on its neck, and it caressed my face every few steps, as if to be sure of me. I was glad of it, for the fire scent of its breath was preferable to the fetor that lingered on any breeze that blew toward us from the gully. We climbed, and I averted my eyes from the edge of the road, and in this way we continued for long enough that I no longer counted time, until abruptly our guide stopped. The path broadened into an overlook, and to one side, set against the wall of the cliff, was a single-room shrine with a peaked roof, almost too small to lie down in.


    My mother was standing at the rim of the overlook, and I knew, suddenly, that what her eyes rested on would overset my world. I stopped. The drake halted alongside me. Everyone behind me paused.


    Looking at me with my gray eyes, the elf said, “Come and see.” Raising her gaze. “You as well.”


    I helped Amhric down, ignoring the tremor in my arms. We went together and beheld the treasure toward which the dead were so desperately striving.


    On an altar, a simple stone table watched by the missing skeletal vultures, a man slept, one hand on his chest, the other open, palm up, at his hip. His face was turned to one side, just enough to expose the slanted ear. He was lean, with a warrior’s scars, and in that countenance I could read more years of responsibility and power than I could number.


    He had Amhric’s golden skin, and my black hair, and we shared his face.


    I was shaking. Had Ivy not slipped her arm around me from behind, I might have fallen.


    “Marne,” my mother said, in that voice of unearthly calm. “The King of Elves.”


    “Is he... is he alive?” Ivy asked.


    The woman’s voice was even, too tranquil. “Bespelled so, yes.”


    “But how is that possible?” Eyre asked. “I thought there was only one king at a time?”


    “There is.” She looked at Amhric. “You see a king-in-waiting, and his prince.”


    I said what everyone thought, what I could not keep from saying. “I don’t understand.”


    “This was Marne’s choice,” said she. “To save us from demons. He came here, leading the dead from the battlefield, and the angel allowed him to remain thus, in stasis, forever holding them to him through the divine light that was given him to attract them. All the magic on this continent has been raveled to this cause, to keep him thus, to hold that light to his flesh. So he has remained all the centuries of our exile, fulfilling that trust against the day when the ending comes. All those with royal gifts since have been slain or quelled as part of the rot of our society.” Her eyes rose to Amhric’s face, considered it. “I knew your mother. Henite e Aresset. A cunning woman... clever to keep you concealed from those who would have noted you. She sent you on a wanderjahr, did she not? A pilgrimage. Something that would allow you to strengthen your ties to the land while keeping you far from the strongholds of other elves. Something that would give you a chance to wait for the prince to complete you.” She nodded. “She would be gratified to hear how far you’ve come.”


    The implication that Amhric’s mother had died... how? He was serene, so perhaps he’d known. “And me?” I asked, quiet.


    “I had a dream.” She looked down at the king on the altar. “After humanity betrayed us. After Marne saved us. I prayed that we might find some answer, and though I long begged I received no visitation, nor guidance, and thought the cause lost. But centuries later, I dreamed of a youth come forth from my womb and knew he would be prince. I woke understanding that, were we ever to have a chance at redemption, he must be born and live to adulthood, be born and grow to be worthy of the gifts... which he certainly wouldn’t on the Archipelago. So I came here and begot that child on the king, and when you were born, I gave you to humans to raise.”


    “You were the one who enchanted me,” I breathed.


    She inclined her head.


    “You almost killed him!” Chester said.


    “A risk,” she said. “But he would certainly have died in Serala. And I could not leave him unconcealed among humans after what humanity did to us. His only chance lay in deception. I did my poor best.”


    “It served,” I said, because what else could I say and speak truth? It had. “But if Marne lives, then Amhric is not yet king, and I am not yet prince—yes?”


    She gave another of those nearly imperceptible nods.


    “Does it work that way? Does a king have a particular prince, and only that prince?” Eyre asked.


    “The king is bound to a prince. There is no recanting. That elf, and that elf only, is forever his shield or sword, and he forever will be that prince’s king. Neither can cleave to a new one. They are meant to be entwined. It is a sacred bond.” A flex of her mouth, just the corner, a smile so tiny and mirthless I almost missed it though I could not look away from her face. “They maintain one another’s sanity.”


    “And Marne’s prince is gone,” Ivy murmured.


    “The battle was dire,” my mother said. “They both made sacrifices.”


    “For hundreds of years,” Chester murmured, staring down at the bier. “For hundreds of years these corpses have been here, trying to reach him. How many of them are there? A thousand?”


    Last joined him, studying the tableau, and said, “At least thrice that.”


    “And all trapped here!” Chester said. “Forever?”


    “Until that light dies,” my mother said. “They will remain here. They are drawn to all that is good and living, and the stronger the source, the quicker they come and the faster they are held.” She nodded once, the curls around her waist bobbing. “The soldier is correct. The dead have been greatly winnowed since the battle, but there are at least so many left.”


    Kelu sounded subdued. “What killed them?”


    “The light does, eventually. It wears them down, until there is nothing left and a new rank takes their place.”


    “And he volunteered for this?” Ivy sounded aghast.


    “The angel came when he cried out. It was the choice he made.”


    “The choice that saved us,” Amhric said, so soft I almost didn’t hear it.


    As if hearing the thought he could not voice, the elf said, “You will be a worthy successor. Had I not seen it in dreams, I would not have chosen my own path. But we have made our choices, Marne and I. And you have as well, and it has brought you here.”


    “Is there... is there a path down?” I asked.


    “You must be crazy,” Chester said.


    “There is. It leads behind the altar. The dead cannot reach you there... the light bars them.” She lifted her brows. “You wish to pay your respects.”


    What I wished to do was wait, because as quickly as we had come, I knew Sedetnet was not far behind us. What he could do when presented with this scenario I couldn’t begin to guess, but all of it distressed. “I must.”


    “If you go, we all go,” Chester said stubbornly. And added to the woman, “If there’s room.”


    “There is,” she replied. “You will have to go single-file down the path at its end, however.”


    “Then we will.” I glanced at my companions. “Though not everyone need come.”


    “Need you ask?” Eyre said, quiet. “We will bear you company wherever you go, my student.”


    I drew in a breath, settling it, then nodded to him. To the woman who had borne me, I said, “Lead the way.”
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    The path rose from the overlook and circled the altar, and if it had been difficult not to look at what awaited us below before, now it was nearly impossible. In folklore it was usually the woman who slept the enchanted sleep—but she slept, awaiting someone to quicken her.


    I knew without being told there would be no quickening Marne. The woman guiding us down the trail had begotten me on him, somehow, and that had not raised him. How she’d found the strength to do so... was he even warm, or had it been like mounting a corpse? Or had there been some magic involved, as there had been with the genets and their sire? I could hope; the alternative was appalling and piteous, and I did all in my power to keep from imagining it.


    This cold woman—I could imagine her doing all that she’d said. There was no malice or cruelty in her, but a great and ancient reserve. Having met Sedetnet I could tell that she was not like him. Nor was she like Thameis and the other elves like him I’d met on the Archipelago, who would have thought me some pawn in a game she wanted the elves to win. But she expressed for me none of the affection my foster mother had showered on me, and though I recognized her in every sinew still she was alien to me.


    “Here,” she said. “From here you go one by one. I will remain and wait.”


    I passed her then, and went to meet my father.
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    I would have thought, this close, that the presence of the dead would overwhelm all my other sensibilities; that the hundreds of vultures presiding from their perches and the wall of soldiers straining toward us would necessarily dominate all other impressions of the scene. And yet, when I stepped into the glade they faded from significance, receded like nightmares glimpsed from the distance of a waking mind. The only real thing before me was the altar, and the shining. The sacrifice made manifest.


    Lifting a hand, I touched the light, and it was warm and tangible, and poured from my palm when I tilted it, and I shuddered. There was no disbelieving this. God was here, and I felt the promise of Love on my shoulders as I stepped to the side of the table.


    Marne had long ago laid down his sword. It rested alongside the hand near his hip, clean and bright, like something eternally perfect. So too his face: tranquil, all its burdens addressed. He had gone willingly to this duty, and if it had been a durance one could not read it now on his brow. He did not breathe, but he was. He abided. And kept his faith and his word and all of us safe. Here was a king out of legend, and I wept in silence at the sight, not knowing whether for joy or heartbreak. But when I felt Amhric’s hand on my shoulder, I covered it with mine and was glad for company, because to be here alone was past bearing. That we should have made such mistakes, and that in the greatness of one heart, someone had chosen to pay for them!


    “We will make it right,” Amhric said, low.


    The others were behind me now. They spoke not at all, but their respectful attention was like a mantle, warming me. And there was a gift for their witness, for there was power here, and it lapped their hollowed spaces. Even Amhric seemed to exhale.


    And then Almond squeaked, and it was not happiness but terror. I looked at her, followed her gaze... and found the sorcerer floating above us. Today he was a male, or perhaps an androgyne—impossible to tell since he wore robes that streamed like flags—but he’d chosen to wrap himself in golden skin and hair, as if in mockery of the king beneath him, and his eyes... his eyes were not mad this time. His eyes were very much present, and they were cold with a terrifying anger.


    “Touching scene, isn’t it,” Sedetnet said. “The eternal martyr. I often wonder when he will decide he is done paying for our sins. Mm? What do you suppose, youth who would be prince?”


    Behind me, Chester and Last drew their swords.


    “Oh, no, that won’t do. This is between us, yes?” Sedetnet flicked a wrist and that was sufficient to raise a barrier between me and the others. They immediately flung themselves against it, but what would have sufficed against an elf of normal strength was nothing to a sorcerer. As they shouted, their voices dilute and distant, I stood with my king behind me, so close his rising chest brushed my back, and again, I was powerless.


    And yet... and yet...


    Stories whispered in my mind, reaching, raveling. All the secrets and hints, like treasure glinting, begging for light.


    “It was kind of you to send a note warning me of your intentions,” I said, not knowing where the words hailed from but knowing they were the right ones. “I had not expected such courtesy.”


    “Ah well. You have such promise, Morgan Locke.” Sedetnet lit on the opposite side of the altar and smiled at me over it, eyes hooding. The answer I had barely begun to apprehend drained away beneath the brunt of that gaze, leaving nothing I could understand. “I thought the game would be more interesting if you had a chance to win it.”


    “And do I still?”


    He laughed. “Don’t you?” He leaned forward, baring his teeth. “You know what I am here to do.”


    There was an urgency to the workings of my mind now, as if I chased the rim of gold on the horizon of sunrise. “To summon demons. You said it yourself.”


    “Mmm, yes. Because I am mad, of course.”


    “You might have rolled a die,” I agreed.


    He laughed. “I might have. Tell me, dear unkindled prince. Did I?”


    Hearing him ask it, I knew: “No.”


    “Good. So far you have not disappointed me, and I assure you, this situation is rare.” Sedetnet sat on the altar beside the king’s shoulders, stroked his hair back. I felt more than heard Amhric’s hiss, and yet in that touch I saw nothing but tenderness, remembered a time when a sorcerer had tumbled a virgin. He could have been cruel, but he hadn’t been. His hands had been gentle, until I had wanted them to be rough.


    The knife was such a surprise that I didn’t lunge for it in time. Sedetnet had it at Marne’s throat and drew it across before I knew even to move. Blood sprayed, fine as lace, hung suspended in the air, in time, so that every separate bead glowed incarnadine in the divine light. Then it fell, hard and ugly, hot spatters that steamed.


    The light around us flickered.


    “What have you done!” Amhric cried.


    “Yes,” Sedetnet said. “What have I done?” He looked at me. “Precisely what I said I would... yes?”


    As the light around us began to fade, I saw what it had hidden before. The sorcerer, seen through my spectacles... was glowing.


    And then I understood everything.


    “My God,” I whispered, swaying. “My God!”


    “Ahhhhh,” Sedetnet said, closing his eyes. There were droplets of blood on one of his cheeks, bright as garnets. “Yes. At last.” Opening them revealed that they had turned different colors, one gold, the other red as a cardinal’s wing. “Now you know. So go, before it’s too late.”


    “Yes!” I cried, and flung myself around, grabbing Amhric by the arm. “God, oh God, we flee! To the horses, while we can!”


    “Morgan!” Chester lunged toward the altar but I stayed him with my voice.


    “To me, Chester! I need you now! Last, the rear! We have no time!”


    We ran then, my mother before us, her gown a banner flowing, pale as pearls. My mind raced faster than our feet. How could I have not seen? I had been thrust into an alien society, certainly, but not so alien that my mind should just shut off, deny the evidence of my senses. I had gone to the Archipelago as student folklorist and collected accounts as if they were truth, forgetting that they were not equivalent. Had I apprehended the picture too late? But there were so many uncertainties yet!


    Sedetnet had given us our best hope but we had to live to grasp it. I glanced over my shoulder once, saw the golden head bent against the dark, and wept for him, and even as I did I feared. Marne was a king of elves, and could not die quickly, but I had no idea how his bespelled sleep had affected him. How long could Sedetnet give us? Breaking the enchantment had begun the process, and the process was inexorable, but how much time did we have?


    The overlook before us. Our restive mounts. My friends knew not why we fled, but they were clambering astride without taxing me for reasons, for explanations I could not yet give them. Amhric I guided up onto the drake, for I feared we would need one another when Marne finally slipped his shell and returned home. I glanced quickly at my people, saw them all together. Saw my mother, alone on foot.


    “You,” I said.


    “It is the Mother’s Stand,” she said. “Today. It has not yet been so.”


    I swallowed. “There are thrice a thousand of the dead, Milady.”


    “And one can hold them for longer than you believe, if she chooses her ground well.” Her chin went up. “I must finish what I began.”


    “I will never know you,” I whispered.


    “You were not meant to know me. But now, perhaps, you will remember me well.” She met my gaze with steady eyes. “Remember this, when you one day bear young, Prince of Elves. For our children we give everything, because in them is our hope of a future. Whether or not we see that future ourselves, it is our duty to be its guardians.”


    “Mother,” I said, voice hoarse. “God with you.”


    “My son.” She turned from us to her shrine, and I urged the drake on, blinking tears I hadn’t expected and yet knew would come. Carrington would have her place of legend at the last, and the blood of a woman would be its initiation.


    I had no doubt she would die. An elf could withstand much, but they would eventually rend her limb from limb, and those pieces would be trampled. It would not be the fire, but it would be as permanent.


    We sped down the high road and I begrudged every moment of it, even knowing we dare not urge the beasts faster until we reached someplace easier for the horses to find their footing. I heard the heaving of their breath in their long throats as they strove to equal the drake’s agility and surefootedness, the jingle of harnesses and bits, sensed the agitation of my friends and their speechlessness at the amputation of Marne’s life and my mother’s loss. But we reached the surface at last, and there Last reined back. I stopped the drake to face him, dread closing my throat.


    “I, too, have dreamed,” said he. “It was from that dream that I took my name.”


    My heart twisted in my chest. “Last—”


    “Yes.” He drew his sword and waited for my blessing, and what could I do?


    “Come back to us if you can,” I said, hoarse. “But if you cannot—I will return myself, and find your body, and take it home for the honors you will have earned.”


    “My prince,” he said. “Morgan Locke.” To my brother: “And my King.” He inclined his head, then turned the horse and galloped into the defile.


    One woman to hold the inner lock. One man to hold the outer. Sedetnet to nurse the king through his final failure.


    Through tears, I said, “Fly!”


    [image: ***]


    The trees and napped earth that gave us surcease on our way to the Stand now bedeviled us on the way out, for we could not ride through them at speed. I cared nothing for the concerns that had so fretted me then: whether we would have fire to warm us at night, or fresh food, or shelter from spying eyes. All that mattered was that we might break onto the plains and leave behind our danger. There was Vigil to warn, and beyond it, Troth... for the demon would come, and with it bring all the dead, not just those trammeling the shrine at Mother’s Stand, but all those waiting, sleeping in the earth at Threnody-Calling-Forward. And perhaps my own understood, for Chester surged ahead of me and went seeking quicker ways, and through providence or luck uncovered a route oblique to the one we’d used to enter. The slopes here were sparsely wooded, and seeing more clearly we made better time.


    Now and then I looked behind us and sensed the flicker that attended a king’s decline. All the magic of the continent, my mother had said. What would it be to my beloveds when it was loosed? Amhric and I would not gain any of that bounty, for we were bound by the curse—for now—but they would be washed in the flood of it. They would burn with its brightness.


    “Morgan, we have to stop,” Chester said at last. “The horses will founder.”


    And to lose them... we would arrive too late. Stilling the drake I looked south toward the horizon, wondered if I should take the chance to ride ahead of them. But if they died, how would I manage with my heart lamed? How could I bear an angel with such bitterness trammeling my spirit?


    “Even the drake needs rest,” Ivy said, drawing up alongside me. She rested a hand on its fevered side. “We don’t have to sleep all night. A few hours, then we can keep going.”


    “And you can tell us,” Carrington said, subdued, “what the hell just happened.”


    They needed to know. And they were right. A few hours I could countenance. I slid from the saddle, helped my brother dismount. “A few hours,” I said. “No more.”


    The camp they made was a rude one, with neither fire nor shelter; rather they sat in a circle they sanctified with water passed from hand to hand, and dried meat. So they pledged their solidarity to one another, and to the cause.


    They waited on me. I settled, reaching down into the land, sensed the wrongness in it still, and distantly, the fading light.


    “There are no elven sorcerers,” I said without preamble. “Sedetnet is Sihret. Marne’s prince.”


    Silence. Amhric inhaled, shuddered.


    “Fine,” Chester said. “He’s the prince. He also killed Marne.”


    “If you could call that alive,” Carrington murmured. When she won some arch looks at that, she said, “How else would you describe an enchantment like that? From which you can never wake? Would you want to be doomed to that forever?”


    “If it saved a world!” Ivy cried.


    “But it hasn’t,” Eyre murmured. “Has it.”


    Another silence. Into it, tentatively, Almond said, “Master? Why did Sedetnet kill the king?”


    “To summon a demon,” I said. “Or to allow a demon ingress by freeing the magic, and setting the elves and humans again at odds over its disposition. Either one suits. Because...” I halted, trembling, pushed my glasses up my nose and remembered the bright fire I’d seen in the heart of a madman. “Check me, please. When have there ever been angels, when there have not first been demons?”


    “Oh,” Ivy whispered. “Oh... no.”


    “You suggest there is no possibility of their summoning until the worst is already upon us?” Eyre was frowning, contemplative.


    “Marne and Winifred received their visitations only after a human had called down a demon,” I said. “Before that, the book we saw in Vigil. This world was touched by demons first, before the angels were said to have made elvenkind as its guardian. This curse is made by demons, and if it can only be undone by angels—”


    “Then you think we need to bring the demons first, and then the angels can come?” Carrington said.


    I nodded.


    “But... why? Why kill Marne at all?” Ivy asked.


    “Because,” Kelu muttered. “All the magic here is bound up there. Along with the walking dead. You need an enemy, and a chance to win without help.”


    “That makes it sound so... manipulative,” Ivy muttered.


    “No.” Amhric roused himself, pulled the cloak I’d draped over his shoulder close by. He looked diminished; he had been weeping. We had seen our father, and lost him, and he had seen his king and lost him, and in him was all the grief and forgiveness I found so difficult to invoke in myself. “No. Ours is the destiny we create. If we create it so that demons may enter in, ours is the responsibility of attempting the resolution. Who invites demons can set them aside again. Only this time... it is not our chance.” He met Chester’s eyes. “Now it is for humanity to set their swords against the dead.”


    “And if we succeed?” Chester asked, low. “What happens if we don’t need an angel?”


    “Then perhaps our time here is over,” Amhric said.


    The silence then was absolute, and each one of us hated it.


    “No,” Ivy said. “If it is for us to make choices, then this path I will refuse. We will not claim our agency on the bodies of another species. That is truly the demon’s path.” She lifted her chin, and in that moment I saw my mother in her, and her grandmother, and every female warrior who had ever dared the dark in the future’s name. “We all stand to be saved, or all of us fall.”


    “The sacrifice,” Eyre began.


    “May be honored in myth and story,” Carrington murmured. “And there will be sacrifices. But it’s all wrong, John. The elves have to choose the altar. If they die here, like this, it will be because humanity trussed them up and threw them there. That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”


    “I still don’t understand.” Chester’s hands were tight on his knees. “Why was Marne’s sacrifice necessary? Why did it resolve into... this? With him trapped for centuries that way? It wasn’t a solution, not a permanent one. Why didn’t the angel just kill the dead?”


    “The books say that the angel offered a choice,” I said. “That it is the nature of angels to give choices, and for demons to take them away.”


    “But what was the choice that earned him this?” Chester asked.


    I shook my head. “Maybe only Marne will ever know.”


    “And Sihret,” Ivy said.


    Sedetnet. My counterpart, doomed to live apart from his king. And I had wondered at his madness? What would I be, if I had been tasked to stay so distant from Amhric, knowing what he suffered?


    “Maybe we’ll get the chance to ask,” Eyre said.


    “Maybe,” I said. “For now, though, we should rest for the little time we have.”


    They consented to this only because I had given them too much to think about. Amhric, though, I saw to myself, tucking the cloak close around him. “Rest,” I whispered in the Gift, drawing his head to my lap.


    “I hardly feel I can, knowing now what I do,” he answered in kind.


    “But you must.” I set a hand on his shoulder. “When Marne dies, all his power will come to repose in you, and all the magic of this land will be free. You will have more to hand than you have had in your life—than any elf has now, or will until we are unencumbered of the curse. And I doubt that power will come to you easily.”


    “And you?” He looked up at me, concerned, and my heart tightened. “When the mantle passes to me, Sihret’s will pass to you. How will you be ready?”


    “In the way that all princes have been.” I set my hand on his shoulder. “By knowing why I wear it.”


    With that he had to be content, and in that way of his of knowing too well another’s heart, he was. I kissed his temple and he slept, and I kept the watch, and this I found good. The others slept or didn’t, or slept poorly, as their natures dictated, but all of them wanted the quiet to nurse their scattered thoughts.


    And I had company.


    “Oh Master,” Almond said when I did not send her away. She curled up against my side, head tucked against my shoulder. “Your mother. And your father! And you with no time to grieve!”


    “I knew neither of them.” I wrapped an arm around her and brought her close enough to breathe in the floral scent of her fur, and beneath it, the hint of power that was the magic bound into her for the use of her captors. Here was another mystery. Why had Sedetnet wrought the genets? What had been a prince’s purpose in creating them? Had it been as simple as the need to keep Amhric winnowed? Or had it been the solution he’d offered the elves to keep them from slaying the first candidate he’d found that hadn’t been an amoral monster?


    Perhaps there had been no plan. Perhaps it had been as simple as Sihret being mad. I sighed against Almond’s fur. “I knew neither of them, and I do grieve, but it does not cripple me. Does that make me a terrible person?”


    Beyond Almond, Kelu snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “Ah, the repository of my common sense has arrived.” I smiled as she sat beside Almond, though her gaze was for the figures huddled under cloaks and coats and saddle blankets, not far from us. “Please, Kelu. Save me from my own puffery.”


    She sighed. “You get more ridiculous the longer I know you.”


    I chuckled, and if it was a low sound, and half-hearted, I made it all the same. “Come and rest,” I said. “Even genets must need it.”


    “Almond can rest,” Kelu said. “I don’t have much longer on this world. I’d like to see it before it gets demon-blighted, before I die.”


    Almond’s ears flattened. “You still have time—”


    “I’m old.” Kelu shook her head. “I’ve lived too long as it is. It won’t be long for me. You’ll see.”


    I reached for her hand and surprised her into letting me capture it. “Kelu,” I said, quiet. “You will live to see this world demon-blighted, and cleansed of demon blight. I swear it.”


    Her ears flipped back, sealed to her head, and her nostrils flared. Her reply was slow in coming. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


    “I’m not,” I said. And to this, she said nothing more.
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    Less than two hours later, I chivvied everyone awake and back to the thankless task of preparing their mounts. The wind tore at us, too chill; there were clouds clinging to the edges of the horizon, and as I glanced at them, they broke and began to burgeon. I smelled something moist, but unclean; beneath me, the drake hissed, and the horses rolled their eyes and blew flecks of foam in their anxiety.


    There was nothing for it but to ride on, over earth gone sinister, through air that now tingled with the anticipation of the magic to come, and the guttering of the light. That these things came attendant gave me some pale thread of hope: God gave power to deny the dark with the dark, and around me were the people I’d chosen to wield it. All humanity could now be a shield, thank Winifred and her covenant. I had shown them the way, but she had made them ready.


    Before me, Amhric was tense, shoulders bowed inward. Now and then he looked back, and on the fourth time, I said, “What is it?”


    “I feel it,” he whispered. “I feel it, Morgan. It’s coming.”


    But when it came, none of us were ready.


    It came in the ground, and in the sky. It was swifter than water flowing, more tempestuous than storms, and silent as the space between notes of music. It was brighter than lightning, and it came first: the magic, released in a great explosion that coruscated the length of the world and rolled on, scattering arabesques of eye-watering brilliance that shuddered over eyes that watered and blinked to behold it. All the land was blessed by it, and cried out to receive it, or those were our cries, of shock at the feel of it passing through us, thin as ghosts and great as the love of God.


    Ivy pulled up her mount, which was caviling wildly, and how she didn’t fall I didn’t know. We all followed suit because there was no moving through so much joy, so much shock. The clouds had thickened into storms, surging toward us on a wet wind, pulling at hair, manes, coats, cloaks. But we did not move.


    The earth beneath me was singing.


    “Oh God,” Carrington whispered. “Is that what we’ve been missing all this time?”


    Ivy and Chester were both weeping, unashamed. Eyre looked proud, a man greeting his destiny. In them all I could sense the wan candles that had been their impoverished magics flying like pennants, so bright, so strong. There were never elven sorcerers. But there were now human ones.


    “That we should live to see this,” Eyre whispered, head up, facing the storm. “That we should be the ones! Winifred’s legacy, and the gift of angels!”


    And then a spear of light transfixed Amhric, broadened into a column, and all of it fell into him as if filling a deep, deep well. The drake dug its claws into the earth, head down, as if it bore a weight too great for its back, and I hastily slid from it to leave the two of them.


    The mantle came, flared into a rune around his body that shone so bright my eyes watered to witness it. When it died, it left a man that gleamed at every edge, and above his head a crown of light shimmered, the halo that had heralded the holy in icon and myth for as long as human hand could lift a brush. I recognized it anew, from some other lifetime: the elven sigil that had heralded the silver-eyed king in the Vigil manuscript that no doubt still reposed in my student flat.


    “The King is dead,” Eyre said. “Long live the King!”


    Amhric sighed out, soft, opened eyes gone molten amber. He reached a hand to me. We had played this scene out before, the two of us, when I had driven off our tormentors on a beach on Kesina. He had handed me my staff, and I had accepted, and with it my role in his life and in the myths that would be written long after we had gone to dust. Here, then, was my last chance to repudiate that future. Curls of light limned his fingers, rose from them in coils and sigils that doubled back into themselves in the infinite patterns that the elves had written down and called the Angel’s Gift. In his cupped palm, a pool of light, as if it could be captured and passed, from hand to hand to ailing heart.


    Here was truth, and beauty, and all good things… and their inevitable companions, duty, and grief, and sacrifice.


    I rested my hand on his, and took the mantle.


    What was it like? How could I describe, save that it was intimate, and more personal than I’d expected? My studies had led me to believe that magic was a force of nature, some external power to be manipulated by the puissant. But it was the very opposite. Magic sprang from within, was created in the secret, sacred center… was the soul’s tears shed in its joy, the manifestation of all that was good and healthy and right. Did I wonder how blood might come to symbolize that transaction? I had only to feel the Prince’s power coming to me to know, because it came as wings, not chains.


    And this, I realized in that moment of acceptance, was how Sihret had felt, joining himself to Marne. And what had been eating him from within ever since the exile. Sedetnet no less than Marne had been the sacrifice that deferred the judgment of that final battle. I extended a heart-rent prayer that he might find the peace his king had, dying at last.


    But we were not done yet. I went to Carrington, who’d remained on her horse. It shied once at my approach, then settled as I rested a glowing hand on its nose. Looking up at her, I saw her, saw her and needed no spectacles to tell me of her allegiance. She was breathing quickly, with high color, and the storm wind had swept some of her hair from its habitual knot, straggling it over her brow. But her eyes were steady, if wild.


    “Will you have the gift?” I asked.


    It was a formality, the asking, but I saw her gratitude that I’d observed it. She licked her lips, then nodded once, and I reached into her and showed her where the magic lived in her. She groped blindly for the pommel of her saddle, and I gave her my hands instead, and held her steady until she was done—for now. I thought she and Ivy would have something to talk about, if time we had for talking.


    “The storm’s coming,” Chester said. Behind him, Kelu’s face was unreadable. “We shouldn’t tarry.”


    I pulled myself back up behind Amhric as the others wheeled their mounts away from the source of the magic. But I paused once to look backwards, and think of the dead, and for a moment because of that I thought I had summoned the noise. It began as a pressure in the ears, crested, transformed abruptly into a wail of grief and rage and desolation so unbearable that we all cried out, and the horses screamed, and even the land shivered beneath us, mute tremors of grief and shock. There was no sanity in that howl, and every one of us knew who had uttered it.


    The drake leaped forward at my hissed command and the others streamed in my wake. We fled the storm that was, and the storm to come, and behind us Death was rising, a shadow gathered against the sky, an inverse of the light that had proclaimed a king. We had run, not out of time, but out of choices. All possible endings were narrowing to a single path, and we coursed it like foxes fleeing the hunt.
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    We arrived to a city under siege.


    “What the hell!” Carrington said from behind us. “That’s our excavation! Who are those people?”


    “Those,” I said from beneath gritted teeth, “are my people.” Beneath my breath, “And I will not kill them because it would grieve you did I undertake it.”


    Shocking me, Amhric said, “Some of them may need killing.” And if he sounded sad to have said it, yet it had been said, and with his breath.


    The road to Vigil was a stream of elves that shone even in the drizzle that had dogged us all the way over the plains—when it did not become storms—and among them were carts drawn by horses and loaded with swaying towers of cages. Suleris had won its bid for primacy over the expedition through the Door, and brought with it all its chattel, to be used, no doubt, when they pacified the natives with the magic they had stolen from their king and sealed in their slaves. The genets were of no more moment to them than the barrels of gunpowder used for one of the artillery pieces Radburn found so fascinating, though their oppression was so distinct one could almost hear their whimpers on the wind that snapped through the sheets of rain to whip the flanks of our mounts.


    “So is that what it looks to be?” Eyre asked me, bringing his horse alongside.


    “If you think it is all our enemies from Serala, who have stopped at Vigil to snap up what resources they might find before continuing south to even richer plunder, and you think that the treasure they seek is the magic they can strip from human souls... then yes, you are correct.”


    “So the elves are evil,” Carrington said behind us.


    Amhric said, quiet, “Some of them. Not all. But some.” He looked over his shoulder at me. “But I am now their king.”


    “And I am your prince, and they will answer to us.”


    “And what’s going to stop them from killing you when you show up and demand their fealty?” Chester asked.


    “The fact that I can rip the magic from them.” Was I trembling? I was. It was the cages. So many cages. I had promised I would come back for them, that I would free them. And here they were, and I would see it done, save that to release them from their prisons was not sufficient to that promise. How then could I free a race from the bondage of a botched creation? They had been made incomplete. They could not survive without us.


    “You’re thinking of going up there,” Ivy said.


    “We don’t have time for anything else. The demon is brooding in the north, but when he’s done he’ll come, and he must find us united.” I reached back and undid the ties holding the staff to the back of my saddle. Rolling the incised iron in my hand, I said, “Let’s put paid to this.” I drew in a breath and added, quiet, “I’ll need you all.”


    “You have us,” Eyre said. “Only tell us what you require.”


    “Stay close for now.” I urged the drake up the slope, heard the horses shuffling as they were turned to follow.
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    No one stopped us as we joined the file of elves heading up the road. Some grumbled when we pushed our way ahead of the wagons, but not a single individual was curious enough to question our identity. They saw two elves with attendant humans and genets and thought the obvious of us. I let them, and guided us as quickly as possible to the gates of Vigil to see what had become of Kemses, Rose, and the excavation.


    The buildings, I saw, still stood. No other sign did I see of our former companions. The entirety of the cleared plaza, once dedicated to the human encampment, had been colonized by elves, who were occupying a city of hundreds of multicolored tents, bright flags against the constant silver rain and the gray mud of Vigil’s wreckage. A small area remained clear near the barracks and what used to be the stairwell into the athenaeum, but it appeared blocked: smoothed over with stone, and not a sign that it had once offered ingress. Had someone seen the elves coming and hidden everyone away? It seemed the best course of action. Even Kemses, who could fight a line duel for days on the donated energy of human friends, could not take on the entire elven nation. And if the entirety of Serala was not here yet… it would be soon enough.


    “They’ve outgrown the Archipelago,” I murmured.


    “This was once our homeland too,” Amhric replied.


    “Maybe,” I said. “But that’s not why they’re here.” I sent the drake loping down toward the center of the plaza, slowing to thread my way among the crates and cages and trying not to look too long toward the drooping shoulders and downturned faces of the slaves that languished amid the other cargo.


    “What are you planning?” Amhric asked.


    “To make them our people.”


    I stopped the drake at the plaza’s edge and dismounted, then led it to the center. We remained unremarked, but that wouldn’t last much longer. As my friends joined me, I gestured them closer.


    “Professor,” I said to Eyre, “Have you learned enough from the Vessel to keep a bonfire burning in this weather?”


    Eyre cast a look up at the clouded sky, lashes blinking as droplets of water struck them. “I believe so, yes.”


    “Chester, help him start it, please. Then I’ll need you and Ivy with me.”


    “And me?” Carrington asked, hesitant. “What shall I do?”


    “And us, Master?” Almond was wringing her hands. Kelu had become grim in her silence, unsurprisingly; here was evidence of all the injustice leveled against her kind. But Almond thought only of me, and probably always would until she died. I couldn’t help a sigh and then smiled to reassure her.


    “Please, take the horses to the stables.”


    “What if someone steals them?” Kelu asked.


    “No one will steal them,” I said. “Everything these people have brought here belongs to their king, and I intend to demonstrate that to them.”


    The gray genet’s brows lifted. “Right. You think that’s going to work.”


    I grinned without humor. “You’ll see.”


    “Won’t they resent you for the imposition?” Carrington wondered.


    “They’re not people of Troth, Doctor. They weren’t raised to the expectation of justice and equality. The elves have a duty—sacred work as custodians of a world free of demons—and as such we don’t have the luxury for the egalitarian concepts that have motivated humanity.”


    “Oh, for Douglas and Du Roi,” Chester said, shaking his head. “What a debate we’d have at this moment.”


    “We would, wouldn’t we?” I smiled at the idea. “Whatever the case. Either I’ll succeed or we’ll all be dead, and that won’t do, so… I shall have to succeed. Take the horses, and the drake, please.”


    Almond nodded and looped the reins through her hands, guiding the first of the creatures toward the barracks. My request would also get the genets out of the wet, which pleased me. I hated to think of their distress.


    Eyre and Chester drew apart to discuss the fire. They left me with the women, and with Amhric, who said in the Gift, “You mean to fight them.”


    I leaned my cheek on the staff, eyes closed, feeling the water drizzle steadily past my spectacles and over the bridge of my nose. “It is the language they understand, love.”


    His hand closed on my shoulder, gentle. “I’ll be here.”


    “And I will need you,” I murmured before switching to Lit. “Ivy?”


    “My dear.”


    “Kiss me for luck?” I asked.


    She sniffed. “Does this mean you’re about to do something ill-advised? Like try to duel your way to the kingship?”


    I batted my lashes at her and she laughed. “Morgan!” And then, shocked. “Morgan? I was making a jest!”


    “Kiss me,” I repeated. “For good luck.”


    And she did, and she was warm while the rain around me was cold, and it was more than luck, it was life itself. It was a reminder of the life I longed to see on the other side of this. When she broke away, just enough that we could breathe, I brushed the tip of my cold nose against hers. “All will be well. Remember—I can’t die.”


    “Unless they work at it,” she said dryly.


    “They won’t be capable of it. And… I’ll need you and Chester.”


    “Anything,” she said firmly.


    “Then no one will stand against us.”


    Almond was at my elbow. Almond was tugging at my sleeve, amazingly. Surprised, I looked down at her… and saw Emily.


    “Emily!” I whispered. “Where did you come from?”


    The Black Pearl was nearly indistinguishable from the gloom of the late day, just another smeared shadow in a world of them. Against the dark fur of her face, the luminous aquamarine eyes shone like stained glass. “We have been hiding in the rafters of the barracks since the elves came and the blood-flag of Sadar sealed the passage. Waiting for you, Master. What shall I tell the others?”


    “Can you reach them?” I said.


    “By going under the bridge,” she replied. “And past the dragonholt.”


    Of course. “Tell them we’re here, and that we are about to claim the elves for our cause.” Her ears sagged and her brow furrowed. I touched her shoulder. “Tell Kemses. He’ll understand.”


    “All right, Master,” she murmured, and vanished. I watched her go, and even though I had my eyes trained on her still I lost her to the shadows. Astonishing.


    The bonfire ignited, burning wet fuel so that clouds of steam rolled off it with the tongues of spitting flames that burned against the falling rain. Eyre stood guard over it, and from the look of stern concentration on his face, it would remain lit until I no longer needed it. Joining me, Chester said, “I think it might be easier to clear the skies. Should I?”


    “No,” I said. “Save your strength.”


    He nodded and stood alongside Ivy, chin high. They both met my eyes, and I saw nothing there but love and determination. How could I fail with such helpmeets?


    To Amhric, I said, “Now is the time. Shall I declare or you?”


    “The King-Reclusive waits on his prince,” Amhric murmured.


    I kissed his brow. “Then his prince will announce him.”


    So saying, I took a step forward, out of the ring of my supporters. I remained ignored until I lifted my voice, and used magic to carry it out like a wave rushing up a shoreline. “I am gratified to see the nation of Serala come to serve its king.”
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    The patter of the rain and the hiss of the bonfire behind me filled the hollow space that followed my words. I let it while the elven host left off its work to turn toward me, a great rustling that penetrated even the low drumming of the water all around us. The tide drew back from me, as I expected it would. No one stepped into the void, so I called them.


    “Where is the council of elders? The prince and his king are prepared to take the mantle from them.”


    A whisper of sound now. People muttering, exclamations, interrogative murmurs that rose like the cries of distant birds and then cut off when they were hushed.


    “Will not the heads of Suleris, Nudain, and Ekadet step forth? I believe last I checked, they comprised the council.”


    Someone finally entered the cleared circle. Warily, glancing once at the bonfire tended by my grim human ally, because it looked like I’d created a dueling field.


    Which I had.


    “I am the head of blood-flag Nudain,” said this elf, a woman, slim and lean and nigh unto androgyny with it. Had she been a man once, and given it up to be an elven woman? Did it work in both directions? Perhaps there was no purpose in wondering: she was what she was now. The rain polished her skin, which shone like obsidian, and her hair was the color of tarnished silver. I had never noticed how many graduations of shade there were in tarnished silver.


    She had a voice like a lark, or a flute, or both. Like the spring, but at night, when the earth is resting from the caress of the sun, and the scents are earthier and moister. I hoped I wouldn’t have to kill her.


    “Tchanu,” Amhric said from behind me, just enough for me to hear.


    “Tchanu,” I said. “Where are your peers? Where are the heads of Ekadet and Suleris? Do they not wish to be the first to give fealty to the first elven king since the death of Marne?”


    Someone pushed through the wall of spectators. Another male, this one slim as a lance, with eyes like a hawk’s and a voice urgent as a clarion call to battle. “Has the king at last returned to us?” He looked past me, drew in a sharp breath. “Oh, but it is so, isn’t it? Who can fail to sense it?”


    “Herithor,” Amhric murmured. “Was the heir to Aresset.”


    And now the blood-flag. I didn’t know how I could tell, but I could feel it in my fingertips, in my throat as a taste, as a broadness in his power... which belonged to me, and which I could claim as easily as I could make a fist. “Aresset,” I said. “Well for you that you recognize it. But where—” I lifted my voice, sharpened it like a sword, “Are Suleris and Ekadet?”


    A woman’s voice, finally, and my skin pebbled instantly. “I am Ekadet’s blood-flag.”


    They made way for a woman, and at the sight of her I was overwhelmed with rage, for she’d been one of the voluptuaries I’d found abusing my brother in Suleris’s breeding compound.


    “You,” she sneered, with every contempt… to Amhric, little realizing how close to death she was skirting by daring to address him, much less with such lack of respect. “What are you doing here, and not spilling your blood and seed for Suleris’s little projects?”


    Only his touch stayed me, reminded me that I had work here, and it did not involve bloodshed—yet. It was for me to choose my response carefully. The rain had eased, as if to listen more closely.


    I said, “And here is the woman who could not even tell an elven prince masqueraded as a human, so eager was she to waste herself in debauchery.”


    I had scored on her—the crowd knew it, and so did she, for her cheeks colored. She lifted her chin and replied, haughty, “You say that as if I didn’t know what I did, but I did. I knew an elf of royal gifts, and if he was too weak to hold me off then he was no king at all. And you! I have heard tell of you. Quite the actor you are. You say you are a prince? If you have the power you claim to, you would have come in force and taken what you wanted. But you didn’t, did you? You skulked, like the lowest slave. You hid behind a mask of human seeming.”


    I chuckled. “If you seek to insult me, try harder.” I looked past her. “But where is your little ally in corruption? Where is the head of Suleris? Who replaced Thameis after I slew him? Was it Isis or Temeret? Or have they hidden themselves away from their prince, lest I finish what I began?”


    “We rule together,” came a growl and there, at last, were the people I’d been waiting for. “And we rule here as well.”


    “By what right?” I asked casually, rolling the staff between my fingertips.


    “By right of force,” Temeret said.


    I studied him, unhurried and unimpressed. Perhaps running Suleris didn’t agree with him, for he looked febrile and angry, an unhealthy glow shining on skin the rain seemed to slime. “Would you care to dispute that? Properly?”


    “You,” Temeret snarled, “are nothing but bait. And I will gladly challenge you. We will all challenge you!”


    I lifted my brows. “All of you, is that it?” I glanced at e Ekadet and visibly dismissed her. “You will follow Suleris wherever it takes you.” Ignoring her outraged gasp, I looked at Nudain and Aresset. “You, though. I think you know your king.”


    “Always,” the blood-flag Aresset said, eyes fastened on Amhric.


    I waited on Nudain, remembering the political map Thameis had deigned to explicate so very long ago in his study before he assaulted me. Here was the other major political force on the Archipelago—between Nudain and Suleris, I could account for almost all the land in Serala.


    She looked first at Amhric, then at Suleris and Ekadet. Then met my eyes and said, “I know my king... if king he proves himself to be.”


    “Then,” I said to Temeret, “You shall have your fight.”


    “Excellent. Let us discuss the rules.”


    “Yes,” I said. “Let’s discuss the rules. There will be no use of the genets. You will kill no human slaves either.”


    “These rules are unfair!” Isis cried.


    “These are the rules you will have, or you will have nothing,” I said. “But your prince is a fair man. In return for this small sacrifice—for it is small, yes? Surely you have power enough on your own to overwhelm one pathetic former slave—I will allow you to bring as many of your members to the ring to fight me as wish to.” My heart was racing. “At once.”


    “Morgan,” Chester hissed, almost inaudibly.


    “At once?” Isis asked, eyes narrowed. “What is the limit to this number?”


    “There is no limit to this number,” I said. “If the entirety of the blood Suleris and Ekadet wishes to throw itself against me, let them come now, all at once. No line duels. No waiting. We will settle it in a single fight.”


    “You are mad!” Temeret cried.


    “If he is the prince,” Tchanu said, with that voice like nightingales, “then he is not mad. So... we shall see. Shan’t we.”


    “I see that you are overcome with hubris,” Isis said. “We vanquished you once on the strand already. We would have killed you both on the coast of Kesina had e Sadar not arrived to succor you. Do you think to trick us into showing mercy? We will bring every member of our families to fight you! If you could not stand against two of us, how will you fare against two thousand?”


    “E Suleris,” I said. “Try me and see.”


    Temeret was staring at me, tense. His eyes darted to Amhric, and then the bonfire, and I could see his second thoughts in his gaze. But his sister cried, “So we shall! Only say when!”


    “I give you half an hour,” I said. “Only because you will need it to plan how to fit so many of your members in such a small space.” I smiled without humor. “Start now.”


    Isis stared at me, lips curled back from her teeth. Then she flung herself into the crowd, barking orders I was certain she thought would save her, and see her reinstated as the leader of the expedition. I watched her go, and Ekadet with her, and Temeret slinking away last.


    Nudain approached me, quiet. I thought she was old; it was hard to tell with elves. She considered me, spoke at last. “I thought if I won enough of the Archipelago, I might replace a king.” She glanced past me at Amhric, then met my eyes. “I was wrong.”


    “You did what you hoped was best,” I said, which was forgiveness indeed. She might have sought the rulership of Serala out of ambition, or to aggrandize her family. But she glowed to my sight, a softly banked glow, and I thought perhaps those darker motivations had mingled with an honest desire to see the warring of the exiled elves brought to a bloody halt. Best, I thought, to begin anew... if the elves allowed it. Some of them wouldn’t, but I would see that ended soon.


    When Tchanu stepped away, my own converged on me.


    “What did you say?” Ivy’s voice was tense and angry. “Chester’s gone pale. What did you say you’d do?”


    Bless his wisdom, Chester said nothing. It was Almond who piped up then. “Mistress, it will be well. He is the prince.”


    “What exactly is it he’s going to be well while doing?”


    “I’m going to fight them,” I said to her. “All at once.” She folded her arms. I set one of my hands on her wrist. “Trust me. They won’t kill me.”


    “How do you know?” Her voice was rough and soft, and I wanted to wrap myself in her and forget everything. But we were here and there was work to be done.


    “Because,” I said. “The story can’t end here.”


    She threw up her hands, exasperated, but I saw her fighting an unwilling smile and counted that a victory.


    Drawing in a long breath I turned at last to Amhric. Resting the staff against my chest, I offered him both my hands. In the Gift, I said, “You will forgive me for what I am about to do?”


    Amhric’s small fingers curled around my longer ones. He smiled a lopsided smile. “You will forgive me for making you do it?”


    I laughed, sheepish, lowering my face. “My brother.”


    “We are as God made us.” Amhric squeezed my hands. “And I love you, brother mine.”


    So fortified, I returned to my position to wait.
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    Assembling all the elves Suleris and Ekadet had decided to throw against me took all the time I had given them, and a great deal of shuffling of people. I saw it as a rippling in the surrounding throng as the spectators were displaced by the duelists. There were not the two thousand promised by Isis, but there were enough, and I could readily identify them, each and every one... for unlike the others around them, they burned with an unlight, a darkness that my spectacles insisted on rendering visible.


    I did not need them, now that I knew what I was seeking. I could taste the pulse of their rebellion in the magic that underpinned reality.


    “Are you ready?” I said finally. “I weary of waiting on you.”


    Temeret and Isis and their nameless ally from Ekadet pushed their way forward and stood proudly at the apex of their scythe of fighters. I saw the disdain and the confidence in them and grieved. This was what we had become in response to the greed and jealousy of humanity. The negativity begat more negativity, had become an unstoppable reaction that had led to the birth of the demon who was gathering strength even now, feeding on situations just like this one.


    “We’re ready,” Temeret said.


    “You’ll regret this,” e Ekadet added. “You’ll regret being born, imposter.”


    I nodded. “Then call the start.” I smiled thinly. “I will grant you the honor.”


    Temeret stared at me, disturbed, but his sister cried, “ATTACK!”


    The host lunged toward me.


    And stopped as I fisted my hand in their magic.


    The rain fell, a whisper now rather than a drum. The bonfire crackled, hissed. No one moved until someone made the mistake of trying, and I tightened my grip. As one, they fell to their knees.


    I could have killed them. In a single spasm of will, I could have starved them of the magic that fed their enchantments and they would have been extinguished. But I didn’t need to because they knew it. I was standing at complete ease in their midst, holding my staff with one hand with the other held closed at my side, and I had not shifted even a half step in their direction, but they knew that they were mine.


    On the magic that linked them all, I sent my voice, and my words moved toward them like the ripple on a wave. “I am your prince, and you are mine. Yield, or I will honor your rebellion, and deliver you to God.”


    In the heartbeat between my last word and my next breath I prayed that they would listen. That they would value their lives more than whatever temporal power or pride they nurtured as poor nourishment in its stead. But more of them than I wished strove against me, and I wept as I severed them from the world. In that moment, Ivy and Chester made good on their promises to me, for I felt their loving support as the bulwarks that kept me from descending into self-hatred. They made me worthy of Amhric, who shone through me like light from the firmament, and I licked the tears from my lips as elves died. The sight of their passage quelled the rebellion in the hearts of many, but spurred some others, and I had to stop them. And another wave, smaller than the second. Until at last there were no elves left who questioned our dominion, and I could not see for my weeping, though I wept in silence, and the rain washed my face and left it blameless to anyone who knew me not at all.


    But Amhric did. He came forth and rested a hand on my shoulder and I looked down at him.


    “Are these our people, my prince?” he asked, his voice carrying on a breeze that seemed to clear the clouds.


    “They are, my king,” I whispered, hoarse.


    “Then we welcome them,” Amhric said.


    To this day I don’t know if he could have done what he did next without channeling the gift through me. I suspect he could have, but chose instead to wipe from my heart and mouth the feel of the deaths I had been forced to inflict. And I am grateful, so grateful. Because he drew all the magic of the world, released by Marne’s passage, and flooded me with it like autumn sunlight, and it spilled through me, out of me, into all the elves before us: those who had tried to fight and given it up; those who had held back out of uncertainty; and those who’d believed from the moment they espied us. All divisions between us were swept away in that gift; we were filled with it, made whole, made kith. Since the curse had bound us the elves had been starving for magic and turning to it in any source they could find, using borrowed demon claws to scratch it into their hollow souls. For the first time since that cup had doomed us, we felt full with a wholesome energy, nourished, well. The chains shackled us still, but we had a king again, and he would free us, and none of us, none of us doubted it.


    The wave that flowed through the crowd now was every elf in it staggering to their feet in an attempt to move toward that bright source. I had quelled all our opposition. But it was Amhric who won their hearts, as he had mine, with the generosity of his spirit and the love that shone so clearly in him, a bright reflection of something divine.


    Would that this episode had concluded with his contribution, but alas when he had done knitting us together in this sacred weave there were three left before us, burning too brightly to be destroyed and yet refusing us all the same: Temeret and Isis, and e Ekadet. Had he thought to heal them of their resentments and pettiness by offering them the generosity of his forgiveness? I hated that I knew better than to believe they would receive it, and be transfigured.


    To speak after the glory of our binding felt sacrilegious, and yet speak I did, because there was no other choice. “You do not repent of your ambitions, I see.”


    “Should we beg for what rightly belongs to us?” Isis asked. They were all kneeling and hating it. How often had I been thrown to my knees by an elf with no consideration for my feelings on the debasement? I wanted to hate them, because it was easy. I forced myself not to because of those who loved me, whose regard I cherished too dearly to give myself over to drowning in my anger.


    “You need not beg,” I said, when I had mastered myself, though I was still breathing too deeply. “You need only ask and we will welcome you. Our best days are before us. You could be part of them.”


    “As your lackeys.” E Ekadet pushed herself upright, staggered to her feet. She shook her golden mane back and said, “I think not.”


    “You would never forgive us, and never trust us,” Temeret said.


    “Whose fault would that be?” I asked, and took myself to task for falling to their level of discourse. “No matter. I will say it again: you need not turn from us. If you swear to your king, you may return to your positions. You may be again the blood-flags to which your families owe their safety and honor. You can take part in the history to come. Surely that is a better alternative to what awaits you if you forsake your vows.”


    “And what alternative is that?” Temeret asked.


    “You die,” I said, quiet. “And I feed you to the fire.”


    Isis laughed. “As if he would. With that mewling pacifist for a ruler? Try us with another line, ‘prince’.”


    I impaled her.


    One quick motion: my muscles remembered. The act that had destroyed Thameis, that they had witnessed on Kesina and should have remembered me capable of... it was too easy. The iron staff slid through her torso as if the ribs were bare interruption to its quest for the earth. She screamed, and hearing it I thought of Carrington. Eyre’s torch had done just this to me, but she’d been incapable of repeating her performance on a living body. What did that make me?


    And that I felt no remorse?


    She lived, of course. The enchantment had gorged on the energy Amhric had so magnanimously granted to the entirety of the elven host. Even now I could sense her flesh knitting around the incised channels carved into the staff’s surface... could tell because it began to resist me when I shifted my weight against it. To kill her, I would have to electrify the metal, the way I had with Thameis, or give her to the fires the way Kemses had his opponents. For now I leaned on the staff, and ignored the hand that was weakly scrabbling at my leg. She was trying to push me off-balance. I wished her luck of that. I was not the disease-raddled invalid she’d fought before.


    “I believe you were making some opinion of yours known?” I said conversationally. Isis’s whimpers underscored the words. “Do go on.”


    The head of Ekadet said nothing.


    “What? No riposte? No scorn?” I canted my head. “I’m shocked.” I looked at Temeret. “And you? No more witty repartee? Will you not call me ‘bait’ again? Please do. Please remind me of what I suffered at the hands of your brother. It will improve my temper magnificently, I assure you. I am already feeling less than merciful, you perceive.”


    “You are a monster,” Temeret whispered.


    “Is that all?” I said. “I was expecting something a little more original.” I turned the staff, breaking it free of the skin that had healed around it and inspiring another scream. “Let me make this plain to the three of you now. Amhric is king over all elves. He is all that is kind and forgiving and gentle and temperate, and you are lucky to have him. But I am his prince, and anyone—anyone who so much as casts an insulting eye on him—I will kill. I came to Serala as a human. I have seen what elves are capable of. That will never happen again, so long as I live... and I will live, you see, a very... very long time. So. Do you swear allegiance to a better man than any of you? Or do you deny him?”


    For a moment I allowed myself to believe that they would yield. Amhric had not won them with love; all that I had left was to demonstrate, irrevocably, that I was a crueler adversary than them, that they could not hope to prevail against me. I wanted... I wanted the ending to this to be a happy one, and later everyone would tell me that it had been, on balance. That we hadn’t had the right to expect a better outcome. That history would remember this day as the one where a man won a nation with a gentle hand, and my part of it would remain a footnote.


    It was a fantasy, but I had treasured it, and did up until the point where Isis managed to hook her hand around my ankle and yank it hard enough to catch my attention. I swayed, and e Ekadet dove for me, and Temeret lunged in her wake. I howled my rage and grief, that they should make such waste necessary, and I stole the energy from them until their enchantments throttled their breath and hearts. And then, as they gasped and rolled on the ground, I took the first by the back of the shirt and dragged. Temeret, I saw. He had hesitated. He might have thrown in with us had his sister not forced his hand. I hated him for making this necessary. I hated that my only emotion, throwing him to the fires beneath Eyre’s watchful eyes, was anger, because I didn’t want to be the kind of person who could pin a man into the heart of a bonfire and ignore his screams as he died. But I did it again with Isis, who fought me in vain. And again, with e Ekadet, and I stared into her cruel and vicious face as she spit her curses down on my head, and Amhric’s.


    I was panting by the end of it and my palms kept blistering where they contacted the iron of the staff, blistering and healing, over and over.


    When the last corpse was a vague black heap in the heart of the fire, I threw the staff from me. I went to Amhric and fell to my knees, bending over a stomach twisted with nausea. Did I have a voice left? I did, though it had gone tense, its edges rasped. “It is done.”


    Perhaps, had I been thinking more clearly, I would have forborn to be seen in distress following the execution of my duties. If I was to be prince, and the sword arm of the king, then all should believe me implacable, without finer sensibilities: the Red Prince in truth. But I could not be that person, not and live, and all the lies I had grown up repeating to the world so that they would fail to divine the truth of my weaknesses were as nothing compared to the lies I would have to tell to show the world a face that could kill without remorse.


    I had forgiven Mary Carrington. Maybe it was because I understood what had been asked of her.


    The flames hissed and stung the drizzle that fell from the grimy sky. There was mud under me, and it was cold, and the air smelled like burning flesh. I thought I would vomit. I remembered vomiting daily only as a hazy memory, and did not want to reacquaint myself with the act. Swallowing carefully, I waited for the absolution I did not know whether I deserved, and yet when Amhric embraced me I did not turn from him.


    “They made their choices,” he said into my ear as I clung to him.


    “I could have been merciful.”


    “You gave them every opportunity.” Amhric leaned back, pushed the wet hair from my face and cupped it. “The choice is sacred, if we are to be worthy of God. And they made their choices.”


    He thought his speech would reassure me, but it was his face that convinced me at last: looking on his face, and recalling that those three had seen him imprisoned. I had not extended their torture, had done only the bare minimum necessary to ensure the enchantment would not resurrect them. They, on the other hand, had consigned an innocent man to abuse, rape, and torture for months.


    I had executed them, that was all. I drew in a trembling breath and rested my hands over his. “And I have made mine.”


    “And all of us,” said Kemses behind us, “have made ours. My liege, my king. Welcome back to Vigil.”


    I pushed myself upright, found with resignation that my liegeman was awaiting us with my discarded staff in his hands. Accepting it, I said, “You held the city for us, and I thank you. I presume there were no troubles?”


    “It depends on what kind of trouble you mean,” Radburn said, stomping up behind Kemses. “I’ll have you know, Morgan, that I was adamant that we should spend our time on our investigations, but Guy—”


    “I am right behind you, you know—”


    “But Guy insisted on seducing that girl you left with us—”


    “Wait, are you discussing my student?” Carrington pushed her way through the growing crowd. “You’d better not be discussing my student!”


    “It was consensual,” Guy drawled.


    “It was inappropriate!” Radburn exclaimed.


    “He’s just jealous that I got to her first.”


    I had been suffering from grief and fear and worry for so long that I mistook the ache in my chest for more of the same until the first coughing chuckle burst from me. My fingers flew to my mouth before I could earn more than a minatory glance from Ivy. Composing myself, I said, “Please tell me that you spent at least some of the time on the research I requested. Between conquests.”


    Guy rolled his eyes. “Please. There’s only so much ru—”


    “Language,” Chester muttered, looking down at his feet.


    “—exercising you can do before you get bored,” Guy finished with laudatory aplomb. “Rest assured, we spent most of our time in the library.”


    “Protecting it from the idiots who wanted to burn it.” Radburn pointed at his chest. “That was me, mind you, as Guy was busy for—”


    “Language!” Chester hissed.


    “Fornicating,” Radburn insisted stubbornly. He extended his finger at Carrington and said, “Your colleagues are idiots and I spent all the time you were away wishing for Kelu to bite them.”


    Kelu perked her ears. “You did?”


    “I often missed you,” Radburn said. “Particularly your teeth.”


    “Things have not changed much in our absence,” I said to Chester.


    “We weren’t gone that long.”


    “We could have been gone a lifetime and it wouldn’t have been long enough,” Ivy said.


    And oh, I was glad, so glad to have them all with me again. But there was a face missing. “Where is Rose? Has the Church fared well? And did anyone come from Evertrue?”


    “We’ve seen no one from your human enclaves,” Kemses said. “Your knights are impressive, Morgan. Even before the magic came back, they were adept at its usage. We’ve been training with them underground, and they’ve had patrols out since the day you left. I’m surprised, in fact, that the Vessel isn’t here to greet you.” He paused. “I trust you’ll tell us how it happened—that the magic returned. We’ve all wondered.”


    “I promise,” I said. “But I’d like to see to the elves now that they’ve sworn themselves to Amhric, and release the genets. Perhaps—”


    A horn sounded, and everyone above the ground halted, and in silence turned to it, for we had never heard it and yet we knew it. A clarion, calling warning, ending our reprieve.


    “But it’s from the north,” Eyre murmured. “Not the south.”


    In the distance, on one of the broken buildings facing the northern plains, I could just see the blower of the horn, silhouetted against a sullen sunset stained with storm  clouds. Again, she sounded it, a great, falling sound, like a moan.


    “Mother’s Stand,” I said. “The remaining dead have caught up to us.”
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    If we could have chosen a less advantageous time to meet the enemy for the first time in centuries—or at all, for my human companions—we would have been hard pressed to find a situation worse than the one we faced now. Nightfall was encroaching, and what little visibility we might have made from torches and lanterns was greatly diminished by the rain, which had thickened. The elves who’d just sworn themselves to Amhric had come expecting conquest, not challenge, and they were still bound by the enchantments that stole the magic from them that would have made them effective. The humans who could bear that challenge had never been tested in battle, and were about to be thrown into it in the mud, in the dark, and outnumbered. Vastly outnumbered. I had not expected Last or my mother to attrit almost any of them, so I was stunned at how many they’d accounted for. But at least two-thirds the host had survived to flow south in search of life to feed their numbers, and they had found us.


    Rose met us on the northern edge of the city. “My lord. My king. The enemy will be upon us within no more than two hours. What is the plan?”


    “To stop them,” I said. At her look, I said, “I am not a military strategist, Vessel. The Church has trained for this for centuries. I hope you have a plan, and that it can use several hundred elves.”


    “Is that all?” she asked, and then flinched. “Pardon me, my lord, I only expected—”


    I grieved briefly for the many I had to kill. “It is what we have, lady.”


    “Then I will make do. Send me their leaders, and quickly. It won’t be long before they’re climbing the bridge.”


    “Will they even bother coming into the city?” Ivy wondered. “Why not keeping going south?”


    “They’ll bother,” Rose said. “We’re a beacon in the dark. They won’t be able to see any of the towns south of us until they’ve extinguished us.”


    “And the elves blaze brightly,” Kemses said. “They will want us most of all.”


    “We have time,” she said. “Not much, but enough to guide them onto the field of our choosing. You say I have several hundred elves, my lord—that is no small thing, if used well.”


    “Then I pray you use them well,” I said.
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    I sent a runner for the blood-flags, left them with Rose to their planning. Much as I wanted to pretend to some knowledge that might help them, I knew there would be no profit in it. I would be in their way. I joined my friends instead, embraced Radburn and Guy, and little Emily and Serendipity. To my great relief, Ivy slid under my arm as if she had not seen me kill three people in the most gruesome manner imaginable, and with her at my side I felt stronger.


    “And now what?” Guy said. “We fight, I presume?”


    “We’ll have to,” I said. “Everyone will have to.”


    “That means you’re not going to try to stop me from coming,” Ivy said. When I hesitated, she narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re wearing my grandmother’s ring.”


    “And you will be a better battlefield healer than her.” I smiled, wry. “No, I won’t try to stop you. But I’ll want you mounted behind Chester. Unlike me, he can take wounds that will kill him; he’ll need your skills more.”


    She opened her mouth to protest, then thought better of it.


    “And us?” Emily asked. “Do we go too?”


    “We’re useless out there unless they kill us for food,” Kelu said. “Don’t get ideas. They built us fragile on purpose.”


    “She’s right,” I said. “I want you nowhere near those who might hurt you. But you will have work enough to keep you busy.”


    Emily’s ears straightened. “We will?”


    I nodded. “Come.”
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    I led them, inevitably, to the cages. The elves we passed bowed or touched their hands to their hearts and removed themselves from our path with an alacrity that bordered on the comical. Amhric they loved. I thought the best they could say of me was that they respected my power. I was glad of my human friends, who loved me and were willing to call me a lying weasel if I disappointed them.


    Now that I knew the trick of it, unlocking the doors was the work of moments. Ivy watched me, then began helping, and then all of them were at work. Predictably, the genets did not spring forth from their prisons to join us; for the most part, they cowered far from the doors and watched, wary, their ears plastered to their wet heads.


    Once we’d opened all of them, I drew in a breath and said to my Pearls, and Almond and Kelu, “Now I need your help. We must convince all your sisters to come down and go with you underground, to wait out the battle.”


    “So far from you, Master!” Almond said, pained.


    “Safe,” I said firmly. “Where I need not fear for you until I return. And I will need you, all four of you, to help your kin. They are not accustomed to freedom the way you are. They need examples.”


    Kelu blew out a breath, ruffling her wet hair. “Trust you to make a mess of this too. Just let us all go and it’ll all work out, is that it?”


    “I’m afraid my priorities must be ‘kill the dead’ then ‘teach the genets the principals of liberty and equality,’” I answered, dry. “But I assure you, it’s on my list.”


    “I remember you.”


    We all looked up at one of the topmost cages, where one of the Black Pearls had crept to the edge to look down at me.


    “I didn’t hope that you would,” I said, cautious.


    “But I do. You told us stories. You said you would come back.” She cocked her head. “I didn’t expect that you would be telling the truth.”


    “I am a little late,” I said. “For that I apologize.”


    She wrinkled her nose. “You remain a strange elf.”


    “He’s our strange elf,” Serendipity said, joining me to look up at her sister—no, dam, I thought. They were bred to look alike, but something about her reminded me. “And he says we won’t be safe unless we go underground, so we should go.”


    “We are never safe,” said another of the Black Pearls, in the cage beneath the dam.


    “What he means,” Kelu said, “is that if we don’t go underground there’s a good chance we’ll get ripped apart by animated skeletons.”


    A long pause. A whine from the direction of one of the other cages.


    The Black Pearl dam eased herself out of her cage and dropped to the ground. “I don’t know that it matters much how we die. But I’m used to living, so I might as well keep doing that.”


    Kelu sighed. “Thank God, another pragmatist. Come on, help me drag everyone else out of here before something new explodes or falls down or makes things otherwise worse. Almond, your sisters will listen to you. I’ll take care of the Peppercorns over there. Emily, Serendipity, get your sisters out since they seem to have been bred with at least a little initiative, then scatter and see to the rest.”


    The genets murmured their acquiescence and trotted off to coax their brethren into joining them. I waited to feel some sense of satisfaction at the sight, but in my heart I knew only grief and worry. What would we do with them when the battle was over? What future could they possibly grasp out of the wreckage of their creation?


    “You borrow too much trouble,” Chester said. I glanced at him, surprised, and he smiled, faintly. “It’s on your face.”


    “Trust God,” Ivy agreed.


    “And let’s find something to fight with,” Guy said. “It won’t be long now.”
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    We met Rose and Kemses at the gate to Vigil, which was being reconstructed at a rate that only magic would have allowed. Human mages, beneath the direction and coaching of more experienced elves, were shoving enormous stones together, remaking the arch that time had felled. It would have been an impossible task without magic; as it was, the mud made everything more complex, and the rain, and it was a grim force that went about the business of fortifying a town far too riddled with openings for anyone’s taste.


    “This is the plan,” Rose said. “We’ll sortie out through the western gate and attract them in our wake. The gate will become our choke point. From there, we should have a fairly straightforward defensive action.”


    “They won’t go over the walls somewhere else?” Guy asked.


    “There are sheer cliffs under most of these walls,” Rose said. "The best ingresses are through the gates, west, north, and east, and the eastern bridgehead crumbled completely and took the entire road with it. Someone will have to rebuild it in peacetime; there won’t be any getting up it without siege ladders of a size I wouldn’t want to climb.” She shook her head. “From what the histories say, they’re stupid opponents. They’ll spend all their time attempting to scale the northern cliffs—unsuccessfully—unless we draw their attention elsewhere.”


    “And the northern gate?” I asked.


    “Inaccessible,” she said. “It was once reached by a long ramp, like the southern gate, but it’s gone now, and the motte’s walls are too high on that side. No, their first opportunity for ingress will be the western gate.” She drew in a breath. “Which is good because I’d like to keep them off Threnody-Calling-Forward. There’s nothing formal written on the subject, but I suspect if they march across that plain they might wake everything under it, and then truly we’ll be reduced to praying to God for intervention.”


    “Just tell us where you want us,” I said.


    She nodded. “If it doesn’t distress you, my lord, I’d like you out in the sortie. The king can’t go, who would otherwise be one of our brightest sources of magic. You’ll do in his stead.”


    One less worry for me. “Of course.”


    “We’re going too,” Ivy said.


    “Why can’t the king go?” Radburn wondered.


    “The king cannot kill,” Kemses said. “But he can die.”


    “If they put enough effort into it,” Rose agreed. “And I’d rather not take the chance, since he can’t defend himself. He’ll stay here on the battlements. Once—” She looked up at the arch, “the battlements are up.”


    We observed a moment’s silence, watching a giant broken piece of stone levitate, the rain plinking off it. It hovered, edged in circular runes that frothed and popped like bubbles, and slowly settled into place beneath the direction of several shouting men and elves.


    “It won’t be pretty, but it’s better than nothing,” Guy said.


    Rose snorted.  “We ride out in a quarter hour, my lord.”


    “I prepare, then,” I said, and saluted her, much to her amusement, and we dispersed to make ready.
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    Ten minutes later my own were awaiting me alongside their horses, barely visible in the dark. But I knew them anyway, and stopped at the sight.


    “We found mail shirts, at least,” Radburn said. “Along with the cache of weapons they were using on you down there. I admit, it was fun dragging it out of the clutches of those idiots—no offense, Doctor Carrington. They were complaining that we’d get them ruined for any historical archival purposes or somesuch. Can you imagine such blather?”


    “I had forgotten they were down there,” I said, startled. To have had the scholars of Vigil loom so large in our list of antagonists for so long, only to completely overlook their existence... I supposed it made sense that they might have been swept away by the caliber of enemies that faced us now, but it still disturbed me. “Why are they there and not here?”


    “They’re not fighters, you see,” Guy said dryly. “That’s why they had only one person do the work of stabbing you.”


    I had not imagined Guy capable of kindness, but if he knew Carrington’s role in this—and from the look in his eye, the tilt of his head, he surely did—then to obfuscate it was an act of mercy. “You mean to tell me they’re hiding below ground while the rest of us labor against evil.”


    “That’s how it is almost all the time anyway,” Radburn said, dismissive. “Someone else dies for the people drinking chocolate from porcelain cups in a fancy parlor. Don’t act so surprised, Morgan.”


    “An invading army from a neighboring country is a whole different matter from actual demons and walking corpses!”


    “To us, maybe.” Radburn shrugged. “Not to them.”


    “It’s better that they remain,” Chester said. “They’ll get in the way, Locke.”


    I glanced at him, met his eye. Looked at the others and knew what they were too polite to say in front of Carrington: that they feared we would be betrayed. I sighed. “So they would.”


    “Here,” Ivy said, hoisting up a mail shirt. “Bend down, you’re too tall, my dear.”


    As I lowered my head for her, Guy said, “And we have swords. Some of them apparently consecrated with your blood. Seemed appropriate.”


    “We did clean them,” Radburn said.


    “I should hope,” I said. Ivy pulled the shirt over me. It was nothing more complex than two sheets of mail buckled together along the sides, but she went to work, fingers tugging at wet leather. “I see I won’t be rid of any of you—”


    “Did you think it even possible?” Ivy said.


    “But Doctor Carrington—”


    “I’m John’s healer,” she said firmly. “Or, at least, I’ll heal him if he gets injured, which I hope he won’t because I want to test these abilities on zombie flesh. If women affect living things, then surely tissue and blood and bone will respond to us whether they’re in a living body or a dead one.”


    “A fine experiment,” Eyre agreed. “Hearing it I could not help but wish to sponsor it. Science requires sacrifice.”


    I started laughing. “You are all insane.”


    “Embroider it on our war banner, when you get around to issuing us one,” Guy drawled. “Locke’s Madmen. A special regiment of the Prince’s Own.”


    “I’ll keep it in mind,” I said, petting the drake’s forelock.  “Let’s go to the work, then.”


    “Sooner begun, sooner done,” Eyre agreed, amiable.


    That they could all be so calm... I could sense their agitation, but their determination as well. They harbored no doubts on the course before us. Looking up, I found Amhric on the new wall by the glow of him, visible in the gloom as a mandorla of autumn-colored light. I knew he was looking at me; that he had not come to see me off because he knew I would return.


    “Well,” I said. “Let us keep our appointment with destiny.”


    “Now that’s a proper history book sort of comment,” Radburn said, satisfied.
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    We met Rose at the gate, where inevitably she was waiting to lead the sortie. “Remember,” she said to us. “Your purpose is not to fight. None of you have any training in it, and if you try in all likelihood you’ll only foul the movements of the knights who are here to protect you. Your purpose,” lifting a finger, “is to blaze brightly. All the magic you can exude, you project. You are our bait. We’re your escort. You light the way, we rush back, the people on the wall and at the gate do the killing. Understood?”


    “Understood,” I said for my friends.


    “Good,” she said. “Let’s go then.” Lifting her voice: “God with us!”


    “God with us!” her knights cried back, and we rode.
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    It went wrong almost immediately, of course. We had been watching the advance of the host since Rose and her scouts had spotted them at sunset, and though nightfall and the rain had made the dead difficult to track, she’d put her most farsighted scouts on the problem, and used a combination of their reports and her estimates of their speed to gauge their distance from the city. She’d even set her knights to the work of igniting and maintaining bonfires on the walls, and though that light had not penetrated far, it had helped—or so we’d believed.


    We rode out of the gates, turned down off the road to head for the plains... and crashed into the dead.


    This mistake we might have weathered had we not been encumbered by our inexperience. Throughout history the Vessels of the Church had done all in their power to prepare their priesthood for this fight, had drilled for it since the time of Winifred, had made and pored over accounts of witnesses. Rose in particular had several hasty consultations with the elves who’d joined us, and while not many of them were old enough to have fought on the battlefield, some remained and they had made their best efforts at recalling how the fight had gone. But not all this served, for the dead did not fight like men. They bore no weapons, nor armor. They were not afflicted or discouraged by our best efforts to dismay them. They responded only to light and life, and that with witless craving, and they were implacable. Only weapons seared with magic could deter them, and only if we severed their limbs and heads from their bodies. If we’d needed any better proof that the enchantment that trammeled the elves was demon-born, the sight of the dead healing every insult short of complete dismemberment would have served as proof. And their being unarmed seemed guaranteed to evoke carelessness. What could they do, short of beating us to death?


    But the answer to that was that their skeletal fingertips were as cruel as claws, and thanks to the enchantment, could not break. Nor could their fists, or their teeth. And they flung themselves, not at us, as one would have expected a normal foe… but at our horses.


    Oh, the screams of the horses. I knew they would repeat in my nightmares. Men could be prepared for an uncanny battle. Animals? All they knew was that the carnal stench of their decaying attackers was accompanied by pain and broken limbs. When in desperation Ivy or Carrington healed them, the horses knew only that the pain vanished, and then returned again when new rents opened in their flanks. Their confusion and agony blent until their spirits broke, and they tried to flee. But there was nowhere to go, and the dead dragged them down and sucked the life out of them, and left us afoot, separated from our escort and protected solely by our weapons and a single drake.


    Chester had had formal weapons training, and he, Guy, and Radburn had taken lessons in boxing, something I’d never had the health to do though it was a typical sporting activity for young men. Eyre had learned the sword at a time when duels were more common. All of them had had some training under Last.


    None of us were up to what we faced. And we would have died, had it not been for Ivy and Mary Carrington.


    The bone and marrow that carried our opponents to us; the sinew and rotting flesh that clung to them in mucilaginous wads; the blood that had dried on them, so, so many ages ago… all of it answered to their sorcery, and this they learned when Carrington flung a hand toward the creature about to tear the side from Eyre’s body... and detonated it. That it was a wet thing, still partially enfleshed, saved us from being ripped apart by the bone splinters that flew from it, but only just. Seeing it, Ivy turned to the fight with renewed determination. The women herded us into a rough ball and between the two of them, they destroyed the dead, faster and more certainly than we could have.


    “Give me what you have,” I said to the others. “And I’ll give it to them.”


    “Take it!” Eyre said.


    So I did. As carefully as I could while working as quickly as I could, afflicted on all sides, in the grim quiet of a battle fought by voiceless foes with only the crunch of breaking bone and the panting and sick noise of flesh parting as accompaniment, I drew the magic from my male friends and gave it to Ivy and Carrington. When they ran low, I drew it from the drake until I ceased, because to draw more would be to unravel it. I pulled from myself until I felt the enchantment digging into me, and my wounds began to gape rather than heal.


    We strove to find the knights from which we’d been separated, and could see nothing though I could sense them: the guttering of their spirits as they poured themselves into the killing. I prayed that they would survive, that the Vessel would survive. I knew suddenly how the elven host, even secure in its immortality, could die to these things, knew and mourned Last and the mother I would never come to know.


    “We can’t keep going like this,” Guy said. He hacked at a limb, staggered as the mud sucked at his foot. “The women are getting tired.”


    “Hell with that, I’m getting tired.” Radburn backed into the drake’s side, blocking the face of a skull trying to bite him. “God damn it, this is ridiculous. I haven’t been bitten by so much as a dog until now!”


    “We’re almost out of energy,” Eyre agreed. “We need a plan.”


    Well for them to say. For a time there were no other words: we were trying to make our way back to Vigil’s gates, but we paid dearly for every step we won. As I plied the staff and strained to find anything to feed the women, I thought of Eyre’s comment. Almost out of energy. Almost out of magic. Almost out of life.


    “Oh God,” I whispered. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll die.”


    “What doesn’t work?” Radburn asked.


    “Do you trust me?”


    No answer. Then, an exhausted Ivy, healing her own wounds and turning back to the fray, “Do something, Morgan. Please.”


    I slapped the drake on the shoulder, catching its attention, and dragged its face to mine by the horns. “You,” I said to it, ignoring the gore-drenched forelock that slapped my cheek. “You can make it back. Go now. Go now and don’t turn back.”


    It was breathing, heavy as a bellows, and I could sense its resistance. I willed it to obey, and with a snarl it ripped its face from my hands and vaulted over the fray. My last sight of it was its gleaming hide engulfed by the dark and the rain.


    “Oh, God, I hope you know what you’re doing,” Radburn moaned.


    “I do too,” I said, and before I could question myself, gathered all their lives into my hands… and pinched them as I would a candlewick. As one they collapsed, and I fell with them as I threw my own energy out—to the king, who caught it in sure hands.


    And then I knew little. Pain, I thought. I had covered my friends with my body as best I could, and the dead poured around us, or over me. But we were no longer sources of life and light, and Vigil was a surer beacon: to it, they went as if pulled, and troubled us no more.
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    I waited, and the wait was interminable. I thought my friends breathed—prayed they did—but I could not lift myself from them to discover whether I had saved or slain them. Until the host had passed us by I lingered in a twilight of my own making, aware only of the shuffle of unnatural feet and the clicking of exposed joints and the miasma of rot. The rain made it worse; even the mud felt contaminated, and it was only growing deeper as the night advanced.


    But at some point, the noise no longer impinged on my consciousness. I became aware only of the rainsong. And distantly, cries and clashes that suggested battle. Distantly.


    Brother, I whispered—as he had whispered to me so long ago, and I had heard his voice as an echo of my own in a chocolate shop, in a seizure, like a calling—brother, now.


    My power poured back into me, and from me it spilled into the bodies, and someone beneath me gasped in on a shuddering breath and tried to push me off. I let him and rolled onto my back in the mud, waiting for feeling to extend into all my limbs. The moment it did I twisted, reaching for my friends, desperate to see them all hale. Guy woke first, and Radburn. And then, thank God, Ivy. Chester and Carrington dragged themselves upright afterwards, sorely hurt but living, and Eyre was last to sit up, wan and shaking but present. I would have hugged them all but had not enough room against my chest, so I settled for helping Ivy see to the wounds.


    “Sick stuff,” she said, grim. “If we couldn’t heal it, I shudder to think of the infections that would have resulted.”


    “But you can,” Radburn said. “So I say: thank God for women in academia!”


    A pause. Then Carrington burst out laughing, collapsing back into the mud. We all laughed, and bled the tension and fear of the last hours with paroxysms that bordered sobs without crossing into them.


    “What did you do to us?” Eyre asked. “Dare I inquire? I feel as if I’ve woken from weeks on a sickbed.”


    “The dead seek the living,” I said. “So... I made us appear dead.”


    “You made us appear dead by making us as close to dead as possible without killing us,” Chester said.


    I flinched, but nodded.


    “I’m glad I didn’t ask for details before you enacted this stunning bit of cleverness,” Carrington said. “But it appears to have worked. How long were we insensate?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “But dawn approaches.”


    “And you can tell this through some mystical elf sense we lack,” she observed.


    Did I? “Life knows the sun,” I answered. “Feel it for yourself. Look up—under the clouds—”


    Silence broken only by the patter of rain on mud.


    “Oh,” Ivy whispered.


    “So,” Guy said. “At least six hours. Probably longer. The horde?”


    “Before us now,” I said. Dimly I could feel Amhric’s distraction. He could not fight, but he could give, and he was giving now, great waves of magic.


    “And all of them between us and the gates!” Ivy exclaimed.


    “Presumably,” I said. “But perhaps they have been winnowed, and we might find a way through.”


    “I guess that means we should go have a look,” Guy said, and pushed himself to his feet. “Shall we?”


    “Anything’s better than sitting here, getting wetter,” Radburn said, and turned to help Eyre up. As the others began to rise, Chester joined me, waiting for me to pull Ivy from the ground.


    “What of the Vessel?” Chester asked, quiet.


    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Toward the end I could sense nothing. I hope... but we will keep watch for her all the same.”


    He nodded.


    As Ivy straightened before me, she hesitated, eyes catching on my face.


    “What is it?” I asked, concerned. “Is there something we missed?”


    “Yes!” she said. “And I didn’t even notice until now...” She reached, trailed her fingers over the bridge of my nose. “They’re gone!”


    “What’s go—no, surely not.” I touched my temple, where I was used to feeling the leg of my spectacles. Together she and I looked to the battlefield, ankle-deep in filth.


    Behind me, Chester said, “That’s it for them, then. There’s no way we’ll find them in that.”


    “No,” I said, fighting regret.


    “You didn’t need them anymore, did you? Becoming an elf corrected your vision?” Ivy touched my jaw. “If it didn’t, I could probably try something....”


    I captured her hand and kissed it, mud and all. “No, my dear. I didn’t need them. It will be well.”


    She smiled a little. “It’s easier to see your eyes now, at least.” A spark of mischief managed to kindle in her weary gaze. “Kissing you will be easier too.”


    “I’m leaving!” Radburn called. “Right now!”


    Despite our state we chuckled and turned to follow... and I hoped that I was right. To lose the spectacles just as I was certain of what their enchantment had divulged—and I still not the best judge of character, with so much depending on my judgment....


    No, it would be well. I had promised her, and I would keep that promise along with all the others.


    It was a sorry group that straggled east toward the road and the bridge to Vigil. Visibility remained poor, confused by the weather and the strangeness of the time just before dawn. All around us the terrain had been trampled into uneven shapes by the passage of the dead, and much of the mud had been impressed with detritus sloughed from their dying frames. It stank. It pulled at our feet as we walked. And we were exhausted by the battle we’d barely survived.


    I had seen many paintings of epic battles. The capital’s governmental hall, where my father kept an office, boasted four enormous murals depicting scenes from the final battle of the Revolutionary War; Leigh University had several similar ones in its buildings, historic frescos nearly forty feet long portraying entire battlefields crammed with soldiers in the uniforms of the kingdom during the Twins War, prior to the establishment of the Vow Empire. All of these paintings had featured enormous hosts clashing, and soldiers and generals with artistically torn clothes wielding their weapons in attitudes of grim heroism. But other than a streak of blood here and there, they’d been clean and glorious and stern. No painting, I thought, had ever shown drenched and draggled men and women, half-dead on their feet, slogging with slumped shoulders and bowed heads. Would we be remembered this way, I wondered? Or would some enterprising painter take it into his or her head to draw us as history would wish to remember us?


    Would I wish history to remember us thus?


    Too tangled in my own thoughts, I failed to discern that the lump on the road before us was not another hummock torn up by passing feet.


    “Oh, no!” Ivy cried. “Is that—oh it is!” She ran from my side, and I stumbled after her, and there, lying before us, was the drake. My heart shuddered and skipped several beats. I pressed my hands to its neck, its chest.


    “I had to send him away,” I said, hoarse. “I had to. To draw enough magic from him to put him to sleep... I would have killed him.”


    “Like a genet?” Chester asked.


    “Like a genet.” Ivy frowned.


    I ignored them and pressed my face into its dirty mane, behind one of the horns. I had thought myself beyond feeling, but this... this tearing grief rent my fatigue and welled like fresh blood, staining everything. I was crying into the fist I’d made in its hair.


    From a great distance I heard a voice, and I thought it was calling my name... but I did not lift my head until someone shook my shoulder. And there was Ivy, speaking. “...gan, Morgan. I think he’s alive.”


    “W-what?”


    “Not by much,” Carrington said. “But just barely. And we need your help.”


    “My... I... yes!” I sat up, struggling. “Anything!”


    “These creatures,” Carrington said. “What are they? Because there are pieces of things in here that feel not-part-of-it, and we need to know whether we should evict them or if they’re natural.”


    “Not part of it?” I asked, bewildered.


    “The drakes are constructs, like the genets, aren’t they?” Ivy asked. “Were they made by elves?”


    What had Kelu told me long ago? Something like, but what? “They were, yes. But... elves cannot make things, not from whole cloth. They are not God. The genets were made of my brother’s blood and an animal’s template.”


    “Then they must have used something for the drake,” Ivy said. “And I am betting that it’s a dragon.”


    “A dragon!” Radburn exclaimed. “Like the things big enough to use that cave under the city?”


    A flash of memory: the enormous vertebra hanging above the mantel in Thameis’s study. “There’s no way. The dragons were vast.”


    “But it’s possible,” Ivy said. “If they used splintered bits of a dragon.”


    “Or the smallest pieces,” Chester offered. “A small tooth could become one of those claws, maybe.”


    “And if there’s a dragon under this creature’s skin....” Ivy set her hands on its ribcage. “Give me what you have left, Morgan. All of it. And Doctor Carrington too.”


    “What are you planning?” I asked, worried. Beneath my hands my companion was cold and heavy, and the rain slicking its skin felt too much like tears.


    “We’re going to save your friend, and ourselves,” Ivy said firmly. She looked over the drake’s body at Carrington. “Are you with me?”


    Carrington rested a hand over Ivy’s. “I’ll handle the shaping if you handle the breathing. You’re better at healing than I am.”


    “Done. Morgan?”


    “This is madness,” I whispered.


    “He’s not dead yet,” Ivy repeated. “Help us bring him back.”


    What could I do? To withhold the offering would be to consign the drake to a death I’d sent it to, and I could not when it had given me so much for so long. I rested my hand on Ivy’s shoulder and gave what was left of the power Amhric had wafted back to me, to her and to Carrington, and prayed I had not done ill. They bent to whatever work they planned, and I wrapped my arms around the drake’s head. If this was to be its dying hour, I was determined for it to sense my presence. I stroked its straggled forelock, no longer warm, whispered to it of its courage and faithfulness, promised that there would be a hero’s welcome awaiting it. I managed these words despite my own ragged breathing, and my anguish, and closed my eyes again when the words no longer served.


    The flesh beneath my palm skidded. Surprised, I lifted my head, and saw the skin spool out from beneath me, and I yelped as the friction burned my fingers. The drake was growing. Growing so precipitously that I leaped away from its head to keep from being crushed by it.


    Unlike me, Ivy and Carrington had taken up positions on the drake, so the body was growing beneath them rather than over them, and this was for the best for as it stretched a knob pressed at its side, then broke the line of its shoulders and elongated, and a pane of skin, translucent as a stained glass window, began growing between the fingers of the wings. Watching them burst free rendered me speechless; I could only stare as the vane arched over me, and saw with stunning clarity the droplets of rain bouncing off it through the flesh until it thickened and darkened and blocked out the sight.


    The process ended long before the drake became the size of the behemoths suggested by the claw marks on Vigil’s landing, but it was very nearly three times its original size when the light faded and the women slid from its body to stumble to the mud. For a heartbeat we all stared at it.


    “God Almighty,” Chester whispered.


    It lifted its head, snorting out a warm dry wind that smelled blessedly of ash and burning wood. I inhaled, letting it chase the stink of rot from my nostrils, and when I opened my eyes the drake was swinging its head toward me. I ran, fell in the mud, crawled the rest of the way and clung to its nose. Its eyes were now as large as my head and I could no longer reach up to its horns, but it was still the companion who’d rescued me from too many desperate fates, and as it nuzzled me I was not ashamed to cry at its survival.


    “We do good work,” Carrington said with satisfaction. “Look at that!”


    “Do you suppose it can fly?” Eyre asked.


    “Morgan!” Radburn called. “If you’ll come back from wherever you’re woolgathering?”


    “What?” I said.


    “Can the drake fly,” Eyre repeated with what I thought was far too much intensity.


    “I… don’t know,” I said. “Does it matter?”


    Guy pressed his hand to his brow.


    “If he can fly,” Chester said, quiet. “He can get us to Vigil. Otherwise, I don’t think we’re going to make it.”


    “Can you ask?” Eyre said.


    Ask… the drake. If it could fly. We had changed its body without its consent—if consent it could have given, for I had never understood how much sentience it had owned—and now we wanted to know if it could fly? It had never had wings! Surely such things required practice to use, the way a child crawled before walking, and stumbled while learning. But if they were right…


    I set both hands on its nose and met one of the glowing ember eyes. “It appears there was a memory in you that belonged to an elder race,” I said. “And now, you have borrowed their wings. Do you think you could use them? To carry us?”


    It was staring at me intently, as if trying to understand. I stood and left one hand on its nose, then began to back toward its shoulder; as I hoped, it turned its head to follow me with its gaze. I set a hand on one of the new limbs. “These,” I said. “Can you use them?”


    The drake backed away from me, spreading the wings—not a purposeful motion, but as if in reflex as it squinted at me. I held up my hands to speak, and it rose on its hind legs. The wings thrashed once, blowing a rain-sharpened wind onto all of us. Again… and then it was up with a noise like enormous drums vibrating. Stunned, we all stared as it dwindled into the sky and was lost against the clouds.


    Drawing in a deep breath, I said, “Well. The answer is that, indeed, the drake can fly.”


    “Oddly enough, we could have deduced that with our own staggering powers of observation,” Guy said.


    “Honed by years in the prestigious halls of academia,” Radburn agreed.


    “We did that,” Carrington murmured, still staring upward.


    “We did.” Ivy sighed, smiled a little. “I admit, I am not as grateful as I should be, given that I was hoping to have provided our salvation. But it was astonishing, wasn’t it?”


    “And now what do we do?” Radburn said.


    “Now we walk,” Chester said. “And hope that Vigil will have put paid to the host before we reach it.”


    “I hate walking,” Radburn muttered.


    “I hate mud,” Ivy said. “But you don’t see me complaining.”


    “This is no time for apophasis,” Radburn said.


    “I don’t know, it seems the most proper time for it,” Chester said. “The world is ending, by all means, let us discuss the propriety of rhetorical devices.”


    Ivy began slogging her way down the road, and we straggled along behind her. “Was that apophasis or antiphrasis, anyway?”


    Chester smiled a little. “Sadly, my memory for the matter is failing me.”


    “I wonder why that might be,” Guy said.


    “But we have professors with us,” Radburn exclaimed. “How about it, sir, madam?”


    “Don’t look my way,” Eyre said. “Language arts is a different department.”


    “And I’m technically a historian,” Carrington said—


    The drake dove from the sky, sending a wave of rain over us as it skidded to a landing before us. Startled, we halted.


    “It came back!” Ivy exclaimed.


    “Hypophora,” Radburn said. “Very bad taste.”


    “Hypophora requires a raised question,” Chester said. “That was more of a pleonasm. I think.”


    I ignored them and ran to the drake, which nudged me with its fire-warm nose. And I… I was laughing, and had not remembered starting, and could laugh even though my heart hurt in my chest. “You did come back,” I whispered. “I could not have doubted.”


    It huffed softly, eyes softly lidding.


    “Come,” I said to the others. “It’s big enough to carry us all now.”


    “Thank God,” Radburn said. “Because I’m weary of the muck.”


    “Aren’t we all,” Chester said with a sigh.


    As I helped them all up onto the back of the drake, I said, “There may be one issue with this plan of yours, Ivy.”


    “That being?” she asked as I drew myself in front of her. Glancing over my shoulder I found all my companions arrayed behind her, and a sorrier lot I could hardly imagine. The drake’s mane sprouted halfway down its back, so they had their hands raveled in it, but even so it wasn’t an easy perch.


    “None of us have flown as birds before,” I said. “I can only hope it’s as easy as riding a horse.”


    “It’s better than dying,” she said firmly.


    There was no arguing that, so I didn’t. I made sure the staff was well strapped to me, then wove my hands into my friend’s mane. “Great heart, go!”


    The drake smashed its new wings down and thrust itself up, and with a jerk that knocked most of us back against one another, we were airborne.
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    We were privileged to share with angels and birds an experience no human had ever experienced… and yet I don’t think any of us really remembered that first flight, save as a collection of terrors and discomforts. The rain drove into our faces, and the wind was punishing; my arms ached with the tension needed to hold myself steady, and Ivy’s arms around my waist were a vise that left bruises. The fear that my friends would be torn from the drake’s back was so powerful I could barely breathe through it. No doubt they were all equally dismayed by the precariousness of our perches.


    Then we looked down, and saw the host we would have had to push past to reach the gates of Vigil, and anything seemed preferable to that fate.


    The drake could not glide, not in the weather we were suffering. It paid for every furlong with enormous strokes of those wings. We brought with us a brief respite from the rain as we occluded the clouds over the wall, and beneath us the defenders glanced up and we heard their distant cries. And then the courtyard was reaching for us, and I had enough time to fear the landing before the ground yanked us from the air. I clung to the drake’s mane. I might have yelled, effort and shock and panic. And then we were down, and behind the battle lines, for the fight had extended into the city past the newly erected gate.


    I pushed myself off the drake, hurried to the others. Everyone had made the journey successfully, and looked shaken but hale, save for Guy whose white face betrayed him.


    “What is it?” I asked.


    “Arm,” he said.


    Ivy pushed past me, scraping her hair off her face. “Let me… Morgan, move, find out what’s going on.”


    I left them, then, and stretched my senses as I walked. Amhric I could feel like a sun on one of the southwesterly walls. The elves were in the fray, like smoldering embers among the humans who burned at their sides. I started jogging, had made it all of a handful of feet before the drake joined me, scraped me up from the ground like prey and deposited me on its back. I grabbed for its mane as it trotted through the ruined edges of the courtyard and was absurdly grateful that it didn’t attempt the air again. Its longer legs and larger body made far better time than I would have, and when it reached the wall I hugged its nose before going up the crude stairs toward the light in my heart. I had but put one foot down on the wall-walk when Amhric had his arms around me. I staggered, leaned into him, accepted the flood of magic he gifted me and shuddered through the revelation of just how much he loved me.


    Leaning back, he put a small hand on my cheek and said, “Never again will I let you go out without a proper farewell.”


    “I didn’t die,” I offered.


    “A near thing. When the Vessel told us that you’d been separated—”


    “Rose is alive?” I straightened. “Where is she?”


    “Not far,” he said. “Directing the battle with e Sadar. The others… did they live?”


    “They’re fine,” I said. The drake’s head appeared beside us both, and startled, I laughed and said, weary. “All of us, as you can see.”


    “He has grown since I saw him last...!”


    “He is not quite as tall as that.” I looked over the edge; the drake had its forepaws on the wall, balancing itself with partially spread wings. I reached, stroked its nose, but did not part from my brother. “Tell me we’re winning, Amhric.”


    “We are not losing.”


    Which was not the endorsement I’d been hoping for. At my expression, he sighed. “Come.”


    The edge of the wall-walk terminated at the gate, and from this vantage I observed the press of battle. The sun had risen behind the clouds where it could not help us, and I could barely discern the fight save as a heaving carpet. Here and there I caught the glint of rain-slicked armor, or raised weapons, but there was no piecing out the melee. It seemed eternally trapped just beyond the wall, and moved neither forth nor backward.


    The royal gifts, however, spoke eloquently. We were few already and many had died. But those few were holding the redoubt, as Rose had promised, and the dead were being destroyed.


    “But so slowly,” I said. “We will tire, and they won’t, and then they will kill us all.”


    “So long as I live,” Amhric said. “They will not tire.”


    “But how long can you give them what they need?” I looked over my shoulder at him, wiped the hair from my eyes, realized anew how exhausted I was. “How long before the magic runs out?”


    “So long as the land lives, there will be magic,” he said. “And I can give it to them. Particularly now—oh, the magic came back, and in such waves. Its exuberance… it wants to rush through every channel.” His nostrils flared. He closed his eyes, composed himself. I watched, marveled at him, at how such a small figure could be so large, solely because of his goodness. And then I started, because the streaks on his face were not rainfall, but tears. “They will not tire. And yet, they die. Not all the magic I can give them can keep them alive indefinitely. And I cannot join them.”


    The idea was ghastly; what the dead could do with a person of Amhric’s power beggared the imagination. If they fed on life, how many of them would erupt anew, fully-formed, did they feed on a king? “No,” I said. “Here you must stay, and safe, or there will be no one left.”


    He asked for my hands with his outstretched ones, and I covered them, pulled him closer, and this—and the inquisitive drake—were the only reasons we survived the wall shattering.
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    The dead were mindless. They could not climb. Presented with a target they desired—the lives of all the people in Vigil—they pressed toward the closest ingress in an attempt to reach it. But the gate was too small an opening, and hundreds of them had been relegated to a crush at the newly erected walls. They could not scale those heights, but they were unnaturally strong. So they pushed. And pushed. And the mud beneath the stones that made up the walls, and their hasty construction without mortar, and the constant rain, were more effective than any siege engine.


    I had one warm impression of the weight of my brother’s head against my shoulder, and then I fell, and tons of stone block fell with me. Had we been on the northern parapets we would have died—even we—for the bridge leading into Vigil became a sheer drop not far past the gate. But the southern hills swelled up toward the road and girdled the city, and it was onto that hill that we were tumbled, scattered.


    The few humans who were there with us perished almost instantly. If they survived the stones, the dead tore them to shreds before they realized they’d fallen amid them. I very nearly went with them, for I landed under a splintered block and would have been hours healing the result, and in that state been found and torn asunder by our enemies… but that Amhric grabbed me and pulled me free and poured me full; I lost only a few heartbeats to excruciating pain and then I was on my feet, tearing our attackers from him and struggling to haul him back up the hill. We were armed solely with my staff, my desperation, and his power, and we were surrounded, not just by those straining to kill us, but to flow past us into the courtyard, where we heard the screams and yells of our own. The opening had allowed the enemy to pour in behind our numbers, and they were now wreaking havoc there, and we were too beset with our own troubles to reach for them. All of Amhric’s attention had riveted to me alone, to keeping me on my feet so that I could keep him on his.


    I remember very little. Desperation tightening my chest, stealing my breath. The grip of the staff digging into my palm, cutting it again and again, until it became slippery with blood and sweat and my flesh sealed over and into the grooves, and ripped again the next time I thrust with it. The stench, everywhere, worse than anything I’d ever experienced, and I had been a man who’d vomited twice a day for weeks. The gray of the sky becoming the gray of dead skin becoming the gray of slimed bone becoming the gray of mud... and in it, shining with a smolder like an unquenched flame, my brother’s aura, trailing him like gossamer. His coin-gold eyes, like treasure. His breathing, too quick. And all around us, the misery, the dying, the failing.


    We would not have broken through the enemy lines alone. I knew it then, and simply could not permit myself to lie down and die. I had fought against everything in my life so hard: my disease, my oppressors, my fate. To give in at the end was not in me. And this was the only reason why we were still alive when the drake finally clawed its way back up the hill and plucked us from a knot of revenants. Before I could vent my surprise, it reared back, punching its wings down, and staggered into the air several feet before crashing back down, and the dizzying surge of the ground toward our faces prompted me to scream a warning. It twisted, holding us to its breast, and somehow failed to break its spine on either the enemy or the unyielding stone shards scattered among them like enormous fangs. Again it pumped the vast wings, shaking off the dead things trying to cumber them, and managed the air again. This time it skimmed several feet before falling, and it touched down with its hind legs before pushing off again.


    Its stumbles tore my heart, for I knew it to be wounded—and terrified me, because it was holding us in its enormous hands, and I could not imagine how much it would hurt to be smashed to the earth on one of its abrupt landings. But somehow it managed to ferry us over the heads of our foes, and its final stop brought us to the northeastern corner of the courtyard, where the dead had not yet penetrated and our line held firm. It released us there and collapsed, and I rushed to its head. “Don’t die,” I said. “Not after all this! You must not!”


    Amhric’s hand on my arm stayed me. I looked to him, wild, and he said, “It is injured but not fatally. If we can stay this tide....”


    I shuddered and nodded, squaring my shoulders. I could not remember when I had last been this weary. “Let us finish this.”
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    Finding someone who could give us account of the battle was impossible. As we ran south, seeking a break in the fight, one of the Church’s standards lifted over the fray: the Vessel’s Cup, still gold despite the rips and stains that sullied it. Around the banner, the soldiers rallied.


    “There,” Amhric said, pointing, and a limp pennant was floating now, green and copper. “E Sadar’s standard.”


    Thank God they lived. For now. “They need us. They need you. Where can you do your work?”


    “It’s easier if I can see,” he said. “But I can’t be near the front. If they attack me, I won’t know it.”


    “That’s what you have me for,” I said. I took his hand. “Come.”


    Finding a vantage from which we could perceive the shape of the fight was impractical from the south, where the courtyard and the field over the broken wall had become pandemonium. We fled north instead, climbing the nearest stairs and racing down the wall-walk. At its southernmost corner, over the gate, Amhric stopped, swaying, and grasped the parapet. “Here,” he gasped. “Stop, Morgan.”


    I stopped, hands flexing on the staff. From here it was all too clear that we were losing. The dead had engulfed half our people and cut them off from one another, and though they could fight without leadership until their last limbs were rent from their bodies, our people needed each other. “Oh God,” I whispered. I dared to allow myself to think of Ivy and Chester, of Radburn and Guy and Eyre, of the genets, of the drake. “If ever an angel we needed, we need one now!”


    “God calls us to serve,” Amhric said, soft. “And so we do.” He lifted his hands, palm up, and breathed deeply, and once again that crown formed above his head, as it had done so long ago on the coast of Kesina when he’d called for aid. It spiraled, coruscating, long wisps of gold that reached outward, touched me, caressed, moved on. I shivered, held fast by awe, and watched as its light expanded, became a mandorla edged with elven glyphs. I knew without speaking that this was more work than he’d ever undertaken; that not even the effort he’d expended before we’d fallen had equaled what he did now, for this was a communion so deep that he was lost to speech and thought. All that existed for him was the magic, and once he had it firmly in hand, he opened his fingers... and let it go.


    There was no sign of it reaching the elves or the knights. No bright flares of light sparked amid the heaving melee below. But beneath my gaze, the shape of the fight began to change. Knots of humans and elves grew denser, extended. Joined one another. Began, gradually, to close around the host of the dead. It happened so slowly: as my mantle had settled, it was a personal revelation, an epiphany that shifted the balance of each singular blow, every individual fight that happened beneath us. But shift it did, and I took position between Amhric and the nearest stairs with grim resolution... because I knew at my back my brother was winning us this fight, foe by foe, and if he died at this moment, so would we all.


    But the threat did not come from the dead. They cared nothing for us; we were a vague sense of light they desired, but they did not understand elevation. I was still scanning the wall-walk for any sign of the foe when I heard the scrape of Amhric’s foot slipping. As I turned, I found him staggering, and with a cry I threw the staff down and grabbed for him, in time to keep him from falling.


    He did not even feel me doing it. His trance was complete; he could have toppled from the battlements and never known to save himself. Distressed, I lowered us both to the ground and arranged him so that he could lean against my side. With an arm around his shoulder, I kept him upright, and dragged the staff over in case we were beset. And there I abided until I sensed his breathing stuttering, and then I... I panicked, and grabbed his burning hands and shook him. “Amhric! Come back!”


    The light shivered. He gasped in a breath and opened his eyes.


    “Stay,” I said. Commanded. Pleaded.


    “Stay,” he murmured, entreaty.


    I held him and he went again where I could not reach, like a man drowning in dark waters. He left me with a terrifying new battle, one I hardly knew how to fight. To rouse him from the trance was to interrupt the work that was saving us all. To let him sink too deeply... I knew he would be lost. That he could be subsumed by this effort. He, too, inhabited a shell of skin and bone and blood. Even a king could use up magic too fast for the curse to keep him alive.


    The times I drew him back from that stuttering near-extinguishment were rarer than the times I poised, panicked, wondering if I should, or if I would be too late. I existed in a perpetual anxiety, caged by my own racing heart and careening thoughts.


    The vigil would never end.


    The vigil would kill us both.


    The vigil was our private hell, and I would exist there forever, barred from reunion with my friends, my beloved, all the people who gave it meaning.


    The vigil was all that I had been trained to hate, because I’d stood it a thousand thousand times before over my own failing body, without so much as the grace of knowing what afflicted me, and I hated it now even more than then because I kept it over someone else.


    And yet I stood it. More than stood it: I bent my head to it, and submitted to the interminable terror of it, and together, we persevered.
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    What I knew next was a touch on my arm, tender with worry, and the gladsome sound of  Ivy’s voice, meaningless until words resolved from the music of her gratitude, “...all right, Morgan. It’s all right, it’s over. You can let go.”


    The weight of Amhric’s body against mine had become the entirety of my world, but her hands offered a bridge to something wider. I let her lead me there, saw again the gray of the sky, the darkness, felt the rough stone beneath me and the complaints of my spine at having kept a single position so long on such unyielding terrain. “Is it... has it not been... how long....”


    “It’s night again,” Ivy said. “But the battle is over, and we’ve won.”


    My mouth was dry. Talking was an effort. “So quickly?”


    “It’s been over a day,” she said, and now I heard the exhaustion in her voice. “We haven’t slept in a long time, my love. But we can now. The dead are done. There are....” She sighed. “There are bonfires burning. Come.”


    “Amhric,” I murmured.


    “Chester has him.”


    Chester did. It was telling that I hadn’t so much as perceived his presence until this moment, when I felt Amhric being drawn from me. I let my brother go only because it was Chester to whom I was entrusting him, and staggered upright only to fall against Ivy. All my muscles protested as if I had been abusing them; I had not felt them so wracked since the seizures that had once circumscribed my life.


    Ivy caught me beneath a shoulder, and a wash of gratitude swept me that I loved a woman who could hold me up when I was weak. With her aid, I straightened and saw what we had wrought.


    The bonfires were each the size of a house, and there were five of them, and in each the bones of the dead piled amid what little fuel could be found to stoke them. Against the bright tongues of flame I saw the silhouettes of the men who were keeping them burning. There were no other guarantees against the resurrection of our foes.


    The courtyard itself was devastation. Our fallen, covered in their cloaks or coats, were lined in desolate rows, for they too would have to be given to the fires. There would be little ceremony and no burials. Even if we could have ensured they would lie quietly, there would not have been room for them all.


    “So many,” I whispered.


    “Better than all of us.” Chester, grim.


    I hated to ask, to be so selfish as to ask, but I could not stop the words. “Did... were...”


    “We’re all alive,” Ivy said, softly. “Even Carrington.”


    “The Vessel as well. And your elf.”


    “And the drake,” Ivy finished. “Thank God for the drake. Toward the end he was the only thing keeping the things off us.”


    I sagged, my relief so powerful I discounted my guilt at feeling it.  “The genets?”


    “Stayed underground, as you commanded,” Chester said. “With the non-combatants.”


    Something about the way he said it—I glanced at him, found his gaze hard, unreadable. Perhaps he read my inquiry in my eyes, for he said, “They won’t find an easy welcome anymore, given how many of us volunteered to fight and die while they lingered in safety underground. Particularly since they were more than willing to accuse you of demon sorcery.”


    I flinched.


    “We can worry about it later,” Ivy said, tired. “Let’s just go. You can talk to Rose about the fight and then maybe we can all finally get some sleep.”


    When I touched foot to the courtyard, I found it awash with gore. Ivy steadied my arm and maintained a traction, pulling me along. “Don’t linger,” she said. “Just keep walking. And don’t look down.”


    And I had dragged her into this? Had exposed her not just to hardship, but to a scene out of some phantasmagoric nightmare. The dirt layer over the courtyard’s stones had been stirred with the blood and body fluids of the fallen until it had become a reeking muck. How much rain would it take to wash this place clean again?


    It was only because she was still walking that I continued. Otherwise I would have balked at the prospect of covering the battlefield. It had been a full day since I’d been dry, but I found myself longing for a bath with a yearning so intense it quickened my breath: a mistake, as that brought the fetor more powerfully to my nose.


    “Think of roses,” Ivy said.


    “Does that work for you?” I asked.


    Her mouth quirked. “No. But I felt obligated to say something.”


    Could I? I could. I laughed, and if it was a small, strangled noise, it was at least a laugh, and it won from her a fuller smile.


    We walked past the bonfires, enormous presences when encountered at ground level, and deeply affecting; extending some three stories in height, they scorched the moisture from the air and sucked it clean, burning so hot the only scent they gave off was a lightning-burnt tingle in the nostrils. The heat was welcome; I had forgotten what it was like to be warm. And they made a noise: snapping and roaring, filling the ears. In the privacy afforded by our passage past them, Ivy whispered, “Oh, Morgan. I was so afraid...!”


    “I was too,” I answered. “But we won.”


    She exhaled and nodded.
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    Rose and Kemses had indeed survived, and were in weary conference around a much smaller fire on a mound of broken brick that raised them out of the oleaginous muck. At the sight of us they rose, though with what energy I knew not.


    “My king,” Kemses said.


    “E Sadar,” Amhric replied, and Chester eased him down next to the fire.


    Rose bowed to me, and a very different woman she was, smeared in muck, with a torn tabard over her riding gear, and hollow-eyed with exhaustion. Even her voice sounded as if it had been crushed between stones; I could not imagine that thin rasp leading a congregation in song in a clean and perfumed cathedral, but it suited the warrior and her battlefield throne. “My lord. You saved us from rout.”


    “We all saved us from rout,” I said. “Tell me, Rose. Tell me how bad it is.”


    She managed a humorless smile. “For complete neophytes, we acquitted ourselves well, or so your liegeman tells me. But our men have been halved, my lord, and that counts your elves as well.”


    Halved. The reality of it was staggering. We had destroyed the entire host, but lost half our number in the reiving? I reached blindly for the ground and slumped onto it. Inane observations cluttered my mind, fighting to push out the shock: how much my feet hurt in my boots, and that I was still sore from sitting on the battlements, and that the bricks under me were uneven and there was a point jabbing into my flank.


    “We could have fared worse,” Rose said. She lowered herself until she could sit across from me, and at this sign everyone else settled as well. “But I will not soften the blow, my lord. We are in dire need of reinforcements. I arranged for the muster before we left for Vigil; because of that, I have hopes they will begin arriving next week.” She threaded her fingers together and rested them in her lap. I noticed the blood beneath her short fingernails. “Of the elves, of course, I cannot say.”


    Kemses said, “If they were going to use the Door, they would have already.”


    “We could send someone through it and call the rest of us home?” I said.


    “We could, and we should,” Kemses agreed. “But that is a ride of weeks. Do we have weeks?”


    Before the demon came? I rubbed my face with both my hands, smearing it with God knew what grime. “I doubt it. But it may be that humanity will be our salvation anyway. The elves remain bound.”


    “Even bound they are fearsome warriors,” Rose said.


    “But not as effective,” Kemses said.


    She nodded, then looked at me. “What shall we do, my lord?”


    Naturally it was my decision to make, who had never so much as studied military history. Then again, I was sitting next to someone who had. I met Chester’s gaze, and he managed a weary lift of his brows.


    “What do you say?”


    “What, am I now your military advisor?” he asked, with a twitch of his mouth.


    “You studied it—”


    “I took two semesters of it,” Chester said, and now he was laughing, a husky chuckle. “The man you want is Radburn.”


    “Well, then, let us have him,” I said.


    Chester grinned and pushed himself up. “He will be insufferable.”


    “Good,” I said. “That we should have some small moments of pleasure is a blessing.”


    “I’ll be ready to hear you say that again when he arrives and starts on one of his interminable lectures,” Ivy muttered.


    I slid an arm around her and let my head slump on her shoulder. She set her arm around my waist.


    [image: ***]


    Radburn, when consulted, made an exasperated noise. “You want me to draw up a plan without telling me anything about the enemy’s probable powers?”


    “They’re dead,” Chester said. “They kill things. It’s hard to kill them back.”


    Radburn threw up his hands. “Not the dead, idiot. The demon.”


    “That,” I said, “is what I left you here to research.”


    Guy, who’d strolled along in Radburn’s wake with hands in his ragged pockets, for all the world like a man on holiday, said, “We looked, but the books are remarkably silent on the matter of demonic capabilities. A great deal of drama and far too much poetic license: the end of the world, rain of frogs, men unmanned, women swooning, so on and so forth.”


    Amhric murmured, “It is like with demons as it is with angels. And kings. They do nothing directly.”


    Everyone looked at him.


    “How can it be the end of the world if they can’t actually do anything?” Radburn asked, exasperated.


    “I don’t know,” I said. “They inspired a king to betray an allied nation, and that seemed to wreak enough evil.”


    “And the rain of frogs... that seems to go along with the dead walking,” Ivy said, tugging a dirty curl as she thought. I hadn’t seen that gesture since we’d inhabited a clean classroom, and it tore at me to see it here in the dead of an autumn night, surrounded by the wounded and the corpses of the fallen, in a city where we might yet lose our own lives. “A symbol that the world behaves unnaturally in the presence of demons.”


    “That seems reasonable,” Guy said. “Since the world behaves unnaturally in the presence of angels. But I don’t see how demons are anything like kings?”


    “Kings can’t kill,” I said. “Is that what you meant?”


    Amhric nodded.


    “Surely that makes our jobs easier,” Ivy said. “If the demon can’t kill us directly....”


    “Hearts can burst from fear,” Chester said. “And you can drive a knife into your own heart if you are pushed far enough.”


    We all stared at him.


    “He’s right,” Amhric said into the quiet. “Do not underestimate the foe because he will not lift a sword. There are more ways to die than we can count.”


    Radburn cleared his throat. “Well. So, an enemy of unknown powers, who can also lift the dead from the ground. And we’re beside an enormous boneyard from a climactic historical battle. We’re down our numbers by half, and our reinforcements are on the way up the road right now? Did we find out how many?”


    Rose said, “The Church rides.”


    “Which means....” Radburn said.


    The Vessel lifted her chin. “There are some thirteen thousand churches on the continent. Each has a complement of at least twenty-five knights. Some have complements of up to five hundred. Which means, sir, that the Church is riding, and bringing some million men with it.”


    “Million?” Radburn repeated, stunned. “Some... million... men?”


    “You have an army!” Chester exclaimed, stunned.


    “An entirely separate army from the one the First Minister commands,” Guy observed, interested.


    “We care nothing for politics,” Rose said. “This is what we have been buying land and training knights for since Winifred’s visitation. This is our day, at last, and if the vanguard here has been cruelly winnowed, still we will have the last word.”


    “Once everyone arrives,” Radburn said. “In a week, you said?”


    “They begin arriving in a week,” she corrected. “But though most of them are concentrated in Troth, they are some riding from the furthest corners of the continent, so—”


    “It might be more like two months for some of them.” Radburn rubbed his brow. “They might arrive just in time to preside over our deaths.”


    “Or be defeated in detail, if they arrive in clumps,” Chester said.


    “And we don’t know when the enemy will show,” Radburn said.


    “They might never,” Guy said. “There’s no law that says all the dead things in the field need to stand up and start chasing us.”


    “The law of folklore does so say,” I murmured.


    “The dead will walk,” Rose said. “They already have.”


    “Then why haven’t they? The others. Why are they still in the field?” Radburn asked.


    “God knows,” Chester said. “We don’t. So the question is... what do we do?”


    Radburn sighed. “What we do is leave here at best speed, join up with the Vessel’s forces, and then return when we have all our strength. Staying is suicide.”


    “Do you know how many wounded we have?” Rose said. “And how few wagons? How would we transport them?”


    “I don’t know,” Radburn said. “And they might die if we leave Vigil. What I know is that we’ll certainly die if we don’t.”


    There was a ferocity in Rose’s dark eyes, visible even in the firelit gloom. I passed a hand over my face, realized anew how exhausted I was, how exhausted we all were. “This is not a decision we should be making while fogged with an entire day’s fighting. We can afford a few hours’ sleep.”


    “The answer’s not going to change after you wake me up,” Radburn said.


    “I know,” I said. “But we owe it to the wounded to make our plans with as clear a mind as we can manage in the time we have left. God willing we will have a few days to improvise something.”


    “And if we don’t?” Chester asked, quiet.


    “Then we will do what we can,” I said. “But we need two or three hours.”


    A tense silence yoked us, and then Rose said curtly, “Two hours.”


    As she left us, Guy said, “Well, you’ve made an enemy there, Radburn.”


    Radburn sighed. “Much as I’d like to wave my hand and change reality—ah, in a way beyond that which I can now, given magical compulsion—the numbers cannot be gainsaid. We are too few, and vulnerable.”


    “I thought half the battles in history had been won because of pincer movements,” Ivy offered, bleary.


    “That would require both halves of the pincer to be strong enough to do any good,” Radburn said. “We are what might be generously called a ‘diversionary force’, which is to say dead if actually engaged.”


    “Right,” Ivy said. She tugged at my sleeve. “You said something about sleep.”


    “I did,” I said. “Tell me there is somewhere I can lay my head down.”
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    But finding a creditable place to sleep required peace, and peace was something I lacked. Making our way down from Rose and Kemses’s look-out, I was beset by elves who wanted to speak to Amhric, and of course I could not abandon him. No sooner had I extricated him from his auditors than I found myself faced with Carrington and Eyre, and that happy reunion I would not delay though I was barely on my feet by then. It was full again an hour before Ivy finally guided me to the last of the partisans who wanted my attention, and with a glad cry I collapsed against the drake’s side. It nuzzled my back, forge-clean breath gusting over my sticky coat.


    “Finally,” Ivy said, dropping into the circle made by its forearms. She peered over its elbow to watch Chester directing Amhric into another such hollow, beneath one of the drake’s wing arms, then beckoned to me. “See, he is safe. So you can rest with me, where I can finally be certain your appendages are all in the right places, and not leaking.”


    I slid over the drake’s arm into the space beside her. “I promise I am bruised and weary but not missing anything important.”


    She grinned. “Are you sure? Shall I check?” At my expression she bleated a laugh into my shoulder, and I pulled her close, glad of the warmth of her, and the humanity of her after too many hours watching the desecration that was an army of animated corpses, rent of their spirits and personalities. I pressed my nose into her hair, breathed the scent of her skin past the sweat and blood scent, and sighed to ruffle it.


    “All right,” she murmured. “I admit, I don’t have the energy to make good on that threat.”


    “Good,” I replied. “For I have no energy to respond to it.” My eyes caught on the gleam of her hair, wondered that I might find the gleam strange. “I... believe the sun is up.”


    She lifted her head, blinking bleary eyes. We looked east, and there a thin ray pierced the cloudcover, gilt the edge of the city’s ruined towers and bridges.


    “Oh,” she whispered. “Do you know, I half believed we’d never see it again?”


    “Me neither,” I whispered. I drew her closer and she rested her cheek on my chest, and together we stared east as more and more light parted the clouds, scattered their ragged remains, and limned the entire city in gold until it shone. I wept at the sight, long trails of painless tears that clouded my eyes and gathered the effulgence into beads on my lashes that spangled the world in brilliant gauds.


    As much as we needed sleep, we needed that sight more: the blessing of light after too long a darkness. With a sigh of repletion, Ivy turned into me and closed her eyes, and I felt her body slacken. I remained awake a little longer, watching the sunlight gleaming in hair the color of tea, and I thought of home and believed, briefly, that we would see it again.


    Briefly.


    Chester crawled to my side, setting a hand on the drake’s forearm. “Morgan? What is that?”


    I looked up. So did the drake, arching its sinuous, powerful neck and staring north until its lips pulled back from its teeth and I felt its growl as a vibration beneath my ribs. Against the backdrop of that perfect sunrise, with that light spilling over us like a divine benison, there was, in the northern sky, a blot. As if a child had tipped over an inkwell, the black was spreading, bleakly liquescent, so quickly we could lose entire portions of the sky if we blinked too long.


    A cold wind empty of any scent or life or moisture, empty of anything, stung us, pulled the drake’s mane back. An eerie half-light settled on the northern edge of the city as more and more of the world fell beneath the silent coating.


    Amhric joined Chester, and together all of us looked north as it came for us.


    “We’re too late,” Chester said.
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    I woke Ivy, wishing she’d had longer than a few minutes to rest. She jerked awake with a tiny noise of startlement, then saw the weirdling shadows cast from the drake’s arms and pushed herself upright. She said nothing—did she have to? I helped her up, and the four of us watched as the darkness engulfed the horizon, spreading its cloak closer to the sun until at last it eclipsed it. The morning was snuffed like a candle, and this darkness was more complete than the gloaming we’d suffered beneath the clouds, the thick rain. Even the snapping bonfires seemed to dwindle, as if the darkness pressed on them, could smother them. Perhaps it could.


    What the others sought when they stared north, I knew not. But I could sense the presence approaching, even as I hoped desperately that I might be wrong. That there might be redemption at the last, and an averted battle.


    But I was not wrong, and as the darkness seeped past us, heading south, a figure lit on the northern battlements.


    How could I recognize him, when he had had so many bodies? I had known him as a man and a woman, a protean sorcerer and a prince, a lover and an antagonist and a madman. But I knew him now, intimately enough to see that the soul of Sihret, Marne’s Red Prince, had been smothered just as surely as our bonfires had. He retained a body of epicene perfection, nude now and marmoreal in its pallor. But a deep shadow fell over his face, hiding all but eyes that glowed, with neither pupil nor iris... just a blank brilliance, cruel and blind.


    And he had wings. Or, he had the frames upon which one could have stretched wings. They were skeletal limbs, drawn from too-taut skin, and they seemed as wide as the sky. But they had neither feather nor vane, and the skin frayed from them halfway down their lengths, leaving the bone exposed, and those dreadful fingers became clear, flattened shards where they rose into the dark. The wind that flowed past them shivered their joints, and they made a sound like broken glass, painful screeching scratches that put the hair up the back of my neck.


    Had that been everything, perhaps we might have reacted. Perhaps we might have thrown ourselves on him, borne him down, and ended this before it could escalate into a war we could not win. But it was not everything, because the demon clung to him with tenuous fingertips, like spills of black blood down his throat and over the notch between collarbones, and from there wafted out into the shroud that had stolen the light from the world. It had form, and no form; it was given form by our terrors, and flickered into and out of those shapes, never settling. It was the wellspring of all the cruelties, fears, and anguishes that tore at a soul, and every single person in Vigil recognized it, and was struck numb as prey before a predator out of nightmare.


    Amhric was right. The demon was not even fully seated in this world, and it did not need to kill. It could petrify us into a silent rigor that entrapped us until the dead tore us down and added us to their ranks. My heart raced uncontrollably, and I remembered too well the ugly whispers, the caress of tongues in one ear. The Red Prince lives, the Prince lives, the Red Prince lives and will release us all!


    ...save that I was not the Red Prince. And Sedetnet, I saw, was not fully consumed by the evil using his body to reach the world.


    I forced a step, and my body answered. It did so without grace, as it had when wracked by the worst agonies I’d suffered. But it answered, and so I tried another. Step by step, I made my advance from the shadow of the drake, and looked up into the eyes of the man who was not my enemy, who was become our enemy, who had played so many roles he no longer remembered himself.


    “Sihret!” I called. My voice was too thin, too small. I inhaled until my ribs hurt, and then I cried, “SIHRET!”


    The elf who had been prince turned his head slowly toward me, as if the vertebrae had seized. My neck ached, watching the motion.


    “Sihret!” I cried. If only I could win him down from his perch. If I could touch him....


    His gaze was such that no one could tell any longer what he focused on. But his face was tilted toward me. I dared hope that I had distracted him from whatever course had drawn him here. Though I shook with the panic induced by the demonic presence, though sweat slicked my skin and made my hands tremble, I lifted them to him. “Come down,” I said. “Please. There’s so much I need to ask you.”


    The eyes narrowed. Was he listening?


    “You don’t want to be up there,” I said. “And we don’t want you to suffer alone. You don’t have to suffer alone.”


    And it—it smiled. The demon, using Sedetnet’s face.


    “No,” I said. “Sihret, no—”


    It looked past me, at the ruined march of buildings lining the southern verge. Stretching wings with that broken glass shriek, it rose and glided over us, drawing the darkness deep over, and paused only to look down over the field of Threnody-Calling-Forward, which was calling forward now.


    “Don’t!” I cried. “Sihret, please!”


    It flashed a grin over its shoulder and dove from the walls, and in its wake a sound broke from the earth, a grinding moan that dragged matching cries from the survivors. With the thing flown past us we were free to move, could we bear to in the face of that unnatural sound, but some of us did; some of us ran for the southern edge of the city, and reached it in time to watch the demon drag its fell wake over the ancient battlefield, and see the soil rent asunder by skeletal hands. Barely three hours past our Pyrrhic victory, all of us sodden with fatigue and numb with grief, and I was watching our deaths claw themselves free of the earth as above them hovered an inverted angel, a corruption made manifest. I thought of Sedetnet’s heart, blackened and twisted in that cage, and I wept with frustration even as I sought the others.


    I found them with Rose amid the chaos of our army in its panic. “Rose!” I cried. “Rose, we must retreat!”


    She had blanched beneath her brown skin, but remained steadfast. “I know. We’ll fall back to the north, and come around westward and try for the road to Evertrue. They might cut us off, but if we’re quick enough....”


    I knew now the source of that sickness in her eyes. There would be no time to arrange for the careful conveyance of the wounded. Even if we failed to abandon them, our haste would kill a great number of them. But we had no choice.


    “Go,” she said. “Fetch forth your genets, and the people we left underground. The moment everyone’s mounted, we’re leaving. They’ll be off the main hall.”


    I nodded and ran for the stairs. As I launched myself down them, I heard footsteps in my wake and paused.


    “Go on,” Chester said, tense.


    “Why—”


    “The last time you were down here alone, someone slit your throat,” he growled.


    What could I say to that, save that he was correct? I resumed my madcap descent, taking the stairs at a rate advisable only for someone enchanted against injury. Chester followed at a less precipitous speed, but once we reached the athenaeum he made up the distance, and was first on the ramp leading to the enormous hall. I passed him on it, and we reached the floor in tandem and sprinted for the first opening off the hall. I needed no other direction; even with the demon oppression clouding my senses, I still knew where the genets were by the glimmer of their magic. I was calling before we’d reached the room where they’d taken shelter, and in answer they were rising.


    “Almond, Kelu,” I said. “Emily! Serendipity! Quickly, all of you. We must go.”


    For once, I was grateful for their ingrained obedience, for they instantly filed out the room in orderly rows. Almond gave me the fleetest of embraces before parting from me to await direction. The only perturbation in this sea of submission was Kelu, who came a fraction off the beat, as if to stress the choice she made. Her eyes, when they met mine, were uneasy; unlike the others, she was willing to consider the ramifications of my haste. I shook my head, a minute twitch of chin, and she jogged past me. She would have questions later, I knew, but I was grateful she’d deferred them.


    “This way,” I said, and with Chester at my side we retraced our steps.
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    The symmetry of the situation should have been sufficient warning. Had I not told Eyre we were writing the story of the elves’ redemption? And yet, I could not have known for that very reason. I had assumed that the story was mine.


    We exited the corridor into the main hall where once a human king had betrayed an elven king, and there we were beset by human scholars intent on betraying an elven scholar. Chester drew his sword before I’d recognized the shadows parting from the enormous columns were more than a confused misperception, and to his credit he immediately targeted and slew the human I would have expected to be the greater threat: Roland, who’d been responsible for my near demise in the library. But Roland was only one of the armed men. Powlett, unconstrained by Chester’s attack, was at liberty to engage, and he lunged past my friend’s guard and into me. I saw the gleam of light on steel, aimed for my chest, and wondered if after an entire day of fighting I had anything left to heal a wound that critical.


    But I was never to know the answer to this question, because a white blur intercepted the blow intended for me, and Almond died with Powlett’s blade below her collar.


    For a very long moment, in that pregnant silence between heartbeats, I watched bright blood soaking white fur, spreading in pulsing gouts. My hands, I perceived, were reaching for her as she fell. I thought I was yelling—my throat hurt with it—but I heard nothing. Only that hush, and that pause that I wanted never to end, because I knew when time resumed the gentle heart that had devoted itself to my happiness would cease to beat, and mine would continue on, inexorable and pitiless, and leave me with the most senseless of deaths I could conceive.


    I begged my heart to wait on hers, but inevitably, it squeezed again, and time lurched forth. I fell to my knees with Almond’s body in my arms. Powlett staggered back, began to turn as Chester sprang for him. The genets were crying out. I heard Kelu’s voice. I thought I heard Kelu’s voice. I felt as if the only noise in my ears was my heart beating endlessly, too fast, as I sank down over the genet’s body. If I could convey her to the surface quickly enough—if I could find Ivy, or Carrington—if I could just push the blood back into her body—


    I cried out her name, and didn’t know my own voice. The silence spread with the abruptness of a lightning strike, and everything around me suspended, crystallized.


    And the angel came.
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    One could not bear to look upon an angel, and could not but do so. It was the beneficence of the sun made manifest, but like the sun it was terrible in proximity, a burning away of non-essentials that left the spirit naked. We were not meant for intimacy with such power. God, one perceived with the abruptness of a gasp, held Himself at a remove to enable us to embrace Him at all. But I was here in a hall steeped in the history of grief and treachery, holding the limp body of someone whose blood was so innocent it had been seen from the firmament, and drawn down this luminary.


    RISE


    Had the command been leveled at me, I would have obeyed. But it was not. Against my arm, Almond turned her head. Her lashes fluttered, parted just enough to reveal lavender eyes, their pupils dwindled in the face of that light to mere pricks. Her mouth parted around lips gone sticky with blood. Pliant even in death, she answered, but what stepped forward was not her body, but her immaculate soul, a thing shaped only barely like the creature I cradled to my breast. My eyes spilled at the sight of her, knowing that her death was irrevocable, and that she was as beautiful in truth as she had seemed while living.


    The angel did not float before her, because that would have implied air, and weight. It existed outside such earthly things. It appeared illuminated on the face of the world: neither male nor female, but with a face of supernal symmetry, beyond any description that might have implied attractiveness. It was glorious, and terrifying, and its wings were a halo of light with nothing in common with anything as mundane as a feather. And this creature looked upon Almond’s soul and did not turn away.


    CHOOSE


    YOUR LIFE


    OR YOUR MASTER’S


    From behind I saw Almond straighten, her soul retaining for just a while longer the memory of carnality, the need to square shoulders and make answer.


    “I… I don’t understand,” she whispered.


    CHOOSE


    “But that isn’t a choice at all,” she said. She looked over her shoulder at me, and the light of the angel shone through her face. “My master. Always.”


    The angel vanished. Almond’s soul dissipated in a whorl of sparkles, and once again I was holding her body as around us everyone resumed their interrupted movement. I thought Powlett died to Chester’s sword. I thought the genets were crowding closer. I lost all of that, because as I gasped out my desperate negation, the curse binding my blood unraveled with the quickness of a fall. My heart beat three times, a triple-thump, too quick, and power flooded in its wake, a bright and riotous flood, like joy unlooked for. The world embraced me again, gave me to know that I had been standing outside it, holding myself apart, and that this obtained no longer and it welcomed me home… and I felt that welcome spreading through me and the royal gifts to all the elves, felt the magnitude of Almond’s dying gift, and I sobbed into her hair, smelled the sweetness of her fur a final time.


    Chester’s hand on my shoulder brought me from my paroxysms, barely. I looked up through my tears, saw the incredulity in his eyes.


    “Morgan,” he said, low. “Was it just you, or….”


    “It’s all of us,” I whispered. “I have it all, now, the Prince’s power to compel and the magic that is an elf’s birthright. And Chester, I cannot bring her back…!”


    I expected commiseration. But Chester gripped my shoulder and said, “No, you can’t, or you would render her sacrifice meaningless. She made this choice out of love for you, and that choice freed a race. Your duty now is to be worthy of it.”


    “I can’t,” I said, stricken.


    “Then your duty is to strive for that goal, and to be as clement with yourself for failing as you would have been with her.”


    Almond had never failed in anything. Could not have. But he was right: she would have forgiven me any offense. I cleared my throat and nodded. “Powlett and Roland?”


    “Dead. And the sight of the angel has struck the rest of them dumb. Do you think, perhaps… has it delayed the demon’s harvest?”


    “I doubt it.” The power in me roiled, begged egress. “But I don’t think we’ll be fleeing now. Take them up to the surface. I’ll follow.”


    “Morgan—”


    “I’ll be swift,” I promised. “Hold no fear, Chester. I am less vulnerable now than I was when I could not die.”


    Studying me, he nodded slowly. “Yes. I can feel it on you now like a sun.” And then he turned and called the humans to him, and as reluctant as they were to follow they did not want to stay underground with the bodies of their fellows.


    They left me with the genets, and the hall with its starburst design inlaid on the floor, twice baptized now in guiltless blood. Hearing the approach of small, familiar feet, I said, “Do you suppose I should raze it? If I tumble the ceiling, there will be no excavating it again.”


    Kelu’s voice was subdued. “I don’t think she would have wanted that.”


    I looked up at her.


    “She would have said…” Kelu trailed off, laced her fingers in front of her belly. “She would have said that everyone and everything deserved a chance at redemption.”


    “Even us, who failed her so badly?”


    Kelu shook her head. “Chester was right. The angel gave her a choice and she made it. We shouldn’t take that away from her, no matter how unworthy we feel.”


    “And do you feel unworthy?” I gathered Almond’s body and rose.


    “Even now you still ask stupid questions,” Kelu said, and I was surprised to hear tears in her voice. “Stop doing that. She did… she did an amazing thing. She was a genet, and an angel came to her.”


    “Yes,” I said softly. “She was an amazing person.”


    Kelu studied me for so long I wondered at it. Then she said, “You look ready. You going to go fix all this now?”


    “Yes,” I said, and did not question my certitude. With Almond’s body in my arms, I set off for the stairs, and all the genets followed.
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    My mind was busy all the way up the stairs. I had seen an angel, and my soul was still reverberating with the shock of it, and with the liberation that had come close on its heels. But I was not so far gone that I could not see the puzzle pieces fitting together. Chester himself had said it: she made a choice. Kelu had reiterated it. Some of the pain of witness had involved the brutal implacability of the angel’s existence, because it had seemed to make everything so simple. And yet, that simplicity had not devolved to the rejection of volition. In the end, the angel had made everything patently clear: one path, or the other.


    Choose.


    It must have been that way with Marne as well. The angel had not spread those wings and obliterated the enemies of the battlefield, though seeing one I could not doubt its capacity to do so. The angel must have given Marne a choice, and that choice had involved his sacrifice. To save… who? Us? The elves?


    And then there was Winifred. She had gone offering a trade, her life for things set right. Humanity would have it that she’d been given a mission, but what if she too had been given a choice between paths? What had the angel asked her, and what had she answered, to bring us to this point in history?


    Now Almond. A simple choice, perhaps to reflect the narrowness of her life experience. Herself, or the beloved other. And she had chosen, inevitably, and this had unlocked a potential she would never have anticipated was contingent upon her more personal decision.


    It was implied in the angel, somehow, in its existence. It was a clarifier of choices, so that we could respond with the free will endowed us by our Creator. Which suggested that the demon was all that opposed it. The angel set itself apart from us, was designed almost to force that separation, so that we might be free to make that choice.


    Demons needed a host.


    I knew then, what I had to do.
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    There was no encompassing the world into which I entered. I held sorrow in my arms, beheld hopelessness in the sky, and faced the grace of a long-sought liberation. The elves were free; we were doomed; and God was in His Heaven, waiting. I was cognizant only of a numbness, and had nothing left to shed either for joy or grief. There was only the task before us.


    I sought my own and found them at the southern end of Vigil, staring out over the field where hundreds of thousands of revenants were now on the march, such as their uncoordinated advance could be called a march. Rose was standing some ways apart from Eyre and Carrington; my classmates had formed another group beside the professors, with Amhric at their edge. I drew abreast of Ivy and my brother, both of whom made room for me before recognizing my burden. And then Ivy’s eyes widened. She reached for the genet and I shook my head.


    “Gone,” I said.


    Standing behind her, Amhric said, “Is she the one responsible for the gift?”


    “She is.”


    He was standing next to Ivy; shoulder to shoulder, he was just a touch shorter than she was, and looked much the same as he always had but… more present, somehow. His fingers, when he brushed their backs against my jaw, conveyed a quality I could not name but recognized for its mortality. We were living in the present moment, knowing that those moments would one day run their course, and that imbued all our acts no matter how minor with a sincerity that had been absent. “You have seen only her sacrifice,” Amhric said. “See what she bought with it. Look, my brother, at our people.”


    To tear my gaze from the fight advancing on us was difficult, because, I sensed, I wanted to dwell in my own sorrow. To look instead on the elves…


    They no longer shone with that febrile glitter, nor did they seem drawn on the face of the world—a quality they’d shared with the angel because the angel did not belong to this world either. They looked like people with whom one could share a life, and at the sight my hands tensed around my burden. Did Ivy now see me as something less supernal? Someone with whom she could share a life, and die with when we were called home?


    “So,” Amhric said, quiet. “We are whole.”


    “But that won’t help us much,” Rose said from beyond him. “The elves are puissant… far beyond the humans right now, and perhaps they will always be. But we remain too few for the force ranged against us now.”


    “What she’s not saying,” Guy added, “is that there’s no way we’re going to survive. The moment we leave the city, that entire army is going to lunge for us. We might outrun the first few ranks, but that’s about as far as we’ll get before the rest of them tear into us.”


    “There’s a chance,” Radburn said. “If they act the way they did before, they’ll try for the shortest distance between us, and that will put them at the base of this cliff which can only be surmounted by the road leading up to the gate.”


    “We should be so lucky,” Chester said from behind me. “I doubt we will be.”


    “So do I,” I said. “Which means we need to attempt the decisive win.”


    I had all their attention now, and their skepticism.


    “That being?” Rose asked.


    “We banish the demon,” I said. “Your scriptures say without the demon the dead are powerless.”


    “Just like that,” Radburn said, unconvinced. “We just waltz up to that—” Pointing now at the distant figure that seemed to draw all the darkness from the sky like the point of a tornado, “—and sprinkle some holy water on it?”


    “Holy water doesn’t banish demons,” Rose said.


    “What does?” Eyre asked.


    “Choice,” I said. “Choice banishes demons.”


    Rose’s expression had hardened. “Choice brings demons as well, my lord.”


    She had misunderstood me, and I was too tired to explain. “You will have to trust me.”


    Radburn’s arms folded. “No, pray, tell us how you’re going to accomplish this.”


    “Let us guess. You’re going to dash out there and challenge the demon to single combat,” Guy said.


    Since this was very close to what I was planning to do, I said nothing.


    “Fine,” Ivy said. “We’re coming with you.”


    “Are you mad?” I said.


    “We’re asking the same question about you at this very moment,” Radburn said. “For God’s sake, Morgan. How the hell were you even going to get there?”


    “I thought the drake—”


    “Can fly us as well,” Radburn said. “And then we can form a perimeter around the thing and keep the dead off your back while you commit whatever ridiculous feat of heroics you’re planning.”


    “I can’t—” I began.


    “You will,” Ivy said. “You will because you would not dare leave us behind. We came to help you, Morgan. We came to share this peril with you. Don’t you relegate us to the parapets while you take the entirety of this on yourself!”


    Past their faces, I saw Eyre cock an eyebrow at me. Even recalling his lecture, I wavered. In my arms I already carried proof of the price those dear to me might pay if we failed, and the chances of failure if we ventured into the center of the field to confront the demon directly were frankly astronomical. The last thing I wanted was to know I’d endangered my friends. Wasn’t it?


    Wasn’t it the path of a demon to take the choice away from them?


    I glanced at Chester. “Have you nothing to say to this?”


    Chester smiled. “Of course not. They’re right.”


    “But not all of you,” I said. “The drake will not carry an entire army.”


    “I’m coming,” Ivy said. “I’m more use than any of you.” She grinned. “No offense.”


    “Having seen you at work, none taken,” Radburn said. “I’m also coming.”


    Chester nodded. “So am I, and Guy as well, if I read him right.”


    “And we should bring an elf,” Ivy said.


    “Kemses,” Amhric said. To me, in the Gift, “To him I can entrust your safety.”


    “Because you will not go,” I said, and this was command, and also plea.


    “No,” he said. “I would distract you. Would I not?”


    “Yes.”


    He nodded. “Then I will stay.”


    “We’ll stay too,” Carrington said. “And we’ll keep an eye on him for you. Him the king, I mean.”


    Eyre was leaning a little against her, and at her words smiled a little with quirked brow. “Shall we?”


    “Oh, come off it, John. Give me some credit for recognizing truth once it becomes incontrovertible.”


    “And you,” I said to Rose. “Must remain as well, or there will be no one to command the city.”


    She met my eyes for so long I thought she would object, but at last she said, “I know. I will send Kemses to you, with the drake.”


    “Thank you.”


    She nodded. And bowed. “Good luck, my lord. Our hopes go with you.”


    “Thank you,” I said again, and as she left I reflected on how difficult it must be to have prepared all your life for a fight you had to cede to someone else. If I succeeded, we would survive and all of this would be over; if I failed, it would be up to her to take the field against a manifested demon and all the dead he could raise from graveyards all over the continent. There was no winning that war, even with her million knights.


    The drake came quickly, hopping up to join us and curling a protective tail around the entirety of our number; in its wake came a cluster of genets and two of the Church’s knights, who took my burden from me despite the pain it cost me to let it pass into their hands. Seeing Almond’s body disposed in other arms made her death real in a way I’d been able to avoid while holding her, and only the obvious respect and ceremony with which the delegation received her gave me the strength to watch them bear her away.


    Kemses came last, and with him was Tchanu, the darkling blood-flag head of Nudain. How different they looked divested of their curses, and yet how much more themselves!


    “My liege,” he said. “We answer your need at the behest of the priestess. I brought Tchanu, for you will need another woman for your defense.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “The drake is ready. All of you, if you would.”


    I left my friends to begin clambering aboard so that I could approach those who remained. Eyre first, whose look I misliked; his complexion had a wan cast still, though he presented a staunch enough demeanor. I hesitated, and into that hesitation he stepped and embraced me.


    “My student,” he said. “You will find us here when you return victorious.”


    “Your confidence in me is both inspiring and appalling,” I said, smiling.


    “Only because it is not misplaced. Don’t fear. We’ll see the back of this yet, and go home again to tell the tale.”


    “I so trust,” I said. “Keep yourself in one piece, sir.” I glanced at Carrington. “And you as well.”


    She smiled, a lopsided curve of her mouth that hinted at what Eyre saw in her. “Thank you.”


    My brother, then. This time he took both my hands in his. “Marshal your strength, and warn your friends to do so as well,” he said. “It is in my heart that they will need me too much here for me to watch your back as well.”


    “I know,” I said. “Don’t overextend yourself. Amhric—”


    When I paused, he smiled and said, “Shall I hush you? Would it make it easier?”


    “Yes,” I said, and “No.”


    So rather than press me to speak, he cupped my face and bent it so that he could kiss my brow, both of my closed eyes, my mouth, and finally, my palms. “Clear thoughts,” he said. “Clear sight. Kind words. Right acts. Go with God, brother mine, and come home safely to us.”


    “I shall,” I whispered, and found the words as I hugged him. “And I love you.”


    “And I you. Go, Morgan.”


    I ran to mount and stopped at the slim figure waiting there, arms crossed and ears flattened.


    “I’m coming,” Kelu said.


    How little I wanted to see her die to violence and cruelty when her short life had been so brutal already. It was plain she expected me to deny her request and was girding for an argument, so when I replied, “Up, then, we’re low on time,” she froze, mouth agape.


    “Come on,” Ivy said, reaching down for her arm. “Up!”


    With a leap, Kelu gained the back of the drake and scrabbled until she was between Ivy and Chester. I followed her, and as I settled the genet said past Ivy’s shoulder, “I thought you’d say ‘no’.”


    “One of you should be there with us at the end,” I said. “You were the first genet ever made. It’s meet you should come.” I looked back at my entourage. “Save your strength and fight as smartly as you can. We’ll be too far behind the lines for any aid to reach us.”


    Their nods of assent were enough. I touched my hand to the drake’s neck and then we were aloft.
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    Our flight through the uncanny dark was eerily unlike our previous one. The air was dry and empty and when it brushed our skins it left a rash of horripilation behind. The host beneath us was strangely clear to our sight despite the darkness, as if some ghastly inner illumination was emitted from its members… and it was because of this glow that we discerned the worst of those differences. Previously the dead had pressed toward us by way of the shortest distance, even if that distance presented insurmountable obstacles. This time, only part of the army marched toward the southern cliffs of Vigil. The remainder of them poured toward the slope leading to the broken gates on the western side... as if they had been directed by a malevolent power.


    They were doomed, if we did not save them.


     The demon awaited us at the end of the field. As we closed with it I strove to see where the shadow extending from the sky ended and Sedetnet began, and failed. My eyes reported nothing but a maelstrom that I somehow sensed was equal parts visible darkness and the bitter anguish of a man who had been too long in the suffering. That would be how the demon had found ingress into the soul of a prince: through Sihret’s loneliness, and the sense that he had been wronged.


    But I too had been long in the suffering, and known the bitterness of anguish. That would be my ingress into the soul of a brother, for Sihret had been my twin on that field so long ago; had in fact recognized me, for why else would he have troubled himself with a single elf, no matter how cleverly disguised? He’d known me before I’d known myself. He would engage me, I was certain of it.


    The drake glided in a long curve around the demon, intending to set down on the softly furrowed hills beyond Threnody-Calling-Forward, to place us safely behind the enemy’s lines. It was angling for that landing when it was snatched from the air and thrown down, and all of us would have died there had not Kemses and Tchanu been with us. They had mastered magic generations before we were born, and if they had been barred from its use for too long they still had the reflexes. Kemses wrapped the air around us as we jerked off the drake’s back, and though the false wind battered us he managed to set us down. What few injuries we saw Tchanu sealed with a quickness, for we’d fallen close enough to the dead to attract their attention.


    “Go, my prince!” Kemses said. When I hesitated, he said, “Go!”


    I ran, then, toward the column of darkness.
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    Sedetnet would know me. Welcome me—perhaps not. But recognize me, enough to exchange words—that I believed, had to or I would never have had the courage to rush the nexus of wrongness that was the demon touched to earth. The closer I came, the more I quailed. My doubts and fears clouded my thoughts, slowed my limbs; the conviction that I was neither worthy nor capable of this fight, my unexpected title, my brother, my beloved, or all of my friends—of this world entire—made me clumsy. Momentum propelled me, and this served to bring me to the edge of his mantle. The moment I stumbled through the mist that hedged him ‘round, the pain of my warring enchantments revisited me and my limbs shook. That I didn’t fall was accidental: my knees locked and all my body wrenched, petrified into a twisted shape.


    I remembered hopelessness so profound it colored every word that issued from my lips. Despair... despair so bleak I woke only because to kill myself was to invite pain on top of too much pain. Joylessness and envy and bitterness at the society of friends who went on blithely unaware of my infirmities and limitations. I remembered rage. I became the past, and it paralyzed me, and I heard the whispers of demons.


    Red Prince, Red Prince. Did we not say you would bring demons into the world?


    No, I thought.


    Red Prince, let us in.


    No, I thought again. Not in response to the demand. In my state I could not deny that there were roads into my soul, and those roads were vast and well-trodden. This faint negation had nothing to do with that and everything to do with the same commitment to truth that had prompted me to make unnecessary distinctions in a chocolate parlor while barely competent. That the demons could enter was of less importance than the fact that I was not the Red Prince.


    I was not the Red Prince... Sihret was. I had come for Sihret.


    The demons lost their grip on me. I stood upright again and found the fog had evanesced, and I was congratulating myself on having survived their blandishments when the pain revisited me, sharp and sudden and violent. I was thrown to my knees as I grabbed for my midriff, and when I looked down bright blood had welled against my arm. Stunned, I looked up and found Sedetnet wielding a shard of glass he’d plucked from one of his own unnatural wings.


    “You didn’t expect to be physically repulsed, did you. More fool you. Prince-Engaged, who serves the King-Reclusive... if it is a fight you want, you will meet it here.”


    This made no sense to me—that he should prefer a duel? Why? But I leaped to my feet to escape the next blow, and raised my staff against the third, expecting it to shatter on the iron. Instead it cut a chunk from the staff. I backpedaled.


    “This is all you have?”


    “Sihret,” I began.


    “Am I?” He prowled around me and I forced myself to watch. As if to evoke the very name the demons had whispered, he wore a copper-skinned body with a mane only a few shades more crimson. The eyes, though... the eyes were wrong. They were black, like the tendrils that extended into his heart, his ears, that seemed to seep into his mouth when he spoke. My stomach curdled at this violation, one Sedetnet himself seemed not to notice. “Am I Sihret?”


    “Shall I call you by the name you took so that no one would know you?”


    “That name pleased you well enough when you writhed in my arms.” Another thrust and I barely put myself out of its way. I was no duelist, and the wound he’d already dealt me continued to bleed freely. “Or so I seem to recall.”


    “It was a good night,” I said, hoping to bring forth some finer feeling in him.


    “Was it.”


    What had I said wrong? All my vaunted intelligence, and I floundered. There was no way to best him with a staff; he was no longer a prince and had never been a sorcerer, but the enchantment’s dissolution had freed the powers inherent in every elf to his hand and he would know how to deploy them to devastating effect. The only reason that first blow hadn’t killed me was because he wanted to toy with me. Was still toying with me.


    “Sihret,” I said. “Sedetnet. You’ve done what you came to do.”


    “Oh have I!” He paused, brows lifting over blank black eyes. “You fancy you know what it is I was charged with? And that I am done! My, such perspicacity. By all means, O Prince. Enlighten me. What exactly is it that I came to do?”


    Tightening my grip on the staff, I said, “You came to bring a demon, so that we could draw down an angel and set the elves free.”


    Sedetnet pursed his lips. “You do surprise me, Morgan Locke.”


    “That I might have guessed at your purpose?” I kept a wary distance, my arm pressed to the wound. “It seems only fair. You guessed at mine.”


    That made him laugh, a startled sound. “Oh, very good! And before you knew it.”


    “Yes.” I hesitated. “Sedetnet. We have a problem. You’ll have perceived it.”


    “Will I have? No, do go on.”


    “You’ve drawn down a demon,” I said. “And it is no longer necessary. But you still carry it.”


    “I thought that’s why we were fighting.” Sedetnet darted for me and I fear I ran. “Oh come now. We can hardly fight if you flee. And then where will the world be? You’ll have saved the elves but destroyed the world.”


    I said, “I didn’t save the elves.”


    “Didn’t you,” Sedetnet said.


    “No,” I said. “You did. You, and Almond.” I smiled a little. “I have been a well-intentioned bystander.”


    “I saved the world,” he murmured.


    “Yes.”


    “And Almond. A genet?”


    “Yes,” I said again, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “And we know the provenance of the genets, do we not.”


    “Ah! So you know who sold Suleris that little spell.”


    “A sorcerer,” I repeated. “Traded them the enchantment.”


    “Yes, that worked out rather well, didn’t it.” Sedetnet nodded, still prowling after me. “All it cost was a king. Do you wonder how I knew to do it? Do you wonder why I did it?”


    “No,” I said. “No, the one thing I don’t wonder is how people might be intelligent enough to have thoughts more complex than whether they would like to have chocolate with their morning correspondence.”


    That won me another laugh, and I was glad of it for I feared the glass blade. Sedetnet padded closer. “Yes. You had potential.”


    “Dare I ask if I have lived up to it?”


    His eyes narrowed. “Would it matter to you what I thought?”


    I said, quiet, “I am your successor. And you have been my mentor.”


    “Your mentor!”


    I managed a smile. “A most unconventional one, I’ll own. But in every encounter, you have pushed me toward my own growth.”    


    A pause, one of those feet set lightly on the ground, dimpling the grass. “Oh, very clever. You mean to appeal to both my pride and what you erroneously believe to be any lingering goodness.”


    “Also your duty,” I said.


    “Duty!” He drew his fingers along the edge of the glass, bloodying his fingers. “No, do go on.”


    Now I dared much, but I had to find my footing somehow. How long had my friends been pressed by the dead? How long could they last? “Your duty, to Marne, as the prince who loved him.”


    “Yes, you would say that. As if you knew what I suffered.”


    “I do,” I said. “I have a king of my own, Sedetnet. I will remind you that it was your doing that saw him imprisoned and abused. How long did Suleris have him? How many months did he spend in that chamber? At least Marne chose his fate. Amhric was betrayed.”


    “And that is why you don’t understand me at all,” Sedetnet snarled, and lunged.


    That wound I took, an enormous gash on the forearm I lifted, stupidly, to deflect it. I had grown too used to immortality. With a cry, I stumbled back and managed to bring my staff before me with my non-dominant hand. Chester’s fond amusement came back to me: “I trained with both.” Would that I had! “What is it like?” I asked, desperate to distract him. “To have been a woman? You could have healed this wound, I imagine.”


    “Who said I was a woman?”


    Before I’d asked, I’d had no idea that I’d known... but everything had come together with awing clarity. There could be no other answer. “Sirél. That was your name before. I have seen you change shape, and that is a woman’s power. And Last told me there are elves that choose to re-shape their bodies. You did it for love of Marne, did you not? What was he like?” Having said it, I desperately wanted to know. “Sihret, what was it like? How did you… were you ever worthy of him?”


    I thought in that moment that I’d secured my own death, for Sedetnet rushed me. Every motion seemed absurdly slow, which gave me ample opportunity to question my sanity when I let the staff drop from my fingers. I did not meet him with it. I did not meet him with my crossed arms or my turned back.


    I opened my arms instead, and Sedetnet—Sihret—Sirél—caught me up, hand to hand, hand to waist, and then we were dancing on the floor of the hall where the betrayal had taken place. But it was not the cold, empty thing we’d discovered. Fairy lights hung in glowing abundance from all the columns and floated in softly colored balls in the air above an enormous assembly of both elves and humans, and to the mannered music that issued from the front of the room, people were dancing, and we were one of their number. The quickness of my pulse was not fear and exhaustion, but pleasure, and the man who had me caught up in his arms was Marne, young again, all his ambitions in his eyes and all his compassion in his hands. He held me as if I was precious, but not as if I was frangible. I would do anything for him.


    “I did,” Sedetnet murmured, and I was alongside him at the edge of this ghostly ball. It was Sihret and Marne now who danced in its center. I had expected a man and a woman, but Sihret was already male. “I gave everything for him. You see, there is nothing left but a shell, and a pair of dice.” He looked at me with bleak eyes, and I could just see a hint of color in them. “You will give everything too.”


    “I suspect that is the nature of the work.” I sighed. “If this is madness, then we are both consigned to it.”


    He snorted. “Such a palaverer.”


    “It’s what I have,” I said. “I can’t fight.”


    “Can’t you? You killed half the elven host led through the Door.”


    I flinched.


    “Tell me, O Prince,” Sedetnet said. “Why haven’t you killed me? I am now just another elf. My power is yours to compel as well. Why haven’t you killed me?”


    “Because,” I said. “You haven’t asked me to.”


    I watched the memory of a king and his prince swirl past, observed their joy and their perfect accord. Glancing at Sedetnet, I said, “It has to be your choice.”


    “And if I choose to live and destroy you?”


    “Then I will do all in my power to stop you.”


    Sedetnet folded his arms. “Your swift tongue, your sophistries, your glib replies. You could use them now to convince me. And you do not.”


    “No.”


    “I loved him.”


    “You love him still,” I said, and abruptly I was on the field again, on my back with Sedetnet over me, the glass at my throat and one knee on my chest. The demon mantle draped over his shoulders, fell to cover us, blocked out everything else.


    “No fear?” Sedetnet said sweetly. “Shall I roll a die?”


    “Choose, Sihret,” I answered, soft. “I will not force you.”


    “I miss him,” Sihret whispered. The blade was digging now, just enough to slice me.


    “He’s free now.”


    “I could be free.”


    “You could.”


    The black was draining from Sedetnet’s eyes, pulling away from the pupils. A hint of color now, like the flash of a cardinal’s wing. “And if I asked you to send me on? Would you murder me in cold blood, O Prince?”


    “If you asked me,” I said, “I would help you.”


    “I’m very tired,” Sedetnet confessed, eyes closing. More of his weight was leaning on me, and I dared not move for fear of distracting him, but God! That he might kill me by accident! “I’ve waited a long time. Never knowing if I was doing the right thing. Never knowing when it would be safe to give up. I never… I never wanted to live without him.”


    “You did all that he asked,” I murmured. “He did ask, didn’t he?”


    “You knew?” Sihret paused. “You guessed.”


    “The angel never forces,” I said. “The angel gives a choice.”


    “And the choice was to free the elves, or to save the world,” Sihret said, and the bitterness of the pain revealed in his voice wrung me with pity. “I said ‘free the elves and we will save the world!’ and he said, ‘Oh no. No, if the angel has worded it thus, it’s because the two things do not lead to the same end.’ So he chose, and everything fell apart. The enchantment remained. The confrontation with the dead was deferred, not resolved. Humanity rejected us. And he… he left us.”


    I had one good hand left, an observation that led me to the realization that I had a bad one; that the gash there had inspired an alarming weakness. Could I die, at last, after surviving so much? And yet I could not leave Sihret in such agony. I used my good hand to touch his cheekbone, draw him from his internal spasms. “Don’t be bitter,” I said, soft. “You and I… we know what it is to be alone among crowds. To be set apart by pains we don’t share. But you have made things right. Both of you. You did not fail in Marne’s charge to you, to wait, to help, to see things to their end. You’ve finally found a king and prince to pass your burdens to. It’s over, Sihret. You can let all of it go at last.”


    The last of the darkness drained from his eyes, chased by the tears he shed. And their hue was unlikely, a perfect, luminous scarlet, so brilliantly set against dark lashes. The hair that fell over his shoulders was losing its black cloak. The tendrils scrabbled for purchase and failed of it. The demon, denied and rejected, howled at me and I heard it not.


    “You could have grabbed for my knife,” Sedetnet observed. “But you touched me instead.”


    “I trust you,” I said.


    He closed his eyes as his head eased down until his brow rested on mine. I could barely breathe with him so close and the knife between us, pushing, but I remembered his kisses, and the intimacy we had once shared. “You,” he whispered. “You will do well. I will leave it to you. I will leave it all to you.” A sudden grin, fierce, so close to my mouth I heard it by the change in his voice more than saw it. “And you don’t know all that I planned… yet. But you’ll live to see.”


    “Sedetnet—”


    “Prince of elves,” Sedetnet whispered, and kissed me.


    And then he shoved off my body, and turned the knife on his own throat.
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    There was no stopping Sedetnet’s death; I could not have so much as slowed the knife with my injury dragging at my every movement. As it was, I had to hold my arm to keep it from dangling as I scrambled to his side. So much blood... here was the last of the sacrifices of a previous age, deferred but finally paid. I gathered his hand in mine as he bled, until at last he bled no more and his body dissolved into a dust that clung to my fingers and glistered. So Sihret passed to his reward and, I devoutly hoped, the welcome of his waiting king.


    I closed my eyes, holding cold fingers to my cheek, and bent in pain both physical and emotional. Antagonist and mentor and enigma—there was so much yet I did not know, and now I would never. “Sihret,” I whispered. “Sedetnet. Farewell.”


    And then I sat back on my heels and looked up to see what his death had wrought.


    The darkness had peeled back from the firmament to reveal a blue sky straggled with clouds, and cool autumn sunlight was spreading in pools over a field heaped high with bones. The dead had fallen, deprived of their animating source, and while their passage had churned that sward to brown mud the wind that gamboled over it was clean and bright and smelled poignantly of fallen leaves and high, cold places. The reprieve was so complete I could barely encompass it....could only kneel there, and feel the breeze tug at the hair matted to my neck and brow.


    My friends were still alive. They approached now, hesitant; I expected one of them to speak, but it was Tchanu, whom I knew least, who broke the quiet.


    “Is it over, Prince of Elves?”


    “It is,” I said. “Sihret, who was prince before, made a choice, and his choice banished a demon.”


    “Is that how it works?” Radburn asked. “You just... decide not to carry a demon around, and that’s it?”


    “It is as simple,” I said, “and as difficult, as that.”


    Ivy said, “You’re hurt.”


    “I am,” I said. “I could use your help, my dearest, if energy you have to heal.”


    “Not as much as I could wish,” she replied. “But enough to keep you until I do.”


    As she came to me, Kemses crouched alongside the dust. “The remains, my prince?”


    “I don’t think it will linger long,” I said. “It is no normal sediment, to be trammeled into an urn.” I paused, rueful. “If indeed this is something elves do. I confess I have no notion. Do you burn your dead?”


    “No, we inter them, just as you do,” Kemses said.


    “As we used to,” Chester murmured.


    “As humans and elves once did, when we lived here together. Customs have changed... as have we all,” Tchanu said. I looked up from the work Ivy was doing, exposing the gash in my midriff. “My prince. We were exiled to the Archipelago, and most of us remain there yet. But we once lived here. Where then shall we call home? Are we to return to our exile?”


    Had I thought our plight resolved with the banishment of the demon? Sedetnet had opened a Door and led the elves to it; the dead had walked, had probably been walking elsewhere—I prayed the Church’s knights had put paid to them; and without question the elves had been revealed, if not by this fight, then by the academics at Vigil when they’d sent their urgent messengers abroad. I pressed the flat of a thumb over one brow, wondering if the nascent headache was blood loss or the revelation of all there was yet before us to be done.


    “This is home,” I said at last. “And our rapprochement is long overdue.”


    Kemses and Tchanu began overseeing the disposition of my companions on the drake; as they did, I crouched amid the grass, following the gleam of glass. There I discovered, as I knew I must, the fragment that had broken off a fallen prince’s wing: that had tasted a redeemed prince’s blood. Wrapping it carefully in part of my cloak, I took it with me.


    On the flight back, Kelu said, “You’re going to have trouble.”


    “God forfend I have otherwise,” I replied. “I should hardly know what to do with myself.”
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    We returned to a city in the throes of impromptu celebration. Had I nursed any misgivings at the contemplation of the unlikely mixing of two such alien populaces, the sight of elves and humans alike sharing what rations they had and laughing around the fires put paid to them. Even the genets moved among them, subdued but present; their effacement was a matter of habit, not of grief, for they would not have known Almond well enough for anything else, and the death of a genet was, after all, a matter of course for slaves accustomed to the whims of cruel masters.


    “Didn’t take them long to set that up,” Radburn observed as the drake bent down to allow us to disembark.


    “The fires were there already,” Guy said. “No reason not to use them for a bacchanalia.”


    “Ah, now, when you put it that way—” Radburn paused, then grinned. “Come to think of it, we finally found those horse-eared lasses Morgan was holding forth about lo so many months ago, didn’t we? No offense intended,” he added to Tchanu, who was watching him with perplexity. “I’m very fond of horses.”


    “Well done,” Chester said. “I doubt highly a single one of those lasses will want anything to do with you now.”


    “I’ve a mind to find out!” Radburn glanced at me. “You need us for anything?”


    “No,” I said. “Go, enjoy.”


    Radburn scrambled down off the broken wall. Guy folded his arms and said, “I’ll keep him out of trouble. But you aren’t to make off without us, you hear?”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied, mouth twitching.


    “Mmm. See that you don’t. Ivy? See that he doesn’t. If you can’t inspire him to more diverting dreams we’ll have to replace you with one of those horse-eared lasses, see if she does any better.”


    Ivy’s laugh choked her on the way out. “Guy Du Roi, you are vulgar and ill-bred. A complete lout. And if you try to replace me with a horse-eared lass I’ll stab you.”


    “Violent woman you’ve taken up with there,” Guy said. “Thank God, given the life you seem to have stumbled into.” He tossed off an insolent salute and ambled after Radburn.


    Tchanu drew near, enough to stand next to me. At last, she said, “I understood not a word of what the young man said.”


    I managed a laugh. “Probably for the best, e Nudain.”


    She smiled a little, but her puzzlement was amusing. I had expected her to dismiss my human companions with the high-handed scorn I’d witnessed so frequently while in Serala, and was relieved to be wrong... while also wondering why I was.


    “By your leave, my liege,” Kemses said, joining me.


    “Go,” I said, “Take your leisure. We have earned a day’s rest from our labors.”


    “As you say.” He inclined his head, and he and Tchanu left.


    “A day’s rest from our labors,” Chester said. “Is that what you’re calling it?”


    “What should he call it?” Ivy asked.


    “Buying time, I imagine.” Chester glanced at me. “Yes?”


    “A little,” I admitted. “But even if it wasn’t... I need a bath and a full night’s rest.”


    “You all stink,” Kelu agreed.


    Ivy laughed. “Thank you, Kelu.”


    Her smile was tight, but she managed one. “You’re welcome.”


    “I think I will go down to the bonfires first,” Chester said. “And have a little of whatever they’re having.” He canted his head. “It would probably do you good to join us.”


    Would it? I tried to imagine drinking, laughing, dancing, failed utterly. Almond had died to summon an angel. Sihret had died to banish a demon. I was exhausted. What I wanted, more than anything, was sleep. “Another time.” At his hesitation, I said, “There will be other times, Chester.”


    He inclined his head.


    After he’d gone, I said to Kelu, “And you? Off to the bonfires?”


    “No,” she said. “I’m just off. And I don’t want company.”


    I called to her receding back, “So long as you return.” She stopped, though she didn’t turn to face me. “I will need your help. No one else keeps me from dwelling on my own consequence with such aplomb.”


    Her ear flicked back, then forward again, and she kept going, out of sight.


    “And that leaves us,” Ivy said with a sigh, leaning into my side. “And if you say to me you want to find a corner and sleep for twelve hours, I will follow you without complaint.”


    “As I was just about to say so, you are in luck.” I caught up her hand and kissed the palm, tasting her beneath the dirt and blood. “How well suited we are! Most providential.”


    She laughed. “Oh, Morgan. For God’s sake.” Tugging on my hand. “Come on. I’ve a notion where we might lay our heads down without interruption.”


    But she did not lead me to a dark corner; instead, I found myself once again in the stables, where the few horses tenanted there ignored us as we passed to the back of the building. And there, as Ivy lit a lamp, I exclaimed, “God Almighty, the bath’s still here!”


    “I’ll bring the water,” she said. “You shall warm it.” At my quizzical glance, she said, “Water being a thing not of flesh and bone, and thus your province now. Wish it warm and clean and we shall have our reward.”


    “Oh shall we,” I said, reverent.


    I helped her with the water. The bath was just as I remembered it, but far more welcome, and it was true: my touch could warm it, and whisk it clean. We shed our clothes with haste and went to it together, and I washed her hair and she my back, and when she kissed me I answered her. Needed to answer her, a clinging to life and goodness, a memorial for my first lover, and a promise to Almond... and, overwhelmingly, a gift given and received from Ivy, who held me when I began to sob at last.
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    We slept in the stables, in a room emptied of anything but a meager few bags of feed and some tack. Some hours later, I woke long enough to observe that we’d been joined by Emily and Serendipity, and that my brother was sleeping against the wall and Chester by the door. Reassured, I set my head back down beside Ivy’s and slept again.


     


     

  


  
    [image: Chapter 19]


    In the morning everyone wanted my attention, and at once, and urgently. I heard Chester’s firm demurring and picked out Rose’s voice along with Kemses’s and Ivy’s, and I hastened to change back into the now-dry clothes. Ivy entered with a tray while I was pulling on my shirt.


    “Breakfast is meager, I’m afraid,” she said. “But drink the tea at least, he won’t be able to hold them off much longer.”


    I took up the cup as Rose squeezed in. “My lord, I must go.”


    I held up a hand. “Sit, please.” To Chester, I said, “Let Kemses in and find me the council.”


    “The council, is it?” Chester grinned. “Should I ask after its membership?”


    I snorted. “I trust your judgment. But be quick, as apparently we have rescued the world from catastrophe only to deliver it to some new crisis.”


    “This is not a matter for levity,” Rose said with a scowl.


    “I imagine not, no. On the other hand, we’re no longer under mortal threat...?” I paused, and at her reluctant nod, continued, “So we can conduct ourselves with some propriety.”


    “Like waiting for him to finish dressing before pushing in on him.” Ivy handed me my vest.


    Kemses studied her with interest and said to me in the Gift, “Consort or human companion?”


    “Consort,” I said. “Definitely.”


    “Then you must bring her with you to the Archipelago. You mean to go, don’t you?”


    I glanced at Rose, who was straining to understand Kemses’s foreign accent and unfamiliar vocabulary. To him, I said, “Immediately, yes.”


    Satisfied, he said, “Very good, my prince.”


    [image: ***]


    The council Chester brought to round out the people already with me was exactly what I’d hoped: Guy and Radburn, Eyre, Amhric, Kelu, Emily, and Serendipity. Tchanu and Carrington also came, and that was probably also for the best... with the genets to translate, I could be sure that everyone understood one another.


    I opened our meeting. “We now have new problems.”


    “I’ll say.” Radburn rested his back against the wall. “Let me guess. You want us to solve them for you.”


    I grinned. “Only partially, I promise.”


    “For the benefit of those of us who spent all night carousing and therefore have fewer faculties to apply to the analysis of the situation as it stands,” Eyre said, “perhaps you might explain, my student.”


    “If I’m correct, the demon’s arrival raised the dead.... everywhere.” I glanced at Rose, who nodded jerkily. “I hope the knights of the Church were able to attend the matter, but there will be places they failed. That is the first matter. The second is that Marne’s death released the magic back to the continent. If humanity has not yet awakened to its abilities, it will soon, with or without me to lead them to the talent. The third is that most of the elves remain in exile on the Archipelago, with a captive human and genet population. They may have become aware that there is a king again, but they will not have met or sworn to him.”


    “So not much to do,” Ivy murmured.


    “I must go,” Rose said. “The rise of talent in the populace... we were positioned specifically to meet that need, along with the defense of the human nations. I need to be back in Evertrue yesterday.”


    “I imagine the First Minister of Troth will want an explanation, yes,” I said. “Can you give it to him?”


    “I can,” she said. “Though....”


    “Though the more people brought to bear on that situation, the better?” I looked at Kemses. “I most dislike detaching you, my vassal, but I am perfectly certain of Sadar’s allegiances. Erevar is already a bastion of equality among species—they won’t need you to return to convince them of it.”


    “It irks me not to guard your side,” Kemses said. “But I suspect you to be correct. I will do more good for you here, and the king must return with you if you are to have any hope of quelling the nascent rebellion among the remaining families of Serala.”


    “Do you really think they’ll try?” Radburn asked.


    “I think they have grown accustomed to fencing for power,” Kemses said. “So it is wise not to assume they will act otherwise.”


    “I can go to the capital,” Guy said. “And Chester had probably better as well. No, don’t argue, Chester. Your family used to be aristocracy and is still respected, and your parents own half the trade in northern Troth and most of it elsewhere. My uncle, God help me, is still in Parliament and will be delighted to have me appear on his doorstep with a request that will embroil me in politics, as he’s always hoped. We need to throw our weight behind all this. Or, more accurately—“ He grinned. “—convince our families to throw theirs behind it.”


    Chester looked away, grimacing.


    “He’s right,” I said. When Chester met my eyes, I added in the Gift, “I need you more there. So we’ll have a future.”


    “And who will guard you now?” Chester asked in kind. “Last has died. Kemses goes with me from your side.”


    “The drake?” Kemses offered.


    “I meant to send him with you, to bring you to the capital faster.”


    “And then we send him back,” Chester said.


    “It’s a long ride,” I said. “He can do more good with you.”


    “What on God’s earth are you rattling on about?” Radburn said, irritated.


    Chester’s eyes were narrowed. “Morgan means to go off alone, as usual.”


    “I do not!” I said.  “Amhric—”


    “Needs your protection, and can’t kill anyone or anything,” Chester said, acerbic, and from him such a tone was notable.


    I rallied. “Ivy will go with me, and the genets if they will volunteer.”


    “And me,” Tchanu said unexpectedly. Silence. She lifted her brows. “You do not distrust me, I hope. I vow that where I have pledged myself, I stay pledged. And I assure you, I am a competent enough guard.”


    I glanced at Amhric, who nodded. So I inclined my head and said, “E Nudain, thank you. We accept.”


    “And us?” Carrington asked. “Where do you need us?”


    “Back on campus, I imagine,” Eyre said. “The university is no small force in the political landscape. And there are... repercussions... to be managed.”


    “Repercussions like?” Radburn asked.


    “Like my having killed two tenured professors for attempted murder of a foreign national?” Chester said. “God, that will be fun.”


    “I’m afraid not very,” Eyre said. “And deciding how we present their actions will need some thought.”


    “What a debacle,” Carrington muttered.


    “Are we clear then on our tasks?” I said. “I will lend you the drake so you might come to the capital faster—”


    “Yes, about that,” Chester said. “I assume you mean to make Vigil the new elven capital?”


    I tried not to wince at the thought of living here, where so much blood had been spilled. My hesitation must have been obvious, and yet everyone respected it... except Kelu, who surprised me by saying, “She would have said it deserves a chance to be reborn.”


    I sighed and glanced at Kemses. “Will you put some of us to work on renovation, then? It will be harder for anyone to argue a claim when the city looks more like a city and less like a ruin.”


    “At once,” Kemses replied.


    “Then,” Chester said firmly, “I propose we move the Door here.”


    “Just like that!” I exclaimed.


    “Just like that,” he said. At my skeptical look, he laughed. “Locke, the athenaeum might have been disastrously thin on books explicating the proper banishment of demons, but on the matter of magical theory? We have an embarrassment of texts.”


    “I have it on excellent authority that the creation of a Door, much less its movement, requires extraordinary power—”


    “That would be why you’re the prince now, eh?” Guy said.


    “I doubt it will be so easy,” I said with a sigh.
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    Oddly, though, it was. Armed with Chester’s books, we boarded the drake the following day and flew into a breathlessly clear autumn sky: myself, Kemses, Chester, and Eyre. It seemed impossible that so beautiful a day could have dawned after weeks of fear and worry, but it had... and bracing myself against the wind I looked past the drake’s extended head toward a glorious horizon hazed in lavender and gold and knew at last that it was time to let go of the future I’d thought I’d live—short, cruel, and miserable—and believe in the future before me, that needed me so badly.


    “Tremendous!” Eyre said in my ear. “After one grows accustomed to it!”


    I smiled agreement and said nothing.


    The Gate, which we reached several days later, was a surprisingly small affair: an oval that shimmered like a pond into which someone dropped continuous pebbles. Through it I could barely spy the palms of the Archipelago, and found it incredible that no one had troubled themselves to pass through it.


    We conferred over how best to work; Chester was stronger than Eyre, but Eyre had a firmer grasp on the theory, and Kemses, of course, had seen such Doors before... there were several joining the islands of the Archipelago, one of which I’d been shuttled through while unconscious that very first day. Between the four of us, we contrived our final plan. But in the end it was I who did the work... because a Door could only be moved by its creators... or by me. Born of elven magic, it could be compelled like every other elven power, and had to be, for only Sedetnet could have handled it otherwise. Touching it with my will I sensed his essence lingering in it, like a taste in the back of my mouth: a remembered kiss.


    “All good?” Chester asked.


    “So far,” I said.


    “I told you.”


    I snorted. “Poor manners to say so, though.”


    He laughed.


    Though it was several tries before I succeeded, and with much tutelage both helpful and not, I shut the Door without destroying it, unyoked it from its mooring, and boarded the drake. From there, I rode between Kemses and Chester, borrowing power from one or the other while Eyre guided us back. Maintaining the existence of the Door felt a great deal like studying for an examination: the same concentration and focus in anticipation of letting everything tumble out at a later time. I might have smiled, now and then, at the comparison. But we had decided for safety’s sake that though I could have used the royal gift to compel it into someone else’s possession, I alone should handle it, for then no one else could shut it; while I trusted Eyre and Kemses and Chester with my life (and had!), they had preferred it so. Anyone, Kemses had said, could be forced if tortured. Best to leave as few hands on it as possible.


    It was a bleak pragmatism, but perhaps inevitable given all that we had recently undergone. So I acquiesced, and for the entirety of the ride home, was consumed with the weight of the magics I held pliant to my hand—literally, for the Door came with us in the form of a bubble as delicate as anything made of soap, held quivering between my cupped hands.
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    We planted the Door at the furthest edge of Vigil’s courtyard, near the bridge. Already the city presented a different face, for unlike the humans who’d rushed the rebuilding of the walls, the elves felt no pressure to sacrifice aesthetics for speed. Also unlike their human companions, they had lifetimes of experience in the use of magic; if most of those old enough to remember plentiful power had died, the rest of them had the habit of its use thanks to the energies they’d harvested with demon claws. They had begun first with the cleaning, and the grisly mud that had once so distressed me was gone as if scoured, and I was grateful. Not only were the buildings rising again, but the city’s walls had been torn down so they could be properly erected, each stone repaired before being levered into place. Here and there I saw the beginnings of paint as well, creams and sandy whites that reminded me strongly of the beaches of the Archipelago. Would they achieve some fusion of the styles, to reflect on their exile, and remind them of what they’d gone through? Would they be stronger for it, or more bitter?


    Was I stronger for my suffering, or was I more bitter?


    The work of fixing the Door cost me more than I’d anticipated, a mental fatigue very like the ones I’d been subject to following the completion of a difficult test. Perhaps my companions understood, for they left me to my solitude. All save one, who was awaiting me on the path she must have known I would take to the drake’s side. A canny woman, Mary Carrington, to know that when I needed rest I would seek its shelter. And a cautious one, for she emerged from the shadow of one of the great tumbled buildings wearing her diffidence.


    “Doctor,” I said. “I’m afraid you find me not at my best.”


    “I know,” she said. “I won’t keep you long.”


    I thought of how Amhric would have conducted this interview. Patience, I heard him whisper in my ear, with gentleness and humor and love. So I said, “What can I do for you, then?”


    “I’m sorry,” she said, in a rush. As if her tongue was unaccustomed to the words, and it probably was. Admission of wrongdoing amid colleagues who were already seeking excuses to find her unequal to remaining in their hallowed ranks? Oh no. Apologies would be very foreign to Carrington’s mouth. “I don’t expect you to forgive me,” she continued when I didn’t immediately respond. “What I did was unforgiveable.”


    I smiled, suddenly, lowering my head.


    “Oh God,” she said, touching her brow with her fingers. “I’ve done it wrong.”


    “Doctor.” I caught her wrist and took her hand in both of mine. “What exactly did you do that was unforgiveable?”


    She stared at me as if I’d grown horns. “I raddled you with knives,” she said dryly.


    “And I didn’t die,” I said. “In your... forty-odd years, I’m guessing—”


    “Fifty-odd,” she said, “But thank you for the compliment.”


    “In your fifty-odd years,” I continued, “had you ever had a similar experience?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “Of course not.”


    “And so when your colleagues told you such things were demon-spawned, and all your studies up until then corroborated their narrative....”


    She scowled. “You’re trying to forgive me.”


    Despite myself, I found the situation humorous. “Did you intend to make the apology for some purpose other than the hopes of forgiveness?”


    “I came to admit that I was wrong,” she said. “And to tell you that, because... because it was wrong.” She made a cutting motion with her free hand. “Because in that room you told me you preferred the truth, and so do I.”


    “I do,” I said. “But I will not judge you for acting on a false premise. You did as you thought necessary to combat what you perceived to be evil and unnatural. You would not, I think, stab me with a dozen swords again?”


    She barked a reluctant laugh. “No. As you well know.”


    And I did. I thought of the spectacles, long gone, and what they’d revealed about Mary Carrington’s heart. I’d been right about her. And I found I no longer missed their guidance. “Doctor Carrington, I am exhausted and want nothing more than an hour of peace. So if I say to you that I accept your apology, will you do me the very great favor of not arguing with me about whether you deserve it, or besiege me with promises to live up to my regard, and other such things?”


    Her smile was impish then. “Consider them all said, Prince Locke.”


    “Morgan,” I reminded her. “Your beloved’s student.” When she froze, I lifted a finger.


    She smiled, lopsided. “All right. I won’t belabor that point either. And I hear and accept the lecture on not letting things slip through my fingers twice. Morgan.”


    “Excellent. We are in accord.” I let her hand drop. “Until later, Doctor.”


    I found I was smiling on my way to the drake.
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    I did indeed have some time for my solitude, which I spent in the forearms of the drake. There I conferred with it in that way without words that we had always understood. I commended the Evertrue party to its care and begged it to return through the Door to find me only when they no longer had need. “Because,” I said, resting a hand on its nose, “humanity has never seen anything like you, and seeing you and that you stand allied with our friends, they will believe we are all we say.”


    Or at least, I hoped. Perhaps it was skeptical as well, for it huffed, its nostrils flaring. I closed my eyes and bent into the hot wind it blew over me. “At least they will not dare attack you.”


    That, it seemed to find believable, and this tacit communion was so restful that I seated myself in the curl of its forearms and let myself find some peace against its breast. I was still there when Kelu interrupted my nap by thrusting a canteen streaked in dried blood at me.


    “Dare I ask?”


    “I need it refilled.”


    Perplexed, I relieved her of it and unscrewed the top. The odor that wafted from it made my nose wrinkle. “You’ve been drinking this? Where did it come from?”


    “From you,” she said. “Remember? You gave it to me after Ivy dropped that glop of blood she combed out of your hair into it and I’ve been holding onto it since. I thought you’d probably be busy bleeding or dying somewhere, so if I wanted to maintain my sanity I needed to take steps.”


    Bemused, I said, “It worked.”


    “Of course it did,” she said. “Though it’s pretty disgusting to drink old blood out of a bottle. It’s still better than having to hang on you for every drop.”


    “You know I’d never begrudge it to you.”


    Her ears flipped back. “Yes, yes, I know. The noble martyr. Tell me, are you done feeling anxious about becoming Sedetnet the Second?”


    “I beg your pardon!”


    “I’m sure you do.” She sat on the drake’s arm next to me, resting her elbows on her knees. “I’m guessing the answer is ‘no’, then. You don’t want my advice, but I’m going to give it to you anyway.”


    “All right,” I answered, mouth twitching.


    “You’re never going to be another Sedetnet. You’re too soft.”


    “One might argue that Sedetnet became what he did because of his softness,” I said. “He was soft enough to fall in love, but too soft to bear the sacrifices love demanded of him.”


    “Maybe,” she said. “But Sedetnet loved one person. You love too many. It’s why you’re hiding here with the drake, hoping that people will leave you alone for a while. If you lose Amhric, you won’t go crazy. You’d be too busy feeling guilty about what going crazy would do to all the other people you care about.”


    I stared at her, torn between laughter and distress. “God, but am I so easy to read!”


    “You’re good at feeling guilty,” she said. “I don’t understand that. The loving too many people, that I get. You probably didn’t let yourself love anyone for so long that you’re overdoing it now. But guilt? You had a hard enough childhood. It’s not like you don’t have reasons to hate other, luckier people.”


    “But I was lucky.” I rested a hand on the drake’s jaw as it bent its head to check on me. “My parents were well off enough that I never wanted for anything. I was able to attend the university, which is a luxury. I was never hungry. I was never beaten.”


    “You lived in fear and pain,” Kelu said. “I have reason to know that makes a person bitter.” She inhaled through her nose, inflating her ribcage; the fur on it bristled as it expanded. When she sighed out, gusty, she said, “So, going back to free the genets, are you.”


    “And the humans, yes,” I said. “Incidentally also to make it clear that the elves once again have an effectual government.”


    “And if they disagree they can do it at the point of your staff?”


    I snorted. “They won’t get that far.”


    She chuckled, ears sagging. “At least you’ve grown a few teeth.”


    “As you noted, I have people whose safety and well-being matters to me.” I lifted a brow. “You are one of them, you know. Will you come?”


    “With you, to the Archipelago?” She shrugged, picked at the fur on her knee. “Where else would I go? I’m not about to tag after the people going to the capital.”


    “I am delighted to be the best of two uninspiring choices.”


    She lifted her head and bared her teeth at me. “You want me to be excited? Fine, you go and free the genet nation. Then what? We all die within the next decade, and that’s it. And within that decade, how many of us will be able to break free from our conditioning? Don’t kid yourself, Prince. We were born slaves and we’re going to die slaves.”


    “Almond,” I said, “brought forth an angel.”


    “Almond was worthy of an angel.” Kelu’s ears were flat to her skull. “That’s all that means.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “What good did her sacrifice do? She saved the elves—wonderful! For the elves. That’s all we’ve ever done, is do things for elves. In what way was her death any different from her life?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “But Marne gave up his life, and now, strangely, humanity has become heir to the magics that elves have had since their birth as a race. That is suggestive that there is some divine plan at work, isn’t it?”


    “Humanity could afford to wait,” Kelu said. “We can’t. And don’t—don’t tell me to trust God. What God have I ever had, except apparently Sedetnet, and then Suleris? My god was a whip and a boot and a collar. No angel ever came to me or any other genet who dared hope for better. If Almond got her visitation, it’s because Almond was already a saint. She’s not like the rest of us. She was always…” Kelu gritted her teeth and forced herself to finish, belligerent, “she was always better than any of the rest of us.”


    “You miss her.”


    The look Kelu gave me then could have generously been called hostile.


    “It’s not a weakness,” I said. “To have cared about her, and to miss her.” I sighed and extended my arm. “Here.”


    She transferred her gaze to it.


    “Go on,” I said. “Rend me. I’m used to it.”


    Despite her best intentions, she snorted a laugh, and her ears relaxed. I thought that more than I could have hoped for, so I was surprised when she said, tentatively, “We traveled together. For a long time. As genets count time, anyway. Several trips here, to look for you. She was… she was always so optimistic. Of course we’d find you. You’d be wonderful. You’d be the best master ever. Never anything about you doing anything for us. She didn’t care about that. If you’d beaten her, she would still have loved you. That part… that part infuriates me. I’ll never understand forgiving someone who could abuse you. But she would have forgiven anyone anything, and seen the best in them.”


    “The way she saw the best in you?” I guessed.


    “You’d like me to agree with that, wouldn’t you.”


    “I don’t need you to,” I said. “She saw the best in everyone, and none of us were worthy.”


    Kelu hugged her knees and didn’t answer.


    “Will you come?” I said.


    She sighed through a closed mouth, her back lifting and falling once. “Might as well. I don’t have anything else to do.” She pushed off the drake’s arm. “When you fill that, give it back to me. And don’t do it all at once. You can kill yourself now, remember.”


    “I do,” I said. “But thank you for the reminder.”


    She eyed me as if examining me for any hint of sarcasm, but I maintained a bland expression, and she huffed softly and padded off.


    “She’ll come,” I said to the drake. “She’s grieving in her own way, is all.”


    The drake put its head down and rolled an enormous eye back to consider me. I leaned against its neck and kept my own grief to myself.
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    The Evertrue party departed in the morning. Eyre promised that nothing would befall Chester for his actions against Roland and Powlett; Chester promised that he wouldn’t need protection, and by his speaking look gave me to know that I was not to do anything that required protection myself. Kemses, as always, indefatigable, and Rose, eager to be gone… and the drake, last of all, nudging me with its nose before stepping away from us and springing into the air. I gave thanks that someone had improvised a harness for its passengers and wished them well.


    “That’s that, then,” Ivy said, leaning against my side. “When do we leave?”


    “As soon as possible.”
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    We passed through the Door into summer.


    Before us spilled a field of short bronzed grasses, reflecting the sun in eye-watering flashes when the wind stroked it: that same breeze caressed us, sultry with the perfume of the sea, stinging our nostrils with salt and heat. Near the horizon a few palm trees bent and swayed, too far for the rustle of their hard leaves to overcome the sound of the surf. I had not loved the Archipelago when I’d first arrived, associating it only with fear and peril… but when Ivy exclaimed, “Oh, but tell me we might have a summer house here!” I saw it with fresh eyes.


    Tchanu guided her horse up alongside Ivy’s. To me, she said, “She likes it?” And when I translated, she laughed, quiet. “Tell her she will like Nudain, perhaps. We built into the cliffs… the ocean, it comes in.”


    On hearing the elf’s words, Ivy said, “That sounds beautiful!”


    It did, and as we had agreed to travel to Nudain first, to enlist the aid of Tchanu’s household, I said, “Lead the way.”


    We were a small group: behind Tchanu, Ivy, Amhric and I rode abreast. Kelu was once again behind me in the saddle, and Emily rode with Ivy, as had become her custom on our journey to Vigil. A group of ten guards had been selected from the various blood-flags, and so we traveled encircled in its protection; but I had brought my staff, and the glass shard, because there were defenses I refused to delegate. I welcomed the warmth and the presence of the sea; the landsense whispered things to me now that I had been hard-pressed to apprehend previously, of the pressure of the water against the rocky bones of each island, of the shivering interplay of currents between each of the isles, of the wind that had touched so many distant places before flooding my lungs with faint memories.


    “It does not belong to us,” Amhric said. “But it knows you.”


    Opening my eyes again, startled, I glanced at him. He smiled, and I found myself smiling back.


    “We could be friends,” I said. “Serala and I.”


    “You could be,” he agreed. “And you will.”


    “Have you ever had a mango?” Emily was asking Ivy.


    “Goodness, I haven’t. What is it?”


    “A sort of fruit. Round and yellow. Shaped like a bean.”


    “Is it tasty?”


    “I don’t know!” the genet exclaimed. “No one ever let me have one. I am going to have one this time!”


    “Well, Morgan? Are mangos worth waiting for?” Ivy asked me.


    “He wouldn’t know,” Kelu said. “Slaves aren’t given good food, and humans here are slaves too. Just a better class of slave.”


    “Then the king will know,” Emily said. “Sire? Are mangos good?”


    The expression on Amhric’s face made him less of an icon to gather awe and more a person like the rest of us. He was not young as humans counted time, but in that moment I could see that as elves did, he was not far out of his young adulthood. Even Ivy laughed to see it. “You like mangos!”


    “A king who likes mangos,” Emily murmured, ears sagging in bemusement.


    “Why not?” Kelu said. “They have to eat too.”


    “I do like them,” Amhric confessed. “So perhaps when we reach Nudain….”


    Hearing the name of her domain brought Tchanu into the conversation, which I explained.


    “We have mango trees,” Tchanu said, and I translated. “And you shall have as many as will content your hearts. And stomachs.”
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    Nudain owned half of Aravalís, the largest of the Archipelago’s islands; this dominion it split nearly perfectly with Suleris, whom I had not wanted to approach without support from Tchanu’s blood-flag. By her reckoning, the seat of Nudain was some week and a half from the Door’s locale, and while there was no road to ease our passage the ride was an easy one. Serala’s tropical heat and bright, clear skies felt like a benison after the weeks of Troth’s cold rain, and we rode as if on holiday. While I missed the drake and found my thoughts straying often to the fate of the Evertrue mission, even I began to relax beneath the influence of the climate. Tchanu remained reserved but now and then one glimpsed hints of her appreciation for the absurd… and of course, as companions for any journey I would have always wanted Ivy and Amhric. Emily and Serendipity were fine company as well, and Kelu by her very presence brought the memory of Almond with her, and if that was a bittersweet addition both of us, genet and prince, would not have had it any other way.


    I knew that our arrival at Nudain would presage the revolution on the Archipelago, and that it would be tiresome and require us to gather all the blood-flags of the islands and demonstrate, repeatedly, our dominion over them. During the silences that fell between our conversations, I began polishing a speech to deliver to Nudain’s elves about how there would be no more slavery—that their humans and genets were no longer property, but free agents—and how this was not negotiable. I hoped they would be willing to discuss their objections to this proposition in a reasonable fashion, but I also began to plan what I would do in response to intransigence, particularly if it became physical or even, God preserve us, violent.


    This speech had become so real an event for me that the actual events that befell us caught me completely by surprise… and I was not the only one. We’d been enjoying the sixth day of our idyll when an ambush sprang at us, and that they’d accomplished this from so little cover as to require invisibility was even worse, for it led us to believe our attackers to be elves.


    But they were not.


    Forty armed humans spooked the horses, dragged Tchanu’s guards down, and crashed into the center of our party, and I had barely the wherewithal to land well before five of them had me thrust into the ground. The hooves of my rearing mount flung clods of earth at me as they scythed into the ground far, far too close to my face, and hands snatched my wrists, crossing them together for what I knew would be rope.


    Over the tumult, I barely heard Ivy’s indignant protests. But it was Kelu whose snarl shook me from my torpor. “Morgan, you’re the damned prince and they’re using magic!”


    “Right,” I said, dry. I closed my eyes and gathered all their spirits in my hand, and then dug my fingers into them.


    Humans in Troth had known nothing of the potential within them, living as they did in a magical poverty difficult for the humans of Serala to imagine. From birth, the humans of the Archipelago recognized the wells of their power… because elves were forever ripping that power from them.


    Their reaction to my play was, unsurprisingly, to become frenzied with rage. I had enough time to consider my complete lack of foresight before one of the humans holding me down slammed my head into the ground hard enough to separate me from consciousness.
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    So I woke, unsurprisingly, in a cell. Alone, also unsurprisingly. From the stone comprising the walls, I guessed we’d been dragged the rest of the way to Nudain; that humans had apparently done so forced me to re-evaluate my cavalier assumptions about an elven revolution. Humanity, confronted at last with merely mortal captors, must have found the rage necessary to accomplish their own liberation. How ridiculous to have come here on a mission of mercy to people who needed a savior not at all! As ridiculous as the possibility that we might die here at the hands of those people we’d intended to succor.


    I put my aching head in my hands and reflected on the series of ironies that had composed my life up until now. Surely I was not in mortal peril—I had centuries yet before me for God to fill with many more such ironies, and if my life to this point was any indication, He had too much a fondness for them to let me perish now. Too, did I do anything in as poor taste as die here, Chester would be sorely vexed, and I had no desire to catch a minatory lecture from him on the subject. He had access now to an entire library of arcana; surely there would be some volume on the summoning of ghosts if I had the poor taste to expire before he could reach me to deliver it.


    The headache did not pass, and briefly I mourned the loss of elven immortality. Once I was sure I could move without vomiting, I tried crawling to the furthermost wall, which was partially lined with bars rather than more stone. There I found a most salutatory sight.


    “You live!” I exclaim.


    “You would have known had I been dead,” Amhric said.


    My brother was in the cell across from mine, sitting cross-legged before his own set of bars. The view, I realized, would have permitted him to keep watch on me. I grimaced and rested a hand on one of the bars. “I am sorry. It must not have been a pleasing vigil.”


    “I would have known had you been dying also, brother mine,” he replied. “You will ask me next after the others, and I will say that I know nothing of the remainder of our guard. Nor of Tchanu—they don’t seem to be housed here.”


    The metal beneath my palm drew my attention, for it reminded me of the staff. I lifted my fingers, curled them again around the slim cylinder. “We could leave.”


    “We could.”


    Heady thought. Metal could be subjected to the will of the magics under my command. There was nothing keeping us here, save that concentration was proving difficult; one of my eyes was still narrowed, and opening it caused pain to spike to the back of my head. “You haven’t freed yourself because of me, I take it.”


    “I won’t leave you,” he said. And added, “We are in no danger yet.”


    Now I squinted at him. “I love you, Amhric, but surely you jest.”


    “They have not killed us,” he said. “And Ivy was not imprisoned here that we know of. Nor have I seen the genets. They are likely responsible for our being alive.”


    “Which means they are somewhere in Nudain arguing for us?” I grimaced and sat with my back to the wall, stretching one leg gingerly before me and using the other lifted knee to rest my hands. “It seems a credible hypothesis. I will have to hope you’re right, as I doubt I could do anything more strenuous than stumble in your wake if we were to make an attempt at escape.”


    “Is it bad?” he asked, soft. “I didn’t see the injury, but you have been unconscious for several hours.”


    “I feel as if someone has split my head with a pike.” I paused. “Did someone?”


    His soft laugh, barely audible, still lifted my spirits. “We would no longer survive a wound that dire, so it is safe to say you have been spared it.”


    “Pity,” I said. “I’m forced to face the fact that a mere blow can cause this much pain.” The stone wall was cold; I tried resting the back of my head against it, and the contrast between it and my fevered scalp was welcome. “Is it what it looks like? The kept humans of Nudain have overthrown their slavers.”


    “It seems so, yes.”


    “What a mess.”


    “Better, perhaps, than the alternative.”


    I winced and touched my fingertips to my throbbing temple. “I don’t know that either alternative is preferable.”


    “Perhaps not. But there was never not going to be consequences for what happened here, Morgan.” Surprised by the sadness in his voice, I looked toward him. “What we have done in ridding the world of the demon, in freeing the magics long chained from humanity on the continent and in liberating the elves long imprisoned by their curse… all of that was the quick and easy part. What lies before us now—the rapprochement of the races—will be our real life’s work.”


    “I… had not thought that far ahead, I admit.”


    I hadn’t thought Amhric capable of anything as indelicate as a snort until this moment. “Tell me a new tale, brother mine.”


    “All right,” I said. “Perhaps I had a feel for the scope of the work before us. But it was a nebulous feel, I pledge you.”


    He chuckled. “As none of us are given to see the future, I will grant you that.”


    I grinned at him despite the way it made the skin of my face ache and subsided into a comfortable silence, and this he kept with me.
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    The men who came for us were not gentle. The first yanked me to my feet and when I staggered shoved me upright and said, “Stand up straight or we’ll make you.”


    “I’ll be sure to vomit on your shoes, then,” I said past the blinding pain. “Or if you prefer, I’ll aim higher.”


    This earned me a punch to the gut that flattened me against the bars, and for a moment I lost the world entirely. The sounds of a struggle penetrated my haze and I said, conversationally, “If you are treating my brother as badly as you are me, right now, at this moment, I will destroy you all and care nothing as to the cost.”


    “As if you could,” the first guard sneered.


    “Would you like to try me?”


    “Morgan—” Amhric sounded worried, and that infuriated me. What had they done to him? I pushed myself to my feet.


    “Just come along quietly,” said another of the guards.


    “No, no. Come at us, please,” said the first again. “I would very much like to ‘try’ you, the way so many elves have ‘tried’ me. Do you have any idea how that works?”


    “Yes,” I said. “They tie your hands to a hook on the ceiling and then seal them there with magics you can’t break. And then they stroke you through your clothes in a violation more hideous than anything you can imagine, as if your skin is lacerated and they are digging claws through your spirit and sucking up the blood. And you weep and they laugh and say in a language they think you can’t understand that you are sweet to the taste and they could use you for hours and hours without you running dry.”


    I chanced opening my eyes when I heard no movement, felt no new abuse, and found all six of our captors staring at me.


    “You can’t know that,” a new one said, uneasy. “Not from the inside like that. You’re an elf.”


    “I am now,” I said. “But I was enchanted to seem human. It turns out that elves can also be harvested for magic. Or could, when elves still had claws to do so.”


    “And they don’t now,” the first scoffed.


    “No.”


    “Then how did you—”


    “Look,” the second guard said, “this isn’t our business. They told us to bring up the prisoners. Let’s bring up the prisoners.”


    “Fine,” the first said and approached me a rope.


    “Is that necessary?” I asked, tired.


    “No,” he replied, smirking. “But I want to.”


    I suffered myself to be bound, hands and neck, only because Amhric’s patient gaze reminded me that we would have an easier time convincing these humans of our good intentions if we didn’t protest.


    From our cellblock, once no doubt used to keep humans when elves were ascendant, we were led up the stairs and through what appeared to be kitchens, out into what would have been a courtyard in any other city. In Nudain, it was a fantasy. An enormous cavern that swept downward toward a rocky lip to the ocean, its stalactites and stalagmites extended into arches and carved and painted and inset with precious stones. These arches proceeded up an incline, and as they rose the roof slowly peeled back to reveal the sky and a grassy sward, framed in palms.


    From this enormous space led halls, both deeper into the cliffs and higher toward the buildings I could just espy above ground. At the lowest elevations, the halls were replaced with canals, surging and hissing with the tide as the sea filled them. It was breathtaking, and I had little leisure to enjoy it before we were propelled with little kindness toward a door at the end of the cavern.


    Nudain’s audience chamber had been delved from the sea cliffs and overlooked both the ocean and the courtyard, by way of twin balconies. It may have once been a beautiful and gracious place; it was now cluttered with the ruins of shattered columns and furniture, and there were suspicious smears on the walls. If there had been a throne, or something like one, it had been destroyed; the people awaiting us were standing, and two of them, I was relieved to see, were Ivy and Kelu.


    “Finally!” Ivy exclaimed in Lit, and started for me, only to be stopped by two people with spears. “For God’s sake, don’t be ridiculous. That’s my fiancé. Morgan, these people don’t understand me. Or they’re pretending not to understand me. Kelu, tell them!”


    Kelu said dryly in the Gift, “You’re manhandling her betrothed.”


    “Her fiancé,” a man standing apart from the others said in response to this. “Really.”


    “He doesn’t believe you,” Kelu reported to Ivy.


    Ivy’s frustration was nearing extreme proportions, as anyone could tell from her voice even without understanding the words. “As I’ve been trying to tell them since they dragged us here—”


    “Enough,” a second human, a woman, said to Kelu. “Tell your human to be silent.” Without waiting to hear if Kelu did, she approached me and gave me a look that made her seem remarkably akin to an elf: as if I was something to be sized up and dismissed as inconsequential. “So. Come to put down the little rebellion, have you.”


    “Ironically enough, no,” I said. “I came to liberate you and the genets.”


    She laughed. “Oh, ripe one! Please, tell me another!”


    I glanced at Kelu. “I presume you two have been explaining our mission at length and they aren’t interested in listening.”


    “To be fair,” Kelu said, “we did arrive with Tchanu, who’s responsible for the humans here being food. This isn’t exactly Erevar.”


    “Where is Tchanu, anyway?” I asked.


    The woman slapped me. “When you are allowed to ask questions, elf, you’ll be told.”


    Ivy’s growl was not encouraging. When my headache permitted the formation of distinct words, I said in Lit, “Don’t kill them yet, my love.”


    “If they hit you again, I’ll do worse than kill them.”


    Kelu offered in the Gift, “She’s going to hurt you all if you aren’t more careful with her property.”


    “Her property!” The woman facing me laughed. “You have her well and truly indoctrinated, don’t you. Did you take a fancy to her? Separate her from the herd? She doesn’t know how the rest of us live.”


    “She doesn’t know how the rest of you live because she wasn’t born here,” I replied. “She speaks a wholly different language, you’ll note. And doesn’t understand the Angel’s Gift.”


    “She is pretending,” the woman said.


    “You really are stupid,” Kelu interrupted.


    “For a genet,” one of the guards said, “You are incredibly insolent.”


    “I was the first genet,” Kelu said. “They fixed that in all the next versions.” She folded her arms. “And those are my elves, and this is my human, and I want them back.”


    This development gave them pause. If they’d worked for the liberation of both humans and genets, then they could not fail to accommodate Kelu… but it was plain that they considered all elves their enemies and that nothing would satisfy them but the complete extirpation of the race from the Archipelago.


    “All right.” Kelu lifted a furred hand. “You think that’s asking too much. I’ll compromise. I want my two elves,” she pointed at me and Amhric. “My human,” now Ivy. “And my two friends, Emily and Serendipity. You can keep the rest.”


    “Kelu!” I exclaimed.


    “It’s the best I can do,” Kelu said in Lit. “Tchanu was personally responsible for using a lot of these people. Her guards—the ones that lived—either were in on it too, or they’re from other blood-flags and have no one to protect them. I can get you all free or no one.”


    “She may be right,” Ivy said. “They are full of rage, Morgan. As I imagine they have the right to be.”


    “And you.” The woman had moved on to Amhric, where she stopped, arrested by him in the way that all were when they moved to consider him. I could well imagine the gentle compassion in his eyes, and how unwelcome it would be to her. “No defenses?”


    “I am his defense,” I said.


    She snorted. “Until you decide you need to sacrifice him to your ambitions. I know how elves work.”


    “Do you?” I said. “How old are you? You can’t be over twenty years.”


    “She’s seventeen. But I’m not.” The man, who’d been silent up until this point, joined her. He was no graybeard, but there were lines beneath his eyes that suggested he was older than he looked. He regarded Amhric with reluctant interest; well I could read the distaste in his movements. “I don’t recognize you. You’re not one of Nudain’s.”


    “I belong to no blood-flag.”


    “That doesn’t happen,” the girl said.


    “It does for the king,” Amhric replied.


    “A king of elves?” The older human hesitated.


    “Excellent,” said the girl. “Let’s kill him and behead their nation.”


    “It doesn’t work that way,” Kelu said from behind them. “Until now he hasn’t had the power to do anything. He’s here to bring all the elves under his rule, so you’re better off making friends with him and convincing him to hear your cause than you are killing him outright.”


    “She’s right,” I said. “Do you kill him, your descendants will be forced to bear the burden of surviving while the Archipelago erupts into power struggles that will make your own quest for freedom far more difficult to bring to fruition.”


    “Our descendants.” The girl folded her arms.


    “Yes,” I said. “Because if you kill him, I will kill you. I accept that your guards will slay afterwards, but they won’t reach me before I reach you.”


    “Are you not going to tell your aggressive guard-cat to stand down?” the man asked Amhric.


    “I would not. He loves me, saved me from slavery in Suleris, and has warded me through multiple battles with the walking dead and a fight against demons.” Amhric glanced at me and smiled, rueful. “To counsel him against violence in my defense would be….”


    “Cruel,” I said.


    “A waste of breath,” Amhric said.


    “Very pretty,” the girl said. “Fine show of loyalty when we know that you people have none, nor finer sensibilities either.”


    The older man was watching the interplay between us with a furrowed brow. Noticing it, I said, “Have we perplexed you? Not fitting into your preconceived notions of how elves behave, are we? What if the genet is right? What if befriending us is your best chance for liberty?”


    “Is it?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said. “For reasons I would be glad to explain if you would stop treating us like prisoners.” I grimaced. “And allow my beloved to see to my head.”


    “That for your head!” the girl exclaimed, and cuffed me on the temple.


    The world erupted into noise and motion; Ivy’s scream of rage, the scuffle of boots, the floor meeting my ribs an instant before it met my head.


    When I could see again there were four guards on me, and four on Amhric. Ivy had been added to our number, wrenched to her knees and imprisoned by another three people; while Kelu remained free there were two men before her with spears, watching her warily. And there, I thought, we might have come to a gruesome end had it not been for purest luck, for as the yelling in two languages finally began to die down, a handful of genets entered the room: yellow-coated and brindled and silver and sable, they came with the apparent intention of reporting something to our captors when they espied Amhric.


    Nearly as one, they stopped in shock as the magic in them recognized the magic that had made them. Their tails trembled, and their ears, and their eyes grew round... and then they cried out and ran for him. As his astonished guards watched they pushed into my brother’s lap, throwing their arms around him, rubbing cheeks against his and purring and lapping at his skin.


    “What the hell?” said the girl. “What are you all doing! Pepper? Moonlight? Marzipan!”


    “What, did you name them all after dogs?” Kelu said, disgusted.


    One of the genets clinging to Amhric looked over her shoulder at the girl, and her confusion was plain on her face. “But Diantha! It’s the Sire! Don’t you know him?”


    “The Fount!” agreed a second, who leaned back to look at him, then let her gaze rise to the guards. Incredulous, she said, “Why are you holding him down? Let him go!”


    “Let him go!” said the girl—Diantha. “He’s an elf!”


    “He’s our father,” said a third genet.


    This revelation astonished our captors into silence. Capitalizing on it, Kelu said, “They’re right. Amhric was imprisoned in Suleris and used to fuel the magics that made the genets. The elves raped him just like they did you, and for the same reason.”


    Ignoring her, the older man said carefully, “He… lay down with you?”


    All of the foreign genets stared at him, ears sagging: as one would look at a madman, or someone who’d committed a horrible solecism. Their disgust was manifest in the voice of the first when she exclaimed, “No!”


    “Then how do you… you call him father?”


    “He is a part of us,” the third genet said. “We would know him anywhere.”


    “Even if some of us hadn’t seen him escape from Suleris,” agreed the first. She looked past Amhric at me. “It must have been you who helped him? But you look like an elf now. You were human when I saw you.”


    “I was apparently always an elf,” I said. “My mother, wanting to save me from the depredations of our kind, bore me among humans and enchanted me to resemble them.”


    “Oh,” whispered one of the genets. “She was smart!”


    I couldn’t help my laugh.


    “There are no good elves,” Diantha said stubbornly, with a brittle anger I found ominous.


    “A lot of them are rotten,” Kelu said. “Some of them aren’t. These two would help you, if you let them.”


    “They were seen with e Nudain,” the man murmured.


    “Yes, well, they didn’t know her well.”


    “Kelu!” I said.


    “It’s true,” Kelu replied, unrepentant. “Can you vouch for her behavior prior to knowing you?”


    I grimaced.


    The genets had resumed murmuring to Amhric, obviously distressed at his state. The first stood finally and said, “Ikaros, this is our father! You can’t treat him this way.”


    “Your father the king,” Kelu added.


    “We could be princesses!” exclaimed one of the genets, much to the amusement of the others. My brother, I saw, was very happy… had his nose in the fur of the golden genet, who had an arm around his neck. I saw the seep of tears off his auburn lashes.


    “Shall we be your princesses?” added the golden one, leaning back to look at him.


    “You will always be kin to me,” Amhric said. “And my daughters.”


               


     


     


     

  


  
    [image: Chapter 22]


    This is how we came to sit at a parley table with the new leader of Nudain: solely at the insistence of genets who now teasingly called one another princesses. I saw Kelu’s incredulity with their behavior and could not blame her for it: we were both accustomed to the slavish obedience of the genets, and while these genets remained biddable and naïve, they showed far more agency than either of us expected. Observing them, I thought a great deal of it could be laid at the feet of their new human ‘masters’, who did not think to act toward the genets as keepers; lacking the discipline of their former lives, they defaulted to an innocence that seemed uninterested in the future. They did their best to serve humans who wanted no service, and kept to themselves—and now to Amhric, to whom they clung with gleeful abandon.


    “Nudain,” Ikaros told us, “is ours. There is no elf here who is not dead or imprisoned.”


    We had been allowed to leave the first audience chamber, to eat and refresh ourselves, and—most importantly for me, to have Ivy see to my head. Afterwards, new human guards had escorted us to a smaller room with a table, where Ikaros alone was seated; the remaining humans stood against the walls, watching us with unfriendly eyes. Amhric’s cloud of foreign genets had accompanied him and draped themselves near him; he had, I thought, at least two heads on his lap.


    “What happened to our guards?” I said.


    “We killed them.”


    He and I stared at one another as I digested this and sought some reaction to it that made sense: anger. Confusion. Grief. What I felt mostly was numbness—and resentment—and fortunately Kelu rescued me before I said anything regrettable.


    “You,” Kelu said. “Killed ten elven guards. Even with a hundred humans, or whatever it was you attacked us with, that doesn’t seem likely.”


    Ikaros leaned back in his chair, arms folded. “Our ability to use magic lacks subtlety compared to the elven mode, but it’s amazing what surprise will do for you. Thus far no elf has expected either our defiance or our magic. That has been sufficient to guarantee us victory.”


    Emily, who stood at Ivy’s elbow, was serving as translator. Listening, Ivy said, “Victory, but for how long?” At Ikaros’s quizzical look, she clarified. “You have conquered Nudain, or so you say. But Nudain is only part of the Archipelago. What will you do now? Sweep through the remainder of the islands and set up your own new human dictatorship? One with elven slaves?”


    Emily winced. “Mistress Ivy, this is a bit harsh....”


    “Tell him,” Ivy said.


    Once she had, Ikaros stared at her, then said, “Some of us would, perhaps. Many more of us would set up a human nation without elven slaves. Because there would be no elves.”


    Kelu sighed. “Well, I see how this is going to go.”


    “Have you heard from other blood-flag territories?” I asked. “Have there been rebellions elsewhere?”


    “All over Serala, humans have been fighting their elven captors,” Ikaros said. “Some places are still contested. Others, completely pacified.”


    “And Erevar?” I said.


    He paused.


    “No fine answer for Erevar, I see. Have Kemses’s humans rebelled against their elven ‘captors’? Have they destroyed or enslaved the elven population of the city? How has it fared there? Have you sent messengers?” I lifted my brows. “Or have you sent armies yet?”


    Ikaros shook his head. “They are our enemies.”


    “Some of them are,” I said. “Some of them aren’t.”


    “That remains to be seen.”


    “A situation that will obtain permanently if you kill every elf you meet.”


    This startled a guffaw out of him. “Are you always so dry of wit, elf?”


    “My name,” I said, “is Morgan Locke. And you find me at somewhat of a disadvantage. My wit is usually even drier, but a turn in your dungeons has fatigued me and I find myself a trifle more pedantic than normal.”


    “Morgan Locke. Not an elven name.”


    “As I said—”


    “You weren’t born here.” He studied me. “You do speak Gift with an atrocious accent.”


    “It’s true,” Kelu said. At my askance look, she said, “It’s not as if I haven’t tried to train it out of you, but you have a Lit accent.”


    “I think it’s precious,” Emily murmured, and we all stared at her.


    “He is what he says he is,” said one of the foreign genets. “Ikaros, you must listen to these emissaries. We cannot continue to live like this, killing everything, wary of everything. Eventually we will die.”


    “You always counsel peace,” Ikaros said. “Because you hate conflict.”


    “Do we not all long for peace?” Amhric said, quiet. He had a hand on the shoulder of one of the genets. “Is it virtue to love conflict?”


    “It is virtue to love conflict if the alternative is slavery,” Ikaros said.


    “And if the alternative is to water the Archipelago with blood until there is no one left?”


    Ikaros’s brow furrowed. “Hyperbole.”


    “Philosophy,” I offered. “You speak to a king who cannot offer violence to anyone.”


    “To anyone,” he repeated, skeptical.


    “He can’t raise a hand to a single person, even if they threaten him with worse than death,” I said. “It is how he came to be trapped in Suleris’s clutches. His magic won’t serve a violent end either.”


    “And how does this paragon of pacifism go on?” Ikaros asked.


    “With me to kill everyone who tries to harm so much as a single one of his eyelashes,” I said. And sighed. “You seem more reasonable a man than your peers... or if you are not you hide your bitterness better. Given that, I need your help.”


    “You! Need my help!” He laughed. “Yes, you do, given that you are my prisoners!”


    The genet at Amhric’s side growled.


    I lifted a hand to still them both. To Ikaros, I said, “The era to which you—we—belonged previously has ended. The elves are no longer immortal. They are also no longer exiled. I intend to take most of them with me through the Door to the continent, where we will, I hope, once again integrate with the human nations there. Those nations are numerous and powerful and will soon be producing mage companies to bolster their existing and long-experienced armies, so you need not fear for their safeties. If indeed you care?” I cocked a brow at him in challenge, for he’d been looking mutinous. When he honored me with a jerky nod, I continued. “It is my heartfelt wish that the Archipelago should also move to a more just system of governance, and that we might establish a relationship of mutual advantage. Since technically the islands still belong to the elves, and since by your own confession you have not succeeded in exterminating them all, it would perhaps behoove you to consider a more radical solution to your problems.”


    “That being?” he said, wry. “Let me guess. Cooperation.”


    “The woman sitting next to me is my betrothed,” I said. “And I am the prince of elves. Do you really wish to make war on a nation with a human queen?” As he considered Ivy in narrowed-eyed silence, I said, “You note she doesn’t understand the Gift because she wasn’t born here. She wasn’t raised in chains. There are other possible futures for humankind, Ikaros. Wouldn’t you rather one that didn’t involve watching your own back until some elven slave knifes you in it? Or is that your goal? To re-create Serala, but with human masters and elven food?”


    No one interrupted this silence as Ikaros considered me, one finger passing over the cleft in his chin. At last, he said, “You ask a great deal, Master Locke.”


    “I ask that you help me to build something sustainable,” I replied. “A people cannot flourish in a state of perpetual paranoia.”


    His sigh now made him look tired. “Be that as it may—and I concede the point—there are sacrifices that will have to be made in order for our more militant members to agree to even the concept of peace.”


    “For instance?”


    He met my eyes. “You came with Tchanu. You cannot know what that means.”


    I didn’t, no, and I suspected I wasn’t going to like what I heard. “Will you let me talk to her?”


    “Diantha would say that letting you do so would be to let you conspire against us.”


    I glanced at Amhric... and at the genet who’d been most vocal in his defense. “Then let her serve as chaperone.”


    The golden genet lifted her head, ears sagging. “Me?”


    “I trust your discretion,” I said. “And I have no doubt Master Ikaros trusts your allegiance. Does he not?”


    Ikaros opened his mouth to opine and then stopped when the genet looked toward him. He said, carefully, “You’re very forgiving, Marzipan.”


    “I still can’t believe you gave them pet names,” Kelu interrupted, her teeth bared. “And you call yourself guardians of freedom!”


    Abashed, Ikaros looked away.


    “Go on,” Kelu said. “Tell us you don’t trust a genet. I’d like to hear it.”


    So of course, he said, “I’ll allow it. But Marzipan... I hope you will report anything to us that would endanger us.”


    “Of course,” the genet said.


    [image: ***]


    Tchanu e Nudain was being held in a cell like the one I’d woken in, but alone in her block. The guards left us with her and retreated to the end of the hall to provide us with a semblance of privacy. Marzipan the genet, who’d said no word to me on the journey, settled in the corner as far from us as possible; from the flare of her nostrils this was less out of respect and more because the elf stank of blood and less pleasant things. She was in terrible condition, so disfigured I found it difficult to meet her gaze.


    “On purpose,” she said. The words were slurred, but distinguishable. “They do it. To use up my magic. They tear me up. I heal myself. I have nothing left to attack them with.”


    Remembering Carrington and her sheaf of swords, I said, “I know the approach.”


    She managed a smile. “Why are you here? I can’t imagine it’s to free me.”


    “Why wouldn’t you imagine that?” I asked, crouching across from her.


    “Because I am who I am. And they are who they are.”


    “Nothing is so simple, e Nudain. Or did you not fight alongside humans less than a week ago?”


    “Foreigners,” she muttered.


    “Humans, all the same.”


    She sighed, and the flex of her skin made the wet blood on it glitter.


    “They tell me,” I said, “that you were chief among their torturers.”


    She eyed me then, an expression betrayed by a gleam across sclera set in a face that was otherwise barely recognizable. “You ask if I used them for food? The answer to that is yes. What else? You say things are not so simple. You are right. Say I give up using humans for fuel. Then the elves who have no such compunctions come, destroy me and my family and all those who look to me for protection. This is better? If the choice is between us dying and other people dying, what choice is that?”


    “Kemses did not abuse his humans,” I said.


    “Kemses e Sadar held a single city in the entirety of the Archipelago. Why do you think that is?”


    I grimaced.


    “You will have to tell them, Prince. Yes, we used them. Yes, we used them to death. But some of us did it from necessity. Would they have chosen differently had it been them?”


    For the first time, the genet spoke. “But you used the humans cruelly, Mistress.”


    “You call me Mistress?” Tchanu snorted, a wet sound. “And yet you do not defend me?”


    “She’s being polite,” I said.


    “She is being insolent.”


    “Is she right?”


    Tchanu hesitated.


    I leaned toward her. “Are you now to tell me that you were one of the elves who enjoyed the violation of humans?”


    “No!” she exclaimed. “I did not violate them. I enjoyed them, yes. But I did not enjoy cruelty, or misery, or pain. I did not torture them.”


    “But did you give them a choice?” I asked.


    “Of course!”


    I searched her gaze for something I could bring back with me, something to justify what she’d done. I found nothing. For such as Tchanu, the pretense of consent was sufficient. She had no context for understanding that someone who feared retaliation, whose entire life depending on a mistress’s goodwill, would say ‘yes’ even when they wanted to say ‘no.’ But she really hadn’t had that context. How could I blame Tchanu for developing a conscience in a society where what she had done was the least of the evils committed by her own peers? By their standards, she was all that was kindness—had probably in fact been considered eccentric for the small liberties she’d thought she’d been bestowing on her slaves.


    Those slaves saw it differently. Her kindness had been menace wrapped in her own self-justification. And now they wanted to kill her for it.


    And I... I had just saved Troth and the entirety of the continent in part because Tchanu had helped. Not just by pledging to me and to Amhric in the courtyard, but by accompanying my party to the demon and safeguarding me while I danced with Sedetnet in an otherworld of his making. She had most certainly taken our part because she’d seen no choice. But since doing so, she’d been loyal.


    “I’ll do what I can,” I said.


    “Thank you,” she said, and did not add my title because we both knew she didn’t believe I’d succeed.


    Marzipan followed me up the stairs. The guards didn’t trail us, perhaps judging that she was sufficient, which was well, because what I needed, more than anything, was a corner where I could stop thinking for a while, and stop presenting a perfect façade of confidence to the world. “Do you suppose,” I said as we emerged into the courtyard, “I might sit for a while, in the sun?”


    “Up there?” She glanced toward the fields.


    “Yes.”


    She flipped her ears sideways, considering, then nodded. “You won’t run. You love your betrothed and your brother and your genets too much to leave them.”


    “How is it that you know this and Ikaros and Diantha do not?”


    “I don’t think they believe in love anymore,” Marzipan replied. “So I don’t think they’re willing to trust it in others.”


    Startled by the perspicacity of this observation, I stopped to regard her. She met my eyes, looking up at me with all the earnest attention of her kind, and unbidden I found myself saying, “You remind me of someone I knew.”


    “You knew?”


    I nodded. “I think she would have liked you.”


    We climbed to the fields and there I sat, hands on my knees and face lifted toward the sky. Cloudless, just like Troth’s had been before the battle... but hot rather than chill. The blue had a different cast thus: more sultry, more vibrant. I listened to the sea’s rolling boom, and the hiss of the wind through the nearby palms, and I wondered how in God’s name we were going to heal the wounds of the Archipelago.


    “You are distressed,” Marzipan said at last, hesitant.


    “Unavoidably.” I smiled a little. “What will you tell Ikaros of my meeting with Tchanu?”


    The genet wrinkled her nose, pondering. Then, hesitant, “That it was complicated.”


    “Complicated! Yes. I suppose.” I glanced at her. “Was e Nudain your mistress?”


    “No, Master. Tchanu e Nudain did not keep genets; she favored human pets. But some of her family members liked genets, and I belonged to one of them. He was....”


    “Cruel?” I guessed.


    “Complicated,” she said, smiling at me. “He had a hunting cat he raised from kittenhood and when it died he could not bear to raise another. But he missed having pets. So he bought a genet. He liked me to do the things his cat would do: sleep on the rug by his feet, or lick his cheek, or eat from his hand. And he treated me as I thought he must have treated his cat. Kindly, but not like a thinking creature. He preferred me not to speak.”


    “What a bizarre existence,” I said. “I would have gone mad.”


    “It was not bad,” Marzipan said. “We had an understanding. And many genets have worse masters.” She shifted, curling her tail around herself. “I was a recent purchase, so I know little of this blood-flag, and of Tchanu almost nothing but hearsay; she left not long after I arrived. The other genets tell me that she liked her pets to enjoy themselves, but that she was blind to their more subtle signs of unhappiness. Only when they dared make much of their repugnance would she leave off. I don’t know that she was a bad elf. But she was insensitive, and nothing in her role made it necessary for her to learn otherwise. All the elves beneath her took their lead from her: many were more heavy-handed, but they all offered what they thought was license but what the humans felt they could deny only at great cost to themselves. The resentment is... very bad, Master. In part because some of the humans and elves might have found each other pleasing otherwise.”


    I put my face in my hands.


    “It is very bad, isn’t it,” she said.


    “The only reason I say it is not impossible is that I lately spent several days killing the walking dead, a thing I would have disbelieved up until the point where they slit my throat.” I let my hands drag down off my face and glanced at her. She was darker in hue than Almond had been and had eyes bright as aquamarines, but there was something similar in her bearing, more so than in Emily’s or Kelu’s. “What would you do in my place?”


    “I would have to first know your aims,” she said slowly.


    “I—” Fumbling to a halt, I frowned. What were my aims? ‘Come to the Archipelago and free humanity and the remaining genets,’ certainly, but beyond that I had thought that Serala would remain elven territory, and that the humans and genets would return with us. Why had I made that assumption? What greater right did the elves have to this land than the humans who’d helped them survive on it? What if they didn’t want to leave their homes? Why should they be the ones to uproot themselves? In favor of those who enslaved them!


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I thought I did, but I’m afraid a good part of my intent involved making decisions on the behalf of others without consulting them first as to their desires.”


    She cocked her head, ears canted toward me. “That matters to you?”


    “Of course it does.”


    “It wouldn’t matter to every elf,” she offered as, I thought, apology.


    “I know,” I said. “But I was raised human.”


    Marzipan nodded. “Maybe that’s what everyone needs. To be born and raised as something else. Then they’d understand one another.”


    “Would that they might,” I said. “Alas, we will have to muddle on without such easy solutions.” I pushed myself upright, reluctant. “I won’t keep you from reporting to your master any longer. Thank you for the liberty, Marzipan.”


    “I don’t think of you as a prisoner,” she said. “No matter what the humans say. You are our sire’s brother, which makes you family too.” She stood up, brushing her fur off. “May I ask you who I reminded you of?”


    “You may,” I said. “She was… well, I knew her as Almond. I suppose she was one of the Almonds. But she was my Almond, and I loved her.”


    “What happened to her?” Marzipan said, trotting alongside me as we started back down the slope.


    “She died to save my life,” I said. “And then a most amazing thing happened.”


    Marzipan glanced at me.


    “An angel came,” I said, and saw not the ground or the courtyard or anything before my eyes, but the flash of light. “An angel came to her.”


    For the first time in our acquaintance, Marzipan sounded shaken. “Angels don’t come to genets.”


    “They do now.”


    She said nothing all the way back.
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    “So Tchanu was a human raper,” Kelu said. “We are all surprised.”


    “I’m surprised!” Ivy said. “She treated me well!”


    “Of course she treated you well,” Kelu replied. “You were with Morgan. Morgan’s the prince. Tchanu responds to power, that’s all.”


    “It’s not all,” I said heavily. “Because she helped us, and she is owed something for that. At very least a fair trial.”


    “How could anyone here grant her a fair trial, though?” Ivy asked. “There won’t be an impartial person on the whole Archipelago. The elves will support her—”


    “—Unless they think tearing her down will let them maneuver into her place,” Kelu interrupted.


    “—and all the humans will want to hang her,” Ivy finished, and sighed.


    We’d been assigned a single room, the better no doubt to guard us, and it was in this room we were now conferring. Ivy and I were on the settle together, with Emily at our feet. Kelu was perched on a chair, tapping her fingers impatiently on the arm. And Amhric was sitting on a pillow, hands resting on his knees. He looked tired.


    “We can’t stay here,” Emily said, trying for a firm tone and succeeding only in sounding frightened. “I like the other genets, but the humans… they’re crazy.”


    “What did you expect, given how they were treated?” Kelu said.


    “They’re crazy like they might kill us on a whim,” Emily replied, ears flattening. “And I don’t care what was done to you, that’s not right. We haven’t done anything to them!”


    “I’m not sure we can leave,” Ivy said slowly.


    “We can,” I said. “The genets will let us escape. But what profit in that? Fleeing makes us look guilty. We need to establish ourselves credibly here if we are to accomplish anything. Which brings us to what, precisely, we want to accomplish.” I met my brother’s eyes. “I had a goal here, and it looks most of the way done already. What remains? What would you have us do? You are the king, and these are your elves.”


    “Haven’t you just said it?” Ivy asked. “Whether they like it or not, the elves are at least our responsibility. What the humans want to do is theirs.”


    “But who owns these cities?” I asked. “Who has the right to the plantations, the harbors, the ships? A Serala with a liberated human and genet populace is only possible if the emancipated wish to uphold that society. Otherwise, they will tear it down. And then what? We bring the elves to our sides and then flee with them to Troth and never return?”


    “And are you going to bring all the elves?” Kelu asked. “Or just the ones who’ve never tortured someone? Because if you’re only bringing the good elves with you, then you’re going to be pretty lonely on the trip back to Vigil.”


    “There might not be any bad elves left to bring,” Emily muttered.


    “Amhric?” I asked.


    He was studying the fingers of one hand, a slight furrow on his brow. “Morgan, why do you suppose you were raised human?”


    “Because my mother wanted to save my life, presumably.”


    “And do you believe in God?” He looked up at me, and this look was almost shy.


    “I would have to by this point,” I said. “Or be forced to believe I hallucinated Almond’s visitation. And… I manifestly did not, for her choice unbound us.” I paused, then smiled ruefully. “Rather a scholar’s reply, isn’t it. ‘I now have evidence, naturally I believe.’ But this is not faith.”


    “No,” he allowed. “But having found your way to belief at last… can you think that there might have been a plan in your having been born of Evertrue?”


    “And coming to love humans,” Ivy murmured. She shivered at my side. “It does seem… a strong coincidence, doesn’t it?”


    “Maybe you’ll explain what the two of you have already apprehended,” I said.


    She straightened the folds of my vest, smiling, and this was a painfully complicated smile, and had too much of sorrow in it for my taste. “Tell me, my dearest… what happens after we return to Troth? Presuming our confederates are successful in their mission, and Troth is willing to acknowledge the elves as a new nation on their northern border.”


    “Then, I suppose, we build that nation,” I said.


    “You have duties for us, then?” she said. “I will marry you and, I suppose, read the books of the athenaeum and write a treatise on the use of magic against revenants. Chester will do all that he can to avoid marrying Minda, and probably fail, and in desperation turn to becoming the king of all the new trade routes to the Archipelago. Guy and Radburn will… find something to occupy themselves, but it will probably involve elven brothels, if they have such things. Guy may eventually go into politics to please his uncle. Radburn—will probably become a poet and die young of dissipation.”


    “Radburn a poet!” I exclaimed.


    “I can see it,” Kelu muttered, ears flat.


    “Can you imagine us thriving in that life?” she finished, resting her palms flat on my chest.


    Obediently I made an effort. Radburn the dissipated poet… God help him. And me, for no doubt he’d want to foist his first efforts on us before publishing them. If, I thought suddenly, I had the time to hear them. What guarantee that I would have the leisure I had before this began? I was now a prince, and my brother’s people were obstreperous when they weren’t actual villains, and teaching them to once again behave like normal folk rather than tyrants would necessitate all my living energy.


    This was Ivy’s point, wasn’t it. “You suggest that I have come out of all this with purpose and a position and work to do… and none of you have that security. Despite having become accustomed to living in the high excitement of a fairy tale.”


    She nodded. “And here you have the Archipelago, which has been rent asunder by the conflicts between human and elves, and which desperately needs… people like us. Who weren’t born here, to this history of oppression. Who know elves who don’t want to be masters. There may be many ways to heal this rift, but the surest one must be the influx of third parties. Third parties like us.”


    “You’d want to come here,” I said. “And brave the political climate that will develop.”


    “I’ll come here with you when you brave it,” she said. “And come here for you, if you need a representative and you are otherwise busy. But I imagine you’ll want Chester here first, as he speaks both languages. There will be more than enough work for Guy and Radburn as well if they wanted to undertake it. We could be years, helping to mend the quarrels here, or facilitating those who want to immigrate—or emigrate. We could be useful.”


    “It’s good to be useful,” Emily murmured, and started when Ivy nudged her with a foot.


    “We will need genet liaisons as well.”


    “For all the ten years or so it will take for the remainder of the genet population to live out its lifespan, and die,” Kelu said.


    “Then for that decade, you will not want for work,” Ivy said firmly. “It is awful to want for purpose. To think of a life in which you can do nothing useful.”


    How long ago it was that Ivy had sat with me on a blanket and confessed to being unable to imagine what she would do with her education once she’d completed it. How melancholy she’d sounded! She had hoped for something more; so did we all, perhaps.


    “So you think,” I said to Amhric, “that I was raised among humans in part so that I would be able to bring this unique perspective to the task of unifying the Archipelago.”


    “I think,” Amhric said, choosing the words carefully, “that the situation here calls for more sensitivity than we assumed.”


    “And you are a sensitive elf,” Emily offered.


    “Our task, then, is to win the trust of the people currently in control of large portions of Serala, I assume?” At Ivy’s nod, I said, “And this we should not anticipate happening instantly.”


    “These humans don’t have a king the way the elves do,” Ivy pointed out. “Humans don’t operate on mysticism.” At my look, she laughed. “Yes, I know, fine words from someone lately mired in the muck made from decaying undead bodies, of which we were warned by folk tales and a Church created by angelic visitation. But you know it’s true. We live in an enlightened age. We all struggle toward fairness and liberty and equality—” Kelu snorted and Ivy continued, “Even when we fail.”


    “So we should pave the way for Chester and Radburn and Guy, and you when I can bear to have you from my side,” I said. “Well, let’s see what we can do, then.”
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    “What you can do is find out who’s been killing all the men we send out to this corner of the isle,” Ikaros said, pointing out an area on the map. A seething Diantha stood behind him, but kept her peace.


    The map was itself a revelation. Staring at it wove it into the landsense, which began to tug at me, urging me to look west. Would it always be thus, I wonder? That I could navigate by sight and magic? Like some preternatural bird, always flying south for winter? How peculiar!


    Other than the landsense’s prodding, I could discern nothing of the locale. Because, being the man of leisure that I was, I had not had time to ask Chester to teach me the glyphs. “Some elven hold-out, I presume.”


    “And deadly.” Ikaros nodded. “I don’t fear to tell you that no one’s come back alive from there. I’m tired of losing people, and so is Jonthil—my counterpart over in Ekadet. But whoever’s over there is creeping into our territory and we can’t afford to let them keep winning land from us.”


    “So you’d like us to go and find a way to make them stop,” I said. “Shall I bring them to a parley table?”


    “We don’t parley with elves,” Diantha said.


    I raised my eyes from the map to her face and she blanched—anger, not fear.


    Ignoring her, Ikaros said, “If you can bring them back to talk, I’ll listen. No other guarantee.”


    “I wouldn’t expect one,” I said politely. “Will you send someone to accompany us?”


    “They’re elves,” Ikaros said. “I suspect they’ll respond better to you if you show up without a company of armed humans.” He grinned, showing teeth.


    “I suppose,” I said. “So long as I can take my entire party with me.”


    “Not Tchanu,” Diantha said.


    I glanced at Ikaros, who smoothed the edge of the map before saying, “She stays. She can hardly keep the pace you’ll be setting as injured as she is.”


    Meeting his gaze, I said, “I trust she’ll be in one piece when I return. And by that I mean ‘alive’ as well as in one piece.”


    Ikaros held up a hand to stay Diantha’s protests. “In one piece, and alive, yes.”


    “And my guards?”


    “Are dead,” Diantha said. “Didn’t you believe us when we said so?”


    “All of them?”


    “All of them,” she repeated with spiteful pleasure.


    I had schooled my face, I thought, but something in my countenance caused Ikaros to say, “We were ambushing what we thought to be an enemy force. To give them the time to respond would have been suicidal.”


    “You ask me to believe all of them died in the fray? I suspect,” I said, “some of them were subdued, and then killed in cold blood.”


    “We thought they were our enemies,” Ikaros repeated.


    “Take care lest you become like them.” I stood. “We’ll go find your elf. But if you kill them at your parley table—”


    “We won’t,” Ikaros said quickly. “I am not an unreasonable man.”


    I nodded and took my leave of them.
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    “So that’s it? We’re leaving?” Emily asked.


    “Nothing’s that simple,” Kelu muttered.


    “No,” I agreed as our horses were brought out to us. The wind ruffled the grass on the slope leading from the courtyard, where we were waiting. I had not wanted to tarry, given permission to go. I spoke in Lit, lest we have eavesdroppers. “No, they believe they have sent us to our deaths, obviously. They want no parley.”


    “Are you certain?” Amhric asked, quiet.


    I glanced at him and sighed. “Their leader might,” I said. “In his mind, perhaps. As an intellectual exercise. ‘Why yes, it would be a good idea to seem a reasonable man, open to compromise.’ But in his heart he doesn’t believe we’ll succeed. If we return with whomever it is responsible for their troubles, he will not be glad of it.”


    “So what are we going to do?” Ivy asked.


    “We are going to go see if we have an unexpected ally in the corner of the continent. Or if, as Kelu is about to remind me, most elves are perfidious and this one will welcome a king even less than a human army.”


    “So… in keeping basically with our habits so far,” Kelu said. “Throwing ourselves into stupid situations and trusting they’ll work out.”


    “I have put together a plan or two, here and there.”


    She flipped her ears back and snorted. “At the last minute.”


    “As any student will tell you, nothing focuses the thoughts like a deadline.” The horses arrived and we grew quiet, seeing to the packs. The deaths of our guard had left us with a sufficiency of mounts, but Emily still preferred to ride behind Ivy. Kelu, though, chanced a beast of her own; one of the more placid ones consented to bear her, despite her odd smell, and she lifted her chin, holding the reins in her furry fingers with obvious pride. It was the one moment of pleasure I had that day, seeing her thus.


    As we rode out, I tried not to notice how sadly deficient our train had become and failed. “I am glad to be going. But I had not anticipated leaving behind the graves of most of our party already.”


    “You didn’t really know them,” Kelu said.


    “They were mine to safeguard all the same.”


    “No,” Kelu said, tail twitching over the back of the horse. “That was their job. To give up their lives for you. Which they did a little more enthusiastically than necessary, but still.” She fingered the reins, letting them slacken in her grasp, watching the horse’s reaction with more interest than mine. “You need to start getting used to that. You’re the prince of elves now. The last one left you the title and everything. You have one job—protecting the king. Everyone else has to fend for themselves, or for you.”


    I winced.


    “She’s right,” Ivy said.


    I did not reply, and spurred the horse on. Nor did anyone trouble me for leaving the conversation unfinished. I led because the landsense drew me, and they followed, and that was well for several hours. To be free of Nudain was a relief; to be allowed the silence to struggle with my ambivalence over Tchanu and my distress at my own lack of reaction to the deaths of the guard… Kelu was right, I hadn’t known them well and it was their duty to die for Amhric, and for me. But I did not want to be the kind of man who didn’t mark their passing, save as a matter of tired duty.


    When at last my attention strayed outside my own skull, I found Amhric riding alongside me. His mien was solemn by nature, though it was the solemnity of one in love with God, that found both wonder and joy in equal measure to sorrow… but even so, I could tell his mood was graver than usual, and I knew what had presaged it. I waited, head bowed, for the inevitable.


    When it did not come, I looked over at him.


    “Did you expect me to say it?” he asked.


    I grimaced. “I did, yes.”


    “Did you need me to?”


    I hesitated over that answer, fingering the reins the way Kelu had. How had they felt to her? Knowing that she was directing a beast by herself for the first time? Those responsibilities did not find me gladsome. Grateful, perhaps, for that I never wanted to become the sort of man who could shrug them off. But not glad, the way Amhric could be glad in duty. Could I?


    I said, “Please,” and realized I meant it with all my heart.


    He stretched over to rest a hand on my wrist, and fearful that he would fall I reached back for him and we rode hand-in-hand. “This is what it has always felt like for me, knowing you would die for me.”


    “I hate it!” I exclaimed. And then, marshaling myself, “I beg your pardon. That was not very politic of me.”


    He laughed. “No, it wasn’t. But I would never want you to be politic with me.”


    “We are always politic with the ones we love,” I said. “To spare them pain.”


    His fingers squeezed mine. “Spare me none of your pain, my brother.”


    I flushed. “I don’t suppose it grows easier. To accept the sacrifices of others.”


    “No,” he said. “And I don’t think you will forgive yourself easily for counting the sacrifice of those you love higher than the strangers you have not had the opportunity to befriend.”


    “But I knew them,” I whispered. “I touched them in their souls, where magic dwells.”


    “Then you knew them, a little, as God knew them. But a spirit is... like a pearl underwater. Some keep their hearts and minds so clear we can see straight through the surface to the treasure of that pearl. Others bury that pearl so deeply, and under so much silt and mud, that we may never find it. May in fact lose ourselves in the attempt, and drown.”


    The metaphor struck me, and for some time I rode in silence, holding his hand, concentrating on keeping our horses abreast so I wouldn’t have to drop it. At last, I said, “What shall we do about Tchanu?”


    “What we must.”


    “Hardly an answer,” I said.


    He chuckled. “As surprising as it might seem, dear heart, I don’t have them all.”


    “And that,” I said, “comforts me. I cannot love an angel as I might a saint.”


    “I hope you will love a brother best of all, because I hardly qualify for sainthood.” He grinned, merry suddenly. “We will see all of this through. We were born for the task and we will not fail.”


    “No,” I said. “If only because failure would occasion such inconveniences as to make any respectable man succeed.”


    He let my hand go. Pressing it to my breast, I said, “I wish things were easier.”


    “Wish rather that we might be strong enough for the things that come to us.”


    [image: ***]


    When he had fallen back to ride with Kelu, Ivy joined me. “Feel better?” she asked, her tone all that was tender.


    “A little,” I said. And, hesitant, “It does not distress you, that I might need him?”


    She looked away, a blush tinting her cheeks. Laughing self-consciously, she said, “On the contrary. I like it very much, to love a man who does not fear to have an open heart.”


    “Do you think I do?” I said, finding the notion unlikely.


    “Oh, Morgan,” Ivy said, and nothing more.
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    Our destination was not close, but we put the distance to use when Ivy requested that we begin teaching her Angel’s Gift. Kelu muttered about having already done this before but willingly began anyway. Between the three of us, myself and the two genets, we spent the ride profitably in the advancement of my beloved’s education. Amhric rarely contributed to these lessons, not out of any reticence, but because his attention was elsewhere.


    “What is it?” I asked one day after we’d stopped. He was staring toward the horizon with the breeze brushing his hair off his shoulders, as if petting him.


    “Would you like to feel?”


    Startled, I said, “If I can?”


    He set a hand on my upper arm, fingers relaxed. I trained my gaze on the distant edge of the world where the haze of grass met the pellucid blue of the late afternoon sky, thinking that this was what had drawn his attention… and I continued in that belief until the sky and the world around me grew dense with currents, coiling and spilling in slow motion from one side of the vista to the other. I could not see them, but my sight strove to render them; I could not hear them, but there was something of the sound of water in it anyway, or wind. A smell, of distant lands and near ones, sun-bronzed grass and snow mingling in harmony, a taste like pepper and mint and yet not a taste.


    Amhric’s voice was close and yet seemed attenuated by these sensations. “When the continent’s magic was freed, it was as if a great constriction on the world released. Now it pours freely, following patterns I only barely grasp. But I am meant to grasp them.”


    “And keep demons from us thereby?” I asked.


    “On that count I am no longer so certain,” he admitted. “I had believed that it was magic demons craved, for that was what we were taught. But I begin to think that where there is power, there is temptation toward darkness. Magic merely exaggerates that potential. So where there is magic….”


    “Then there are people at risk for their blandishments?” I tested the revelation against what we’d survived while watching the tide of magic wash through the field, unhurried, obeying its own natural laws. “I think it a more credible hypothesis than the one we’d held before.”


    He chuckled. “I suppose we will have the testing of it in our lifetimes.”


    “Perhaps.” I glanced at him. “And you? If you believe that the work of the King-Reclusive is no longer necessary?”


    “I think it is, just not for the reasons we’d assumed. I have been watching, now that we have leisure to do so. And there are still places where the magic of the world is pinched or trammeled. When I can, I loosen them. If magic is an expression of joy close to God, it belongs in movement. Like us. We live only so long as we move through life.”


    “A philosophy of magical stewardship.” I smiled, a flicker of my mouth. “Why not. We will have time to see if it suits, or if you really should be building dams rather than opening channels.”


    He nodded. And added, “I apologize if I am distant.”


    “You’re not distant,” I said. “You are more here than any of us.” I gathered his hand off my arm and kissed the palm. “Come, our supper is calling.”
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    So it went, with Kelu and Emily explaining the lack of verb conjugations to Ivy and playing vocabulary games, and Amhric continuing his study of a world freed of the continent’s knotted magics, and me, wondering what lay before us.


    What eventually came to lie before us was—not unexpectedly—a manor in the style of the ones I’d been in and out of before. My experience of elven seats prior to Nudain’s nouveau cliff-side dwelling had been like Suleris’s, graceful but sprawling in tropical parks and manicured gardens, with windows open to the sea breezes. In fact, it looked familiar enough that I found myself puzzling as we rode closer. I had a visceral memory of those gates which had surely not come from Suleris or Erevar—


    “Naturally we’re here again,” Kelu said, ears flattening.


    “Here again?”


    “This,” Amhric said, low, “is Amoret’s manse.”


    I almost reined the horse in, and the arrested motion communicated itself to my mount, which caviled and tried to chew the bit into its mouth and out of the hand of its apparently inept rider.


    “They didn’t tell you?” Kelu asked.


    “They showed me a map. It was labeled in the Gift.”


    “Which you can’t read.” Kelu touched a hand to her brow. “How do you even know this is where we were supposed to go?”


    “The landsense brought me.” At the blank looks I received from most of our party, I elaborated. “When I saw the map, the landsense woke and began tugging me toward the place Ikaros indicated. I have no reason to disbelieve it.”


    “Perhaps this Amoret is dead?” Ivy said. “There has been a coup, after all. There’s no reason to assume she lived through it if she is as evil as you suggest with your dismay. Some other elf might be commanding here, or perhaps a rival human group?”


    “I wouldn’t gamble on that,” Kelu muttered.


    “At least we have nothing to fear, do we?” Emily said, hesitant. “The prince is prince over all elves. If an elf rules here, she must bow to him, yes?”


    “She’d better hope to be dead instead,” I said, grim, and urged my horse back into motion.
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    We reached the manse in the gloaming, beneath a sky tense and disturbed by wet winds that whispered of clouds offshore. I resented the world for sending a storm to oversee this meeting, as if I needed to draw parallels between it and the last events that had labored on beneath stormwrack and rain. It was in this foul mood that we were received by the gate’s guardians, and they were in fact elves; the sight of two elves riding alone with their pets occasioned no suspicion on their parts, for they greeted us with every evidence of welcome and opened the gates for us.


    “We have had little news of others,” said one. “But we’ve been accepting stragglers and refugees for some time now. If you know anything, particularly of the other isles, our lady will be eager to receive you.”


    I reflected that she would be eager to receive us whether she wanted to be or not and said, “We do have news, yes.”


    “Ride on,” said the first. “You’ll be greeted at the manor proper. They’ll get you a good meal and a bath.”


    “I’ll be glad of the latter,” I said. “I would hardly want to meet a lady without one after the riding we’ve been doing.”


    “I can imagine!” He grinned. “And welcome, strangers, to the blood-flag Sutumon.”


    Once we were riding down the lane alone, I said to Amhric, “Not a blood-flag I’ve heard of. Have you?”


    He shook his head. “Either it is not Amoret, or she’s taken a new name.” A pause, almost infinitesimal. “But I suspect the latter. The glyphs used to write Sutumon. They mean shelter. And vengeance.”


    “It could be some new elf,” Emily offered.


    Because all elves were likely to be bloodthirsty? I said to my brother, “You knew her better than I did. Is this in keeping with her character?”


    “Of course it is,” Kelu said. “She was a petty, power-hungry tyrant.”


    Amhric looked at Kelu then nodded. Once. That was all, and from him this was betrayal of a wound in one who easily forgave and forgot such wounds.


    Would I kill her the moment I saw her? I feared my own temper. The woman who wanted to be queen, who wanted a baby from a man guaranteed to furnish her with one and all the status that pregnancy would have conveyed. The woman who had sent me away to be raped repeatedly by her lowest elven servants. The woman who had given my brother to his worst enemies. The woman who had seen Almond “disciplined” for failing to procure a prince who met her expectations of the title, when Almond had been right.


    My hands flexed carefully on the reins. Above us, the sky grumbled, and sent a low hissing wind over bright grasses, sourced from a dark horizon.
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    We were met at the door, as promised, and greeted with every expectation of friendship, as if elvenkind had not lately been at war with itself. The revolution of servant against master must have been far more widespread and more successful than we’d imagined for Amoret to be taking in anyone of the same species. Or perhaps this was her way of having all her guests off-balance: treat them like friends to ensure their complacency, and then kill them later if she decided they wouldn’t suit her plans. Whatever the case, we were given two separate rooms, and baths of sweet-smelling hot water to use, and trays of food and new clean clothes, and all this was luxury beyond speech after so many days traveling.


    “Women don’t wear much around here, do they,” Ivy said, looking at what had been left for her. I glanced at the diaphanous length of cloth she was holding to her body and was glad we’d had the privacy to indulge ourselves prior to that point, because if I hadn’t the sight of her under so much sheer cloth would have been an impossible distraction.


    It was still a distraction, just... not quite as urgent.


    “It extends to your shoulders,” I said. “That makes it modest as elves count such things. Many elven women go bare-breasted.”


    “I’m glad I’m not an elven woman, then. Saints, think of what Guy and Radburn would say.”


    “Think of what they will say when they get here,” I said, amused.


    She laughed and dressed, and if she wore two of the gossamer shifts rather than one in an attempt at propriety, she was still cooler than she had been in her old clothes... and as beautiful.


    “How bad will it be?” she asked, quiet. “This woman.”


    “She is spoiled and petulant and now has a woman’s power,” I said. “But beyond that... I fear myself more than I fear her.” I sat on the low bed and leaned over my legs, my hands clasped together between them. The last time I’d been in Amoret’s manor, such ease of posture would have been beyond me, but these observations had grown less frequent. I was becoming accustomed to having a working body, and the memory of my life of constant pain receded.


    Was that how Amhric managed his easy forgiveness? Did he simply let everything fade as nature ordained?


    Ivy sat alongside me. She’d brought my name out to rest over the thin fabric, and I focused on the creases its weight created over the slope of one of her breasts... watched them shift as she breathed and her ribcage lifted. Despite all Amoret had tried, Amhric was free and so was I. We were here on our own errand, and forewarned of her we could handle whatever she planned. I sighed, let as much of my agitation escape as possible.


    “That’s better,” she said. She rested her hand on my chest beneath her ring, traced it with a fingertip. “You’ll be fine, my love. I promise. You are not the monster you think power could make of you.”


    “Yet?” I said.


    She laughed. “Ever.” And added, still playing with the ring, “Even if I don’t think much of it for women, I rather like the elven aesthetic for men. Bare chests suit you very well!”


    “Do they,” I murmured, amused.


    “I shall demonstrate,” she agreed, and pushed me back onto the mattress.


    We both gave thanks afterwards for the conveniences of magic, that could warm water and make it clean again.
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    By the time we were sent for, the rain had begun. We were led from the guest house, which was outside, under covered walkways toward the manorhouse proper; even protected from the brunt of the weather, we were damp by the time we arrived, for the humidity was inescapable. On Ivy and Amhric and I, the results were merely unfortunate. The genets suffered far more, though. Seeing them, I remembered Suleris keeping their cages outside and the casual way the genets had confessed to being left to the rain, and my anger rose again. This woman had been in league with that blood-flag. It made me wonder why she was here on the Archipelago. Why hadn’t she followed her allies through the Door?


    We found her on a cushioned bench, being fanned by elves, and the incongruity of this was so distracting that I forgot to lunge for her throat. Why were elves filling the roles of servants in her house? Had she decided to trust no humans at all? And where were her genets, for she’d obviously had them if she’d been sending Kelu and Almond to the mainland on her errands?


    “So,” Amoret said, lazily. “The king returns.”


    “Amoret,” Amhric said. He paused, searching for words, and said finally, “You live.”


    She laughed. “Is that all you can think of to say? Given all that’s between us?”


    “It’s all I have,” he said, and after a moment finished, “Or want to give you.”


    “Not the welcome I was hoping for,” she admitted. “Given that I have granted you refuge.”


    “Refuge!” I exclaimed, unable to hold my tongue any longer.


    “Yes,” she said, her eyes sliding to me. They started on my face and moved down to my feet before making their leisurely way back up to my face. It was obvious she liked what she saw—and equally obvious that she didn’t recognize me. Perhaps she had poor distance sight, as I had? That seemed improbable in an elf, particularly female. “Refuge. You had noticed the war going on?”


    “Is that what you’re calling it?” I asked. “A war?”


    “What else?” She shrugged one slim shoulder. “The slaves are rebelling. Unfortunately, they’re doing so successfully. Sutumon is one of the few places in the Archipelago where elves can be safe.” She considered me again. “And you are, my fine sir?”


    “That,” Kelu said from between gritted teeth, “is the prince.”


    She glanced at the genet and said, “Oh! You! I’d thought you dead!” She leaned forward, frowning. “In fact, I was sure you fled me, in defiance of me as your mistress. But I see I was wrong, and you were still at the work I gave you, seeking the prince? Well done!” She rose and approached me, intent. “This is certainly the one. I can tell. Now that I’m paying attention.” She curtseyed to me in the elven fashion, smiling past her clasped hands with eyes gone sultry, all lowered lash and engorged pupils. “Forgive me, my prince. I had given up hope of ever finding you.”


    This... this surpassed all belief. That she not only didn’t recognize me, but was now trying to cozen up to me! I had left my staff behind in favor of the more discreet knife for protection. I was glad now I had deprived myself of the temptation of using the weapon of my office on her. “You can tell, can you?”


    “Oh, certainly.” She lowered her eyes, affecting a demure nature everyone in the room knew to be alien to her, including Ivy who had never met her and couldn’t understand most of the words she was using. “I had thought to court the king, but I see that was wrong of me. Amhric was always meant for hermitage, and requiring anything as worldly as mating out of him was wrong. Cruel, even. You, though... you are cut of different cloth.”


    “Very,” I said dryly.


    “I am Amoret e Sutumon,” she said, offering me her hand.


    I took it and said, “My name is Morgan Locke.”


    She froze.


    I smiled. “Ah, yes. You might remember me now.”


    “I... this is... this is some sort of jest!” she exclaimed, scowling. She tried to jerk her hand back but I kept it. “You use the name of a human—”


    “That your genets brought you from the mainland, wearing an elven name around his neck,” I said. “And whom you promptly dismissed as a fakery, and then consigned to the kitchens. As food. Your lackeys fed on me before they abandoned me to be dragged to my cell by another human. Did they tell you that they were sampling the goods you probably intended for their betters?” She was now trying harder to retrieve her hand but I kept it. “Despite having decided I was worth nothing to you save as fuel, you nevertheless sent an armed party in pursuit of me when I escaped, and no doubt you would have found some entertaining end for me had Sedetnet not claimed me instead.” I lifted my brows. “Now do you recall?”


    “This is monstrous!” she hissed.


    “I quite agree. That you should still live after all that you have done, to your prince unknowing and your king with full understanding? That you should have escaped the retribution of your human slaves when so many other elves have died?” I shook my head. “Had I not had recent proof of God’s goodness, I would surely question it now.”


    Her breath had quickened, and anger had flushed her cheeks. Once they’d been impossible in their marmoreal perfection; even now, absent the enchantment’s trapped-in-time perfection, they remained distracting, to one who cared to be distracted by her. I did not, which is how I was able to snap a command past her at her fan-bearers. “Don’t.” Instantly they checked their advance, but their uncertainty was palpable, so I said, “This ship, gentlemen, is sinking. Do you really choose to go down with it?”


    Apparently they did not, for they made no move to aid their mistress.


    “And now,” I said. “What shall I do with you, Amoret?”


    She lifted her chin. “Your brother would not like to see me killed at your hand.”


    “Possibly true,” I said. “Fortunately he has conveniently abnegated all responsibility for your fate—or indeed the fate of anyone who gives him offense—into my hands.” I smiled at her. “You may appeal to him for mercy if you wish. He will probably grant it, with regret, before you die at his feet.”


    The red flush of anger had blanched away. “You would kill me in my own hall. Knowing that you would probably not escape.”


    “I’m sure we would, actually. I am prince here. I can make that very clear to anyone who might test me. Or how do you suppose I am here? And all the Archipelago wracked with rebellion? Have you thought to ask where your little confederates are? Suleris’s blood-flag heads? Nudain’s? Ekadet’s?”


    “You want me to believe you killed them. You, who were so weak you couldn’t even stay the hands of my minions.”


    “Your... minions.” I dropped her hand, feeling soiled. “Really, Amoret. You pass belief.”


    “Well?” she said. “Are you going to kill me?” She folded her arms. “I don’t think you have it in you.”


    “And if I left you alive?” I asked. “Would you work against my aims, and my brother’s?”


    She laughed. “I don’t know. Would you marry me?”


    “Sadly—for you—I am already betrothed. And you will not lay a hand on Amhric while I live.”


    “And you have no convenient extra brother?” She lifted her brows.


    Amhric’s interruption startled us both. “Amoret? I don’t understand.” He drew closer. “You sought a child because to have one would have made you singular among elves. Because the enchantment made so many of us incapable of fruitful union. Now that we are no longer bound, why are you still seeking that aim? There will be no power in it, not as there was before.”


    “And if I said I didn’t care?” she said, arch.


    “I wouldn’t believe you, certainly,” I said.


    She sneered at me. “You wouldn’t. Being male, and incapable of bearing a child.” She rested a hand on her belly, and if the gesture was rehearsed or intentional I could see no signs of it. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted a child? All my life, I’ve wanted to be a mother, and the enchantment took that from me.” She glared at us both. “Yes, I sought you both. Yes, I wanted you both. The royal gifts give enhanced virility to its carriers. I knew if I had a night with one of you, I would finally have my child. It would spare me from years of trying with this man or that until I got what I wanted.”  Her gaze turned vicious, lips peeling back from her teeth. “What do men know of this need? Nothing! You have no idea what it’s like, to want to grow new life, to bear it. To hold it in your arms. To you the act is another conquest in a bed, and even when not, it is some foreign process that takes place in someone else’s body. You will never understand.”


    Amoret could have chosen no better appeal to arrest me... because it was true, and because—I glanced at Ivy—I feared that I might be consigning someone I loved to this very disease. Would Ivy become an embittered, twisted creature one day because of what I had denied her by accident of birth? Would she forgive me for our barren union? Or would she go to her grave hating me for it, even if she kept that hatred secreted away in her heart where I might never see it?


    If this was all that afflicted Amoret, giving her the chance to fulfill that desire would heal her. Was that not what Amhric would counsel? What God would? What a coup it would be, to reclaim Amoret for goodness...! And yet to spare her would be a risk, and ask much of us all. She had done us grievous ill.


    It was for me to decide, and I opened my mouth without knowing how I would decree.


    Kelu swept past me, palming my glass blade from its makeshift sheath, and leapt for Amoret’s throat. We were all too slow to stop her, even the guards, who stood petrified by the unexpected violence. Standing from the body as blood spread in a widening pool around the enormous wound in the elf’s neck, Kelu said, “You would never have been able to trust her.” Bending, she wiped the blade on Amoret’s skirts. When she offered it back to me, I took it, numb. “And all that about only wanting a baby for a baby’s sake was a lie, anyway.”


    Striding away, Kelu paused at the door. “Well?”


    “Well what?” I said, hoarse.


    “Well, are you coming?” Kelu said, dry. “We just beheaded the Sutumon blood-flag. Someone needs to take over.”


    I looked one last time at Amoret’s body, at the shock of red on pale gold floors. Then I squared my shoulders and went to do the work.
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    This, then, was how Amhric and I came to express our sovereignty over the remaining elves of the Archipelago. Not by returning in state to show them our power and demand their allegiance and their obedience in freeing their slaves... but by killing the last blood-flag head before the humans reached her. There was a grim propriety in it, for the elves that had colonized Serala in their exile would have been hard pressed to recognize any authority not accompanied by murder. But I felt no better, acknowledging the necessity.


    At least the transfer of authority was painless. I’d expected to fence for primacy with whatever subordinates Amoret had kept hungry and suspicious of one another, but she had suffered no one with ambition to take shelter with her. The two elves who’d witnessed the brutal killing of their mistress by the new elf’s genet servant had spread the news by the time we’d finished scouring the main building for anyone with authority. We exited it to find a crowd of elves awaiting us, all of them eager to pledge allegiance to us. I found the entire scene distasteful, but fortunately I was only an accessory to this process. Where people were willing, it was for Amhric to attach them: it was what he excelled at, and I was grateful to allow him the task. It gave me time to nurse my ambivalences in silence at his side, and no doubt my grim countenance did much to assure anyone with doubts that crossing us was ill-advised.


    It was a long day, and by the end of it all I wanted was a bath and a bed. What I received instead was Kelu, sitting on the mattress when I arrived ahead of Ivy, who’d gone to bespeak a bath of elven servants who were suddenly very deferent to the prince’s pet.


    The genet began the conversation by saying, “You’re welcome. Now what do you plan to do with these people now that your brother’s gone and pardoned them all their offenses? Which I think was a stupid thing to do, but he’s done it so you’re going to have to make the best of it.”


    “And are you going to let me make the best of it?” I asked, stripping off my stole. “Or are you going to steal that decision from me as well?”


    She rolled her eyes. “You can’t honestly ask me to believe you wanted Amoret alive.”


    “Even if I did—and I’m not saying that I did—you could have left her death to me.”


    Kelu snorted. “So you could suffer pangs of debilitating guilt for the rest of your life?”


    “I did kill full half the elves Temeret and Isis brought with them to the mainland,” I said, and to my credit my voice only barely broke on the word ‘kill.’


    “Yes, and you hated every moment of it,” Kelu said. “I assure you, I enjoyed every second of Amoret’s death. I only wish it had taken me longer to kill her, but that glass shard is meaner than any sword I’ve ever seen. It felt like it wanted to kill her.”


    I did shudder then, and folded my arms. “I stand by my words.”


    “That you can execute elves when necessary?” she said. “Of course you can. But they were strangers to you, Morgan. Amoret, you knew. You would have spent your whole life wondering if you made a fair judgment, or if your hatred clouded your vision. And in the end, if I’d let you make the choice, you would have spared her because of your hatred. Because you never would have been sure if you were making the right choice, so you would have felt constrained to make the one that could be fixed if it turned out you were wrong. And then the woman who had Almond beaten would still be alive, and I would have had to kill her at some point anyway. This way, at least, we’ve been spared all the harm she would have done between now and then.” Kelu slid off the bed. “And Ivy’s about to come in with your water, so I’m off.”


    “To do what?” I asked. “Kill more elves?”


    She grinned, all teeth. “No, I think I’m done for the day. And so are you.” She headed for the door and added again, “You’re welcome.”


    I was still standing where she left me when Ivy entered with the water, and at the sight of me she shooed the elves away who’d accompanied her. She handed me a pail and said, “Our future palace should have better plumbing.”


    “Ivy—”


    “Don’t.” She shook her head. “Emily told me everything that woman said and now, I imagine, you are in some mortal terror that I am going to transform into her... which, I might add, is hardly flattering. Luckily for you years of higher education among an almost entirely male student body has desensitized me to casual insult.”


    “Ivy!” I exclaimed. “I would never—I didn’t mean—”


    “Any insult?” She cocked a brow at me, poured the water in the tub. “And yet you think I’m going to turn into a harpy just because we can’t beget our own babies?” She snorted. “Evertrue is full of orphanages, Morgan. You were one of those orphans. Do you recall?”


    “I do,” I said, hoarse. “But—”


    “But?” She sighed. “My dearest. What you have to face is that this isn’t my fear. It’s yours. You want a child of your own—or a child by me, maybe, one of the two. You’re the one who fears what we might become without that.”


    “Sometimes we change our minds about what we want,” I said at last.


    “Sometimes we do,” she agreed. “And sometimes what we want isn’t possible.”


    “But if you—”


    “Morgan.” She gripped my arms. “It’s you that I want. It’s you that I’ve always wanted. If you want children, we’ll adopt one. Or several! If you want a child of your body, you can have one after I’m dead. If you want a child of my body, we can make arrangements, I suppose. Maybe Chester will serve.”


    I thought then that my skin would burn off with the force of my blush. “God, Ivy!”


    She laughed. “All right, maybe not. But that day in the field where you shared the magic between us?” She tilted her head. “We both love you, Morgan. It might serve. As a last resort you understand, as I love you, not your friends.”


    “I think I need to sit,” I said, grasping blindly for the edge of the bathtub. She was giggling, and I shot her a severe look. “You are awful!”


    “I love you,” she said, unrepentant, all merriment in her voice and her eyes: finer in that moment than any elf, enchanted or not. “Now into the bath with you, so that I might remind you.”
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    But I could not sleep that night until well after midnight, when Amhric let himself into our room. Ivy was already slumbering, cheek on my chest and all her warm brown hair spilled over my arm; she didn’t stir when my brother sat on the edge of the bed. I looked up at him, and I thought all my heart was in my eyes, for he cupped my face with a small hand. For a long while we did not speak, and that was well, for I needed his touch as much as any speech. But at last, my brother murmured, “She would never have been content.”


    “Was that a reason to see her slain?”


    A smile curved his mouth. “You speak my words, but you are not Amhric, Morgan.”


    So I spoke mine. “I wanted her dead. For you, for Almond. For me.”


    He nodded. And after a moment, confessed, quiet, “So did I.”


    Startled, I said nothing.


    “Kelu made us both a gift,” he said. “Even though we would not have accepted it had she asked us to. But it doesn’t change that she was right about Amoret. She would never have been content. In the end, she would have had to die.”


    “To say so seems to usurp God’s privilege.”


    “To say otherwise would be to abdicate our responsibilities. He gave us free will, my brother. To fail to exercise it in the face of evil is not mercy.” He looked away. “I would have done it myself, had I been able.”


    Having never heard anything like this admission from him, I sat up a little. When he turned his gaze back to me, I saw pain in it, and anger, and dismay.


    It was impossible not to love Amhric, but I had always loved him as one loves an angel, a saint, a sunrise, a child. Helplessly, and as something perfect and apart. The sight of his struggle with resentment and pain...


    I reached for him and drew him close. It was I who kissed his temple this time, not him: and his closed eyes, and his mouth, before using my free hand to frame his face and wait until he was willing to look at me. So abashed and so uncertain and so real: here was a man I could love as a person as well as a king. I’d made a vow to him on the strand of Kesína, over clasped hands on an iron staff. Here I renewed it with something gentler, for the years that would stretch before us. They would hold challenges but not, I trusted, quite as violent.


    “Sleep,” I said, soft. “Without dreams. In the morning, we have our work.”


    “We will always have that.” He smiled, though. “Thank you. Morgan.”


    After he left, I curled Ivy back into her previous position and rested my chin on her hair. My sigh released something in me I hadn’t realized had been awaiting freedom. So much to do yet, but I trusted that it would be done.
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    In the morning I sent out the decree: we were leaving. I revealed that plan to my personal party while we broke our fast, over an hour after I’d sent the elven servants to distribute the news.


    “Leaving?” Emily asked. “All of us?”


    “All of us, and every elf,” I said. “We’re heading for Nudain. As Ikaros patently did not expect us to succeed he didn’t explain what proof he’d accept of that success. Therefore, we are bringing him the most irrevocable proof I can provide.”


    “You want to traipse into Nudain—which I remind you is full of homicidal humans with grudges—with an entire train of elves who were lately killing them.” Kelu’s ears were splayed; she obviously couldn’t decide whether I was mad or stupid.


    “I do, yes,” I said. The Archipelago’s bread was unleavened and soft, and at breakfast it was served with gem-like marmalades derived from tropical fruit. “If there is to be any hope of this working, Kelu, the remaining humans have to see me as an authority over the elves, and a power against which they should probably think twice before defying. Openly, at least.”


    “I think it’s crazy.”


    “So advance me a better plan.” I poured Ivy chocolate and myself water.


    “I can’t think of one,” Kelu admitted, grumpy. “If you leave all these elves here someone new will elect himself leader and since Amoret left no one alive with the spine to stand up to her, the person who’d succeed her would be a panicked prey animal whose reaction to any threat would be to either cower or attack all out. Thinking through the options would be the last thing on his mind.”


    I didn’t interrupt. It seemed impossibly long ago that Almond had suggested that Kelu served the role of advisor-to-the-prince. Kelu had dismissed the idea, but as usual, Almond had known us better than we’d known ourselves. Kelu made a superlative advisor and she probably didn’t realize it.


    “They’d die,” Emily offered. “If we left them here. Some humans would come and kill them, without Amoret to make them vicious.”


    “Maybe,” Kelu muttered. “Probably.” She rubbed her head, disheveling her hair. “So why don’t you just take a few?”


    “I don’t know,” I said, innocent. “Why don’t I?”


    Kelu eyed me, ears flattening. I waited her out, and she said, “Because if you only took a few Ikaros wouldn’t believe you when you said you spoke for all of them.”


    I nodded. “It’s not that I like the choice I’m making. Only that I believe it to be the best of many bad choices.”


    Kelu snorted. “Fine. I’ll give you that. But I’d like to see how you prevent a bloodbath once we arrive.”


    I would like to see how I managed it myself, but it was, as I’d noted, the best of many bad choices.


    [image: ***]


    From my new southern elven nation—what remained of it—I received surprisingly few complaints. Either Amhric had won their hearts, or Amoret’s death had left them casting for any direction, but whatever their motivation they followed us. I was not glad to see it; while I abhorred what the Archipelago had made of elven culture, I knew it had once been proud and beautiful, and I knew it could be so again. This nadir had been as much humanity’s doing as the elves’, and we both had much to answer for in it. Seeing the column trudge out of Amoret’s manse, I renewed my resolve. There was no separating elf from human in all this. If we were both to find our way, it would have to be together... because it was together that we had pushed one another off the path.


    I reined in my horse and sent it racing back up the field to the front of the line where my own awaited me. It would be a long journey with so many of the elves on foot, but I felt at last that there was an ending in this: not to the story entire, but to an ugly chapter in it.


    With a sigh, Kelu said, “I guess if you’re going to gamble, this is the best gamble to take.”


    “Truly,” I said, “my predecessor would be proud.”


    She snorted and turned her horse toward Nudain, and I let her lead.
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    We were halfway through our journey when Emily, shading her eyes, said, “I don’t think there are any birds that size on the islands....”


    Following her gaze, I started. “That is no bird!” And dismounted before the approaching drake could startle it into carrying me away. Ivy and Amhric joined me and together we waited for the silhouette to swell into that welcome shape, and then the drake was running off its momentum, great wings sweeping down with a sound like an enormous drum struck and vibrating. Folding its pinions, it lunged for me and I laughed, wrapping my arms around its nose. “Gently! You are not so small anymore, you will bowl me over! Great heart, good friend. You have been missed!”


    “And what about us?” Chester called from the drake’s neck. “We are poor seconds, I see!”


    “Never,” I said, grinning, reaching an arm for him.


    He laughed. “But ladies first!” He let go of Serendipity, who’d been buckled into the saddle in front of him—a true saddle now, and made to the drake’s measure if my eye was any judge—and the genet scrabbled down its side onto the ground. Once she reached it she bounded for me and squealed. “Master! Master, I can do magic!”


    “What’s this now?” I asked, holding her. “Say again!”


    “Magic!” She leaned back, her lambent eyes bright. “I can do it!”


    “It’s true,” Chester said, joining her. He looked wintry pale beneath a tropical sun, but happy. “We thought it a fluke, but a little experimentation has made it clear she has a talent.”


    “I find things!” Serendipity said, grinning. “At the right time!”


    “You always have,” I said gravely.


    “I know! But now I know that I do and I can make it happen.” She nodded. “I was the one who found you! Just now! Chester said we might not be able to, that the drake would end up flying for months trying to figure out where you were. But I said, ‘no, I can do it!’ and he said, ‘all right, let’s try,’ and it worked!”


    “The first genet mage,” Chester said. “Can you imagine it?”


    “I can,” I said, and laughed, hugged him. “It is good to see you. And not behind bars!”


    Chester snorted. “For what I did to Roland and Powlett? Not a chance. They were apparently killed in the confusion of the undead attack, if you will. Ivy, so good to see you.” He kissed her hands, inclined his head to Kelu and paused at the sight of Amhric. Amhric ignored that hesitation and hugged him, as I had, and he accepted this with humility. Once he’d stood apart, he continued, “I was far more like to be entrapped by the political mess. Locke, that professor of yours... you have no idea!”


    “No,” I said, grinning. “I haven’t. What did he do?”


    “You can imagine the First Minister wasn’t pleased with the prospect of an entire new race appearing out of the past to use up our northern border,” Chester said. “That was until Eyre pointed out that all the countries bordering us now are capable of magic, just as we are... but only we had access to people who could train us to use that magic effectively. At which time, as you imagine, it became absolutely imperative that the elves prefer to ally with Troth than with Candor or Help-on-High. Save that, naturally, the ambassadors of those nations became embroiled in the matter and are now making their own overtures....”


    “God!” I exclaimed. “Poor Kemses!”


    “He’ll live,” Chester said, amused. “I am more worried about Du Roi and Douglas, who never expected to be dragged into the councils of the wise and powerful. Du Roi’s uncle is in transports; he never expected his nephew to follow his footsteps, and here Guy is hobnobbing with the First Minister himself?” Chester shook his head, chuckling. “We haven’t been able to pry him free with a lever since. Poor fellow is about ready to climb the walls for want of a willing woman and a drink.”


    “And Radburn?” Ivy asked.


    “Wants a willing woman or a willing man, he’s desperate enough for either. Of the handful of us, he has the most military background and there’s not a person who doesn’t want his personal opinion on how the battle against the dead was accomplished. The Vessel’s men among them.” He grimaced. “That has been a bad business, I’m afraid. You know the Church made it habit for us to burn our dead—”


    “Yes,” I began, and then halted. “Oh, how clever!”


    “It would have been, yes, had they disinterred the dead of previous centuries and burned their remains as well,” Chester said. “Unfortunately, all over the country the burial rites have been a mélange of customs and habits, and there were enough left over to have made terrible work. In the small towns in particular; outside of Troth it was even worse, where the Church has not spread so densely. The Vessel has been a busy woman, and not in a fashion she enjoys.”


    I winced. “I imagine not.”


    “And you?” He glanced past my shoulder and fell silent. Looking over it, I did as well, for our elves, rather than continuing to trudge past us, had stopped and were now staring.


    As if sensing their regard, the drake arched its neck and spread those wings, and if they were not as vast as the dragons of old, still they cast long shadows, not just on the grass, but into memory. Had not the dragons whispered to me in hallucination? The elves had hunted and destroyed them. Had apparently trammeled their bones into at least one such creation.


    “The elves that remain,” I said in Lit. “There has been an uprising.”


    Chester’s brows lifted. “I see. And now you have the far more difficult task of negotiating the end of a war.”


    “No,” I said firmly. “You have the task of negotiating the end of a war. Because Serendipity, as always, has arrived at just the right time.” I bowed to her, to her delight. “You two, and Ivy, I will ask you and Emily to go as well. Will you go to Suleris and Erevar for me? Find the current leaders there and ask them to come. We will be having a summit at Nudain.”


    Serendipity bounced on the balls of her feet. “I knew we were supposed to be here!”


    “And that you would get yourself and Chester and the drake here!” Emily studied her twin admiringly, then hugged her. “You really are the first genet magician!”


    “I have a title,” Serendipity said smugly.


    “Wait, when did we decide that I was leaving?” Ivy asked, folding her arms.


    “Or me?” Chester added. “I have only just arrived!”


    “I am bringing the remains of the elven nation—or at least, the largest concentration of living elves on the Archipelago, given the size of the remaining isles—to a redoubt claimed by humans with very little desire to parley,” I said. “And if it becomes a contest between myself and the current head of Nudain’s human enclave, then the battle will be personal and intimate and very little will prevent it from becoming a duel. But if we bring other powers to the party, then we have some hope of playing the personalities off one another and securing a truce.” I sighed. “A peace will have to wait. Perhaps decades. But a truce so that we can build that peace… that I think we might accomplish. If we are bold. And if—” I glanced at Serendipity and smiled, “—a certain genet can bring you all back just as we arrive. I think it will do some good for my reputation to be able to summon a dragon to my cause.”


    “You haven’t returned to the topic of my leaving,” Ivy said.


    “I want you to go because I need to send humans,” I said. “And frankly, I want them to be outnumbered once they’re riding back with you. Also, because you are charming, my dear, and the fact that you need a translator will confuse them into pondering whether you might be telling the truth about your provenance.”


    “I don’t want to be parted from you,” she murmured. And sighed. “But I think you’re right. The more humans like us they see, the better.”


    “And now you may tell me why you believe I should be doing your work?” Chester said.


    “Because I can’t,” I said. “Do this work. It needs a human, Chester. Further, it needs a human who can speak the Gift as well as Lit, so it can’t be Ivy, Radburn, or Guy. Or anyone else, really, unless you wish to import a Church scholar… and I suspect you don’t.”


    He hesitated.


    “Do you?” I pressed, brows lifting.


    “I do find the prospect…” He paused. “...diverting.”


    “Mmm,” said I, noncommittal, until he dissolved into laughter.


    “All right, fine, I find it exhilarating, but only if you’ll be present. If this is a process that must be begun by a human, it cannot be ended without elves.”


    “I’ll be there,” I said firmly.


    “Then I suppose we are for the drake again,” Chester said. “And you have only just brought us here, Serendipity! I hope you know the way. All these places are but names to me.”


    “We know the way,” Emily said, serious. “We would never forget the way to Suleris.”


    “But if they do,” I said, resting my hand on his shoulder. “Go south. Erevar is a city on the southern coast near the midpoint of the island. Suleris is on Kesina, and owns all of it, so if you fly south you will eventually find it.”


    “South,” he said with a nod. “That I can do.” He embraced me again, and against my ear added, “I see you managed to remain whole this time. Contrive to continue, if you please!”


    “I would not dare risk your censure,” I said, amused, glad of him. This, I thought, would be his life’s work, and better suited to him than supporting Princess Minda and her parents. His talents would have been wasted in the management of a trade network. Giving him a country seemed meet, even if neither he nor the country knew what I was about yet. “I will see you soon.”


    Ivy stepped into my arms as soon as he’d left them, tucking her head under mine. I sighed and murmured, “And you, stay safe, and come home to me.”


    “Isn’t that the woman’s to say, usually?”


    “Perhaps some other woman, and some other husband, and some other life,” I said. “But we are as we are, and I would have it no other way.”


    “Flatterer.” She went on her toes to kiss my nose, and then allowed me to distract her lips on the way down. She smiled against my mouth. “You stay whole as well. No glass blades, you hear?”


    “Not on my flesh,” I said. “Or at least, not unless by accident.”


    She tugged at the chain holding her grandmother’s ring. “Not even by accident.”


    “My lady commands.”


    “She does!” Another kiss and then she left me, joining the two genets and Chester on the back of the drake. There disposed I saw a good chunk of my heart, preparing to leave me. Kelu had told me too truly: I loved many, and too well, and as I’d said to Ivy, would have it no other way.


    “Godspeed!” I called. “Come back to me!”


    “With your errand discharged,” Chester promised, and then the drake was on its way.


    I could not be long bereft with the hand that lit on my shoulder, though I missed them. Turning to Amhric, I said, “I find I have unexpected hopes for the future.”


    He smiled up at me, eyes bright. “Strange. I find I do as well.”


    “Don’t even try,” I said, laughing. “You have always had hope.”


    “Well. Perhaps.” He smiled. “God is good.”


    “I suppose He must be,” I said, and followed him toward the horses. But seeing Kelu there, awaiting us, I wondered.
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    Revealing my relation to the drake had a salutatory effect on the elves. They seemed both unnerved by my command of a predator out of legend, and proud of me, and these feelings existed simultaneously within them… somehow. I was glad of it, if only because they marched more quickly, and even now and then some sang: long chains of melodies that somehow evoked the blood ladders, divine music bound by mortal throats. I wiped my eyes and made as little of my reaction as I could, fearing that among these refugees were too many villains, and to have my heart sore on their account would lead only to grief if they proved themselves unworthy of it.


    There I found the difference between folk tale and reality. In those stories the choices were as clear as an angel could make them. Would that we all owned such clarity—but then, if we did, what use living here? Heaven would be more fit for us then.


    I thought often of the genets, even with Emily gone. Kelu riding alone on her horse brought me back again and again to the fate of her race. They had not deserved what had been done to them. How could I make it right? How could anyone?


    She did not sleep with us at night, though I made the invitation, and yet her presence remained in her observation about my heart. I missed Ivy, but it was good to sleep against Amhric’s back again. If now and then I said a prayer for Sihret, who too had once held a king in his arms, then perhaps it was unavoidable, given the circumstances. The course I’d set us upon felt inevitable, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t end in violence. Life was precious and fleeting.


    We moved through the Archipelago’s bright sun, endured the occasional tempestuous afternoons, slashed with hot rain and speared with lightnings, which I observed less with fear for ourselves and more in hopes that the drake was far distant from any such similar storms. The days passed, and we found ourselves at last approaching Nudain.


    “Ready?” Kelu asked me in Lit.


    “I was wondering the same of you.”


    She snorted. “I’m just your spare teeth. You’re the one about to get us all into trouble.”


    “And you are surprised. Have I ceased since the moment you met me?”


    She glanced at me, by now an accomplished enough rider to shoot me askance looks without confusing her mount with shifts in balance or unconscious tugs on the reins. “You’ve been making trouble for me since before I met you.”


    “Of course. All the trips to the mainland.”


    Kelu blew her forelock off her eye. “At least it got me away from the elves.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t get too cocky, elf. They won’t be impressed by it in Nudain.”


    “Fortunately for me, I have a rather more persuasive display of my power planned.”


    She laughed. “Your power. Right.”


    I grinned at her. “They won’t know the difference until it’s too late.”


    “Probably, yes.” She shook her head, the sun flashing off the silver ink inside her ears. “I’ll say this for you, Morgan. It hasn’t been boring.”


    “God forfend I ever bore you. You bite me enough when I’m not. I shudder to think what you might do to entertain yourself for lack of any better way to spend your time.”


    She laughed. “Ugh. Go away! Ride up there,” waving a hand toward the front of the column, “and be leaderly.”


    “That’s for Amhric to do,” I said. “But I will keep him company.” As I rode forth, I cast over my shoulder, “I hope you are prepared for more adventure!”


    “Have I mentioned how annoying you are?”


    I laughed all the way to my brother’s side.
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    I had hoped that the drake would arrive just as we crested the ridge for the dramatic impact, but Serendipity’s timing was far more serendipitous than that. When we spotted Nudain, the drake was already perched on one of the building’s roofs, and the shadow of a waiting scout vanished at the sight of us. So it was that we were greeted, and this was for the best, for had not Chester already been there to speak for us I thought we would have been met with ambush rather than welcome.


    As I’d said to Kelu, it was not a good plan, merely the best of many bad alternatives.


    But Chester was awaiting us, with a silent Ikaros and angry Diantha, and all their genets who wanted only to see Amhric. Ivy was there as well, and my Black Pearls… and several strangers, who were later introduced as Jonthil, the new head of Ekadet’s sovereign human populace, and a man I recognized instantly: “Davor?”


    The former steward of Suleris hesitated. “Is it you, then? Your friends said so, but.…”


    “You shipped me off to serve the Fount before Thameis took too great a liking to me,” I said. “It is me, and I remember you.” I bowed, and startled he returned it.


    “You really were an elf all this time. And yet—”


    “And yet,” I agreed, quieter. “But you did save me, sir, and through your intervention I found my brother and freed him. For that you have my gratitude.”


    “His gratitude is pretty useful,” Kelu added.


    Davor glanced at her, then chuckled. “The thanks of an elven prince? Who knows a little of what it is to be human among them?” He considered me, then nodded. “Perhaps I may nourish hopes now that I did not before.”


    This interaction was not lost on Ikaros, I saw.


    The last cluster of three enfolded me before I had time to look at them, but I knew them by scent somehow, and by the reflection of sun off dark curls. Galen and Basilia, Kemses’s beloved human brethren, the latter embracing me in greeting and the former with a hand on my arm. Past their effusive gladness I espied a stranger: not human, but elven, a maid with skin the warm yellow of a topaz, but without the febrile glitter of the enchantment to render it unbearable. But I had wondered if the unlikely hues that graced some elven heads were a result of immortality’s paintbrush, and did no longer, for her hair was braided into a crown as green as new leaves, streaked through with vein-gold yellows. There was something in her face that reminded me of Kemses: perhaps the kindness in her eyes, or their color? So when she offered her hand and curtseyed after I’d captured it, her introduction did not surprise me. “My lord prince. I am Iset e Sadar, Lord Kemses’s niece. I have come with Galen and Basilia to speak for Erevar.”


    “We are glad to have you at the table,” I said. “I make known to you the king, Amhric.”


    Her curtsey this time was deeper, and Galen and Basilia repeated it.


    “Well,” I said to Ikaros. “I see you’ve met my deputies, and I have kindly arranged for the powers that be—so far—to sit at the table. Shall we do so?”


    “After we’ve had something to eat and a chance to wash off,” Kelu added.


    “Your hospitality as hosts of our conference would be welcome,” I agreed.


    Ikaros eyed me, and I could see in him the warring impulses: resentment at my high-handedness, amusement at the absurdity of the situation, resignation that it was going to happen, will he, nill he. At last he chuckled. “All right, Prince Locke. You’ve arranged it all to a fare-thee-well, so who am I to gainsay you. Do, come into Nudain. Make yourselves comfortable. We’ll meet after lunch.”


    I nodded. “Before I may sit to eat and refresh myself, however, I would like to see Tchanu.”


    His mouth twisted, but he restrained himself from uttering whatever it was that wanted egress. Behind him, Diantha wasn’t much happier. But at last, he said, “I’ll have someone lead you to her directly.”


    On the way to the cells, Kelu muttered to me in Lit, “Who is he to gainsay you.”


    “Who indeed.”
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    The parley would probably have proceeded with far more alacrity had I not insisted that Tchanu be allowed to sit at the table. Even my own argued with me about it, if with less acrimony and more concern. “Don’t you think she’ll set the proceedings back?” Ivy asked me. “They remember her as the tyrant of Nudain!”


    “She was a lesser tyrant than most any other elf on the Archipelago,” I said, washing my face in the bowl on the stand. The water was scented with jasmine. “She did not torture anyone a-purpose.”


    “Just by implication,” Kelu said.


    “By thoughtlessness,” I said. “She had power and did not realize that her whims inspired fear in those who dared not disobey them. But she has fought alongside foreign humans now, and she knows, of a certainty, that there will no longer be a Serala like the one she ruled. More importantly, the elves think of me as a usurper, Amhric as an unwelcome figurehead, and Iset as a human sympathizer. Tchanu will appeal to those elves who still remember Serala’s culture with fondness. If we can convince her to convince them to change, then we have a good chance of saving them. Otherwise, they will fall back into old habits, and be sentenced by whatever judicial system I pray we have in place before someone decides vigilantism is preferable to rule of law.” I wiped my dripping brow and sighed. “Trust me, my own, I would much prefer we have only the mildest of personalities at the table. But if we are to have any hope of uniting what remains of the elven populace and binding them to whatever we decide here, then the old guard needs a voice. Tchanu must be there.”


    This background I shared with Chester later, who agreed with me. “It’ll be harder in the beginning, but you’ll win points with everyone. Eventually.” He grinned at my expression and said, “If it was easy, Locke, everyone would play.”


    I snorted. “And that is why I am sending you off to be my lead negotiator. Go forth, sir, and do my works.”


    We had to wait in the hall for him to finish laughing before we could enter the room.
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    Chester was right: Tchanu had not expected me to remember her, much less to bring her to the negotiations as a principal party. Throughout the first session, which consisted mostly of introductions, she kept glancing my way as if waiting for me to pull her up short. When I did not, she cautiously joined the discussion, and showed admirable restraint in not being too forward with her desires or opinions. The humans explained their needs, which were just, and their demands, which were rather less so. The genets spoke little, save to request more calm. Iset and I advocated for the elves, and I thought her hurt expressions far more devastating than any logic I advanced on our behalf, no matter how pragmatic. Other than Galen and Basilia, the humans at the table were not accustomed to elves who grew teary-eyed when hearing described the torments endured by humanity, nor did they expect any elf to agree that they deserved restitution for these horrors. Iset, I thought, would save us, if only by keeping everyone else so off balance they forgot to cling to their grudges.


    After we adjourned, I chivvied my own from my room and prepared it for my guest. I did not have to wait long, for Tchanu requested entrance before I’d had time to pour the sweet citrus waters and set out the pillows. She stopped at the threshold, waiting for the guards who’d accompanied her to evanesce. Once the door closed, she faced me, so like Amoret in her pride… and so unlike her in her uncertainty.


    “Tchanu,” I said. “Sit, please.” I handed her a glass after she’d settled on one of the pillows and took the one opposite her. “You are surprised to be succored, I am guessing.”


    A hesitation. Then she said, “I expected you to abandon me, my prince.”


    “Because it’s what you would have done?”


    This pause was longer. “Because it would have been expedient,” she said at last. “To sacrifice me to the humans to save the rest of your party, and the king.”


    “A poor prince I would be if I was willing to do that casually, and to someone who had lately proven herself to me.”


    “Have I?” She set the glass down, her hand shaking, and then smoothed her palm on her knee. “I fought at your side, Morgan Locke. But I had to.”


    “Once the dead came, yes,” I said. “But prior to that, you defied Suleris to stand with me.”


    “Suleris was my rival. I was glad to see someone cut them down.”


    “And why hadn’t you done so?” I asked. “You had the time, prior to the eruption of... all this.” I waved a hand to encompass where we were and all that had changed.


    She looked away, shoulders tense. “It would have been… messy. To fight them. Such a war… many would have died, even immortal as we were before. An ugly fight, and at the end of it, what sort of victory? I would have ruled the Archipelago complete, but I would have had to build my throne on too many bodies.”


    “The bodies of your enemies.”


    “They were rivals,” she said, stressing the word. “Not enemies.”


    I snorted. “Thameis would have disagreed.”


    “Thameis was a brute,” Tchanu said curtly. “Who loved violence for its own sake. I don’t love violence, Prince Locke. Power, yes. I find power very pleasing. It chafes me to be forced to watch others do badly what I know I do well, and I lead well. But violence?” She shook her head. “You and I have lately seen the ultimate in violence. A battlefield between the dead and the living… the only more senseless scene would be the dead killing the dead. That is what it comes to in the end. Corpses.”


    “You ask why I came back for you, then?”


    “Because I abhor violence?” She snorted. “It can’t be only that.”


    “No,” I admitted. I heard the rattle of dice again, a laugh in my ear, teasing, intimate. “I took a chance. That you were not as inflexible as to shun humans and genets in this new world where they must be our equals.” I lifted a brow. “You are capable of admitting them into the circles of power where you move?”


    “I suppose I must be,” she said. She smiled a little. “I never disliked humans. Or genets.”


    “According to the humans here, you liked them rather too well.”


    “You say this, who have a human to your side?”


    I sipped my water, refusing my first flush of anger. She was a product of her culture. She had to be taught. I was here to see if she was able to receive that teaching. “Would you have married any of the humans you were so fond of?”


    “Of course not,” she replied, startled. And then frowned at me. “And you are planning to do so? It is not a fecund alliance.”


    “The royal gifts do not pass directly through the blood,” I said. “Obviously, or Sedetnet wouldn’t have spent centuries destroying them in the populace. There will be another prince and king, Tchanu.” I grinned. “If you marry well, they may even be born of you.”


    She huffed, but she also leaned back, relaxing. “So what would you?” At my look, she gestured with a hand, absent. “You fished me from the cell and put me at the table for some purpose, I assume. May I know the mind of my prince?”


    “That depends,” I said. “Am I your prince, Tchanu? Or am I simply, once again, the convenient choice?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “You ask me a question knowing full well that there is no way I can answer to your satisfaction.”


    “Do I?”


    “Of course.” Her frown grew more pronounced. “I am no stripling, Prince. Trust is not something won in a day. It must be demonstrated. It must be earned.”


    “No,” I said quietly. “No, Tchanu. Like love, trust is an act, and it is continually in the doing. It is forever fresh, and forever renewed, and it begins with a commitment to that act. Will you then commit to me and your king? Will you meet my eyes here in this room and say words, and make those words into sacred vow with the intent in your heart?”


    Her breath caught.


    I remembered a conversation beneath an oak, and the woman who’d reminded me there of uncertainties and promises and painful truths about the future. Perhaps I had loved the university, not for its protection from the world I’d feared I would never enter... but because in my heart I acknowledged the glorious and terrible truth that we were never finished works. That we could never rest, because this life was our school, and the moment we ceased to learn, we abdicated our responsibilities to each other, and to God. Quietly, I finished, “You cannot know the future, Tchanu, and neither can I. That is what makes our promises to each other in this moment meaningful. Because we will give those promises in full acceptance of that uncertainty.”


    “And you,” she said, low. “You will also make one.”


    “I am your prince, Tchanu. If you accept me, then you know I will never leave you in any cell I can free you from. And few cells will not open to me.”


    “No,” she breathed. “No, I believe you.” She closed her eyes, fisting her hands on her knees, and when she lifted her her head I knew before she met my gaze that she was mine. “Then you are my prince, Morgan Locke.”


    “And you are my liegewoman.”


    She lowered her head and in that silence we both composed ourselves. After a sip of her water, taken from a glass that trembled, she said, “So, then. What is it you want of me at that table?”


    “I want you to speak for the elves,” I said. “What else?”


    Tchanu lost her next words in a gurgle of laughter that made her sound the maiden she’d professed to no longer be, and it was charming. I suddenly thought that there must have been lovers who’d liked her, no matter her race. “That’s all! I would have done so anyway!”


    “Yes,” I said. “But now, alas for you! You must do so in the full understanding that what I want is a Serala where elves, genets, and humans are all free to live their lives—in peace and without threat of violence. The life you knew here is ended, Tchanu. I will not countenance it resurfacing.”


    “I understand,” she said. “And... if I may be crass... then I will say that it doesn’t need to again. What we made here was... a...”


    “Expedient solution?” I offered dryly.


    She winced. “Yes. We needed energy. The enchantment gave us the means to steal it. But we can neither steal the essence of others anymore, nor do we require it. We are free again.”


    “And you mean to tell me that there will not be elves who miss being able to steal more energy than they would have been born with?”


    This grimace was more pronounced, but she answered nevertheless. “There will be, I’m sure. But short of inviting demons into themselves, they won’t be capable of the act. And who, having fought the dead, will want to risk that? And if you ask me ‘what of the elves who did not see it?’ then I will say....” She trailed off, then shrugged. “Send them to Vigil and put them to work dragging the revenants from the battlefield to the bonfires. If that work does not dissuade them, then they were bound for evil anyway.”


    “Oh!” I laughed. “Oh, Tchanu. Brilliant! We shall do that as soon as we finagle a truce out of these people.”


    “Do you think we can?” she asked.


    “We will, because I’m not leaving without one.”
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    “Can it be done?” I asked Chester later, when it was safe to betray doubt.


    He laughed. “We’ve done harder things. But not, I think, things that have taken longer.”


    “Time I have,” I said, blowing out a breath. “Go get me my truce.”
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    So began a slog that felt far more interminable than our battle against the dead. Though not as volatile as Diantha, Ikaros remained obdurate in response to pleas; his counterpart from Ekadet, Jonthil, was easily agitated and the mere presence of elves at the table seemed sufficient to aggravate his nervous disposition. Davor, representing Suleris, was cautious but more open to compromise, but he was outnumbered by the other two humans. And while Iset was willing to make concessions that would have beggared Serala’s treasury (if treasury it even had!), Tchanu was less conciliatory. Like Davor, she was willing to bargain, but not to beg for clemency.


    I remained as aloof as possible from the proceedings, because my word must be taken as law by the elves... and I wanted them to feel they’d had some hand in the proceedings. There would be resentment aplenty between elves and humans when we left Nudain; I did not want to compound it with resentment between the elves and their prince. Amhric, they would probably forgive anything. But it was not Amhric who would be engaged in the day to day affairs of the court.


    Chester gamely took to the field every day, and if the battle was bloodless it was no less ferocious for that. The humans were determined to procure not just guarantees of safety, but also of sovereignty, and if they had their way there would be no Serala, but two separate countries sharing the same archipelago. I did not like to imagine the years of argument that would see the resources, cities, and wealth of the kingdom split between the two parties; worse, I could not imagine it prospering. If perhaps we could separate the two nascent countries... but to have them existing in proximity on these islands? There would be no peace, only a deferment of the conflict that was already consuming the Archipelago.


    My goal was to end that conflict. And for that, we needed one Serala. Chester agreed; so did Tchanu and, after some convincing, Iset. Davor I thought would vote with us if his fellows weren’t so fiercely opposed... but he had been born to service in one of the most depraved of elven blood-flags, and it was hard for him to set aside the decades of experience that shaped his perception of elven behavior.


    Put simply, they didn’t trust us.


    They had no reason to.


    Two weeks into the process, at the end of one particularly grueling session that had dragged on far too long, Diantha slammed her hand on the table and said, “There’s no point to this! We will never, never give up our liberty to elves again! You can talk and talk and talk all you want, but what you want, we can’t give you!”


    “They’re not asking for your freedom,” Chester said with commendable, if weary, patience.


    “No,” Jonthil said. “They’re asking for our trust. And it has never been a good idea to trust an elf.”


    Tchanu, who had fallen silent for the past half hour, roused herself then. “A wise man once said to me—” Eyes flicking toward me now, “—that trust is a promise, renewed every day by the acts of those who pledge it.”


    “Maybe it is,” Ikaros said. “But I don’t see any elf trusting a human right now.” He held up a hand. “No, not here, talking about what might be. I mean right now. In some meaningful way.”


    “You’re talking to two elves who lately trusted their lives to humans who fought demons and walking corpses,” Kelu said dryly.


    “And what proof have we of that?” Diantha demanded.


    “And what does it matter?” Ikaros said. “That was an extraordinary situation. When you’re about to die, you’ll take all the help you can get, no matter where it comes from.”


    “That is manifestly not true,” a much exasperated Galen said from behind Iset’s shoulder. “People will cheerfully go to their doom to avoid accepting help from people they despise. As you should know.”


    “I stand by my words!”


    I held up my hands for silence, and when granted it, looked at Davor. “Are they right?”


    Davor contemplated his fellows, who stilled themselves for his regard—they did not agree with him, but they respected him, almost despite themselves. For a man to live to Davor’s age among elves denoted an ability to navigate the caprice of elven society and survive, and this commanded admiration even among the most grudging of humans. He measured them, then said to me, “I think so, lord prince.”


    “Then,” I said, “I shall prove it.”


    “You’ll what?” Jonthil said, confused.


    “You asked for proof that an elf might trust a human... under ordinary circumstances. I shall supply this proof.” I rose. “Make ready for departure. We are leaving for Erevar in the morning.”


    “Leaving for... but.. why?” Ikaros stood. “Locke?”


    “Prince Locke,” Chester said. “I’m the only one allowed to call him Locke. Here, anyway.”


    “Pack your things,” I said as I left. “You’ll be gone a week.”


    Outside in the hall, Chester and Kelu caught up with me. It was the latter who said in Lit, “What are you planning?”


    “A demonstration,” I said. “As promised.” I eyed Chester and added, “You said I would have to be involved.”


    “You also said it was mine to do, so now I fear you are involving me in this plan...!”


    “I am. But it will work best if it is a surprise.”


    Chester sighed, chuckled. “How many ways can this go wrong, I wonder. Dare I ask?”


    I grinned at him. “I’d rather you didn’t.”


    He shook his head. But he also didn’t ask.


     


     


     


     

  


  
    [image: Chapter 28]


    The drake ferried us all to Erevar, and an uncomfortable journey it was in such company; while I was glad of my personal friends, the unfriends who ranged on the drake’s long back were not only unwilling to be sharing that ride but forced to make do with the leading straps hooked off the back of the saddle, which had not been designed for such a large party. By the time we arrived we were glad to be quit of one another, which meant Ivy and Chester were only slightly annoyed with me when I revealed that I was leaving them.


    “Must you?” Ivy said, one hand gripping my stole. “Do you wish to be responsible for the untimely murder of that girl?”


    For a moment I contemplated Diantha’s death and was not moved by horror. Ruefully, I said, “Just have Iset squirrel her away in a corner of Kemses’s manse. You need never see her.”


    “Really, love, where are you going?”


    “To fetch the materials for our demonstration,” I said. “Expect me in five days, thereabouts. You will want to be outside the city, but not too far.”


    Chester was watching me now, eyes narrowed. He suspected what I was about, unsurprisingly.


    “Make sure there will be a crowd to watch,” I said. “It will be worth it.”


    “Morgan,” Ivy said, bouncing the cloth of my stole off my chest to catch my attention. “This secrecy is in appalling taste.”


    “I know, my dearest. Not much longer, I promise.”


    And with that they were forced to be content. Emily brought me supplies for the journey and I boarded the drake and once again we were aloft. I left my own with my prayers that they would keep the human leaders of Nudain and Ekadet from violence; God only knew what they would make of a city full of humans happily at peace with their elven counterparts. I anticipated many tiresome arguments about the elves conditioning their slaves to be grateful for their state and was shamefully glad to be missing them.
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    It was good to be alone.


    Rare, yes, and I was grateful for that rarity, for I loved the society of my friends and loved ones... had not realized just how fully I’d been holding back from them because of my infirmity and the perceived inevitability of my early death. So much I’d denied myself, and for what? I would have lost the ability to suffer my indignities in private, perhaps, but gained so much that would have enriched my life; had I been destined to die young, I would have done so without really having lived.


    I would not trade my crowded life for solitude again. But now and then... to feel the sun on my face and feel the breeze cooling the sweat on my body, in the folds of my skin where my arms and legs bent... to be allowed the peace for my thoughts to develop and then run clear from me until nothing remained in my mind but the joy of flight, the awe of the world unrolling beneath me, the sough of breath in me, breath after breath, a rhythm that proclaimed my living!


    I was the prince of elves, and I was alive.


    [image: ***]


    The drake brought me at last to the Door. I slid off its back and considered it, and all the silence of the hours, the days, was in me then.


    No room for doubt. I had done this once before. Needs must and I was here again, alone, because a grand gesture was called for and this was the grandest I could improvise. It would be enough, I thought. Reaching with closed eyes and calmed spirit, I carefully shut the Door and unmoored it from its anchor, compacted it, made of it the smallest, most tender bubble.  In the arc of the sphere gleamed a reflection of movement, of a cold winter sky, so much paler a blue.


    Cradling it, I returned to the drake. As I mounted, I said, “And now, great heart, I must trust you to make the journey back. This will take all my attention.”


    It whuffed softly, waiting for me to strap in. And then it rose, and as it did I sank into meditation, holding in my mind the will and magic that had formed this particular sorcery. If I felt Sedetnet’s hand in it, that was well. It kept mine steady.
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    Someone must have set a lookout on Erevar’s heights, for our return found a gathering outside the city, and a sizable one, milling in the light of the setting sun. As the drake circled in lazy arcs, I waited for the last of the people to arrive and array themselves beneath the direction of whomever was shouting. The location was perfect: close enough to the coast to have access to the sea, but not so close as to be threatened by the tide, and at the city’s edge. Kemses and Iset were clever folk... they would extend the city to protect the Door, and ensure that our passage to and from the continent would always be overseen by our staunchest allies on either side. And with the Door rooted in Erevar, the other humans of the Archipelago would be forced to come to terms with e Sadar did they want to reap the benefits of the shorter trade route.


    As political ploys went, it was heavy-handed, and I knew it would engender some resentment. But I was not willing to give the safety of Vigil into the hands of the likes of Diantha. And the demonstration, I thought, would serve.


    Chester was waiting just where I wanted him, standing where the Door should be anchored. Behind him was Amhric, prepared to offer more power to the working if power we needed. Ivy stood to one side, though God willing we would need her abilities not at all.


    “Closer,” I said to the drake. “But not landing.” And it obeyed, curvetting in the air and then maintaining an awkward hover by flying into an ocean breeze. I looked over the side of its neck and saw Chester with his arms lifted, because of course he knew what I was about.


    I leaned over the edge with my burden and opened my hands.


    Down drifted the bubble that represented our link to the continent... without which we would be forced to endure several months on the Archipelago until the winter seas calmed enough for us to journey back. The Door, which had been made by a prince, could now only be manipulated by a prince... or whomever that prince granted permission. As the bubble fell, I opened my heart and mind and the working, felt his hands grasp mine in an invisible communion.


    It drifted down, too heavy to be affected by the breeze. The witnesses gasped, for it shone abruptly like a lamp, softly at first, and then brightly, like the sun from behind clouds. There was something of Vigil’s coolth in the waves that flooded from it, and the sounds of distant voices, of the clangor of stone and metal. High magic, shared between elf and human: forever, because to allow him into the enchantment now was to allow him permanent access to its workings. Even lacking the grounding in magical theory the rest of us had achieved through our fevered studies in the athenaeum, the group gathered as witnesses could sense it... could see it with their eyes as an elven prince gave up a spell and let it visibly fall from his hands into the lifted hands of a human.


    Limned in the copper light of the setting sun, Chester reached upward and gathered the bubble into his hands... and then anchored the Door. It flared awake, reflecting coin-sized sun on the horizon, shivered... stabilized. A shocked silence. And then a cheer that became a roar.


    By the time the drake found a clear space to land and I walked to the gathering it had become an impromptu celebration. I ignored the politicos I’d arranged the entire demonstration to woo to join my friend instead, who was sitting in what he’d hoped would be an unremarkable corner where he could recuperate from the weight of the working.  Sitting alongside him, I said, “A headache, I imagine.”


    “Like I’ve been drinking my way through the student quarter in Evertrue,” Chester said with a short laugh.


    I chuckled. “Me too.”


    “You are insane, Locke.”


    I snorted. “You knew what I was planning the moment you saw the drake fading off over the horizon.”


    “A little before,” he confessed. “Give me some credit.”


    “I think I have justly proved I have, and do!”


    “Ugh!” He rubbed his temple. “Not so loudly.” And at my noise, added with a low laugh. “All right. You have. And thank you.”


    I mmmed and said nothing, content, and would have continued to say nothing had Ikaros not found us. As it was, I didn’t manage to find my tongue before our guest did.


    “I would have believed it was a trick,” he said, the words slow to come. “Something you staged to make us believe you trusted us.”


    “Except?” Chester asked for me.


    “Except I find you here together, looking like mules kicked in your heads.” Ikaros smiled crookedly. “That is camaraderie that can’t be faked.” He drew in a breath, sighed. Resignation, I thought, as he released his conception of the future he’d hoped for. “I’ll talk to the others. Prince Locke.” He inclined his head to me, and to Chester, and left us to our aching heads.


    “You see?” I said. “That simple.”


    “I should smack you, Locke.”


    “You’re welcome to try. In your condition, you’d miss.”


    “In your condition, it wouldn’t matter.”


    And there we would have remained in ridiculous misery had Ivy not found us and thrown up her hands. “The two smartest men in the Archipelago and you don’t even think to find me?” At our blank looks, she wiggled her fingers. “Women’s magic. Heals the ailing flesh. Remember?”


    “Don’t blame us,” Chester said. “It’s the university. It educates the common sense right out of a man.”


    “Luckily for you it does no such thing for a woman. Come here and let me fix that so you can enjoy your party.”
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    The following morning I allowed the council to convene without me and followed the dictates of a spirit lorn with longing for home. How long had it been since I had been home? Home, with nothing more pressing drawing me on? I couldn’t remember the way the light had fallen inside my modest student flat. I missed my father and mother. I ached for the way winter’s clear light edged the buildings with a gleam almost angelic, as if they had been painted on the surface of the world by divine hand.


    I wanted to go back to Evertrue, so I began packing, not just for myself, but for Ivy and Kelu and Amhric as well. They were doing the necessary work building on yesterday’s grand gesture. They could do without me… or so I believed, until Emily peeked into the palatial rooms Iset had assigned us.


    “Master?” she said. “Everyone’s wondering where you are.”


    “I’m packing,” I said. “You may tell them I’m going home.” I paused, then added, “To be married.”


    Emily’s ears sagged. “We’re leaving?”


    “I am,” I said. “I hope you’ll come with me. And see if the local genets would like to accompany us, as I am supposing they will not want to be parted from the Fount, and I am not marrying without him as witness.”


    “All right!” And with that vanished, leaving me to the peace of the morning as I set out clothes more appropriate to the climate on the mainland and began folding the Archipelago gossamers.


    I’d been expecting Emily to return with more questions, possibly with one other person to demand further explanation. I had not been expecting the entire council to descend on me, and fortunate it was that the doors in Kemses’s manor were wide enough to accommodate them as they poured through.


    “We’re going home?” Ivy said.


    “We’re getting married,” I said to her. “So I certainly hope we are, since I am not planning to be wed here. And as I’d like you to be present—”


    She laughed and threatened me with a pillow, to the shocked astonishment of the local humans, who could not understand our words and were left to puzzle out our bantering tones.


    “I think we should get married in the cathedral in Evertrue,” I continued. And added, hastily, “If that sits well with you. We could choose a more humble locale if you prefer otherwise?”

                “Oh no,” she answered, amused, with a rather dangerous twinkle in her eye. “I rather like the thought of a high royal wedding between two allied states being performed in the Church’s foremost cathedral, witnessed by thousands!”


    I paused.


    Chester passed his hand over his mouth to disguise the smile, or try. “Didn’t think that through, did you.”


    “I suppose it’s unavoidable,” I said.


    “You suppose correctly. And it will be a wondrous political move.”


    “And completely unexpected,” Kelu said.


    “I doubt that!” I replied.


    “Not by you,” Chester said for her. “By the government of Troth. We didn’t mention anything about you and Ivy, so unless Kemses has said something in our absence, your decision to show up and be wedded by the Vessel in the capital of Troth—to a human native to Troth!—is going to be quite the coup for us. You’ll be lucky if the First Minister doesn’t burst into song for sheer glee.”


    “God save us.” I sighed, then chuckled. “Well, let them make hay of it if they will.”


    “What are you saying?” Ikaros interrupted finally.


    “The prince of elves is going home to marry his fiancée, the lady Ivy,” Chester replied in the Gift.


    In the silence that resulted I resumed packing, and I ignored the babble that erupted afterwards until Chester calmed them down enough to take turns speaking.


    “You mean to tell us,” Davor said, “that you are going to marry a human, sir?”


    “I have loved Ivy since I met her.” I glanced at Ivy and smiled for her, and only her, and her answering smile softened everything, made the glow of the sunlight more poignant, made everything worthwhile. Turning back to Davor, I said, “So yes. Since she has honored me by accepting my proposal.”


    “A human marry an elf!” Diantha exclaimed, as scandalized as any gossipmonger.


    “An elf giving Door magics to a human, and then marrying one?” Ikaros murmured.


    “An elven prince marrying at all,” Tchanu said. “I thought your comment earlier a hypothetical, my prince. Isn’t royalty forbidden a blood-flag?”


    Iset nodded once, rolling her lip between her teeth. “It’s true. The elven prince and king are not supposed to marry.”


    “The elven prince and king are not supposed to set up a dynasty by having children,” Amhric said. “There will be no elven child as a result of this union.”


    “Perhaps all elven princes should marry human women.” Basilia grinned. “A token of friendship between races, forever.”


    “I won’t speak for future princes, as I am not planning to die anytime soon. But I am going home, so I can marry.”


    “They should come,” Ivy put in. She grinned at the foreigners and opened her arms. In horrendously accented Gift, she said, “You come!”


    “Splendid idea!” I said. “Particularly since I’m not planning on leaving Chester behind. The wedding party needs participants. Why don’t you come along?”


    “The Archipelago needs us here,” Diantha said.


    “The Archipelago won’t explode without us,” Ikaros said. When she turned on him, he said, “God, Diantha! To see a human civilization that was born free! Don’t you want to? How could you not?”


    “We must bring all the genets,” I added to Amhric. “And I do mean all of them. Or at least, as many as want to come.”


    Standing alongside him, Marzipan said, “We’ll all want to come.”
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    So our plan to leave was delayed rather more than I liked, but in the end a sizeable entourage chose to accompany us through the Door, and if my wedding was destined to become a political affair I thought I might as well wring every advantage from it I could possibly. Using it to cement the ties between the new elven nation on the continent and Troth, and Serala and the new elven nation? Why not? We had done harder things.


    We left the Archipelago in the care of the lieutenants the human leaders had designated, and this I judged would work given that the bulk of the elven residents remaining were either joining us at Vigil or staying beneath Erevar’s shield, where the population was more likely to protect them. It was not the most comfortable of détentes but it was surprisingly stable given how recently the islands had been wracked with violence.


    The settling of our foreign dignitaries into temporary quarters at Vigil, and the plans for them to accompany us south to Evertrue, I delegated, and I practiced this useful skill on as many of the details as possible. My sole decision involved the disposition of Almond.


    Almond’s body had been tenderly disposed on an altar erected in the hall where she’d died. Someone had sealed the ugly wound and washed her fur, and whatever magics prevented her decay left her smelling as sweet as she had in life; she was even a little warm to the touch, and smiling in repose, as if she might roll over and wake and reach for me. The sight of her body in that vast hall, on a draped plinth with all honors accorded her, but so small and so alone….


    “We can’t just… leave her like that,” Kelu said to me, subdued. She and the Pearls had gone with me to see to her, and the four of us now stood before the body like postulants to a saint.


    “No,” I said. “I thought we would bring her with us to Evertrue. She loved the Cathedral.”


    “You want to bury her there?”


    I couldn’t tell if Kelu was angry or uncertain; in her, wisest course was to assume the former as the latter could swiftly transform into it. So I said, “I… don’t think so. I think she’d want to be where we are. And we can’t bury her. The thought would horrify her, that she might become a revenant in some far distant future.”


    “So we burn her,” Kelu said. “And the ashes go… where? Into the city here? Smeared on your head? Do we eat them?”


    “What do you suggest?” I asked.


    Her tail sank. Folding her arms, she shook her head. It was Emily who said, “I think she wouldn’t like it if we… we belabored it too much. She’s gone. Making a fuss about the body… it’s not like we can keep it anyway.”


    Serendipity nodded. “We should burn it so the demons can never use it, if demons can use genets. But keeping the ashes, it seems… I don’t know.”


    “Macabre?” I said.


    “Yes.” Serendipity nodded.


    “And we certainly shouldn’t eat them,” Emily added, eyeing Kelu with ears splayed.


    Kelu said nothing, but flipped her ears back and wrinkled her nose in what might have become a growl had she not been so subdued. Looking away, she said finally, “But you’re right about the Cathedral. She would have liked that. Do the Church people burn the dead in ceremony?”


    “They do.”


    “Then we should get them to do it. Fires lit by elves… they’ve only been lit for horrible things.” Kelu’s shoulders squared. “A pure fire, with people singing or whatever you humans do. She’d like that.”


    “She’d blush and tell us she wasn’t worthy of it,” Serendipity opined.


    “She was wrong,” I said, and went to make arrangements.
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    At Ivy’s suggestion I sent Chester, Emily, and the drake ahead—“You do not want to drop a royal wedding on the Vessel of the Church last minute, Morgan,”—so while I was sorry to bid them farewell they went on ahead and left us to make our way on land. Truthfully I was not sad at the prospect; while it grieved me to accompany Almond’s cortege, it also felt right to honor her with a procession that also included all the people who wished to see a royal wedding. Almond would have liked that: that she did not go to her burial surrounded in mourners. How she would have loved to see the wedding! But perhaps she would, and from a better vantage than any of us.


    We needed the journey. It served as a transition out of folklore and into ordinary time. Riding the roads we had used to enter legend eased us back into the world we’d left… and if the one we returned to was one of higher adventure and increased responsibility, still it was one we could grow old in. Like the immortality that had bound the elves, such enchantments cannot linger, or they use us up for anything else.
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    Evertrue was awaiting us very nearly in its entirety. As we rode toward the gate we’d used for our clandestine exit months ago, we were greeted by a crowd that burgeoned from the city to throng the road. Someone had hung banners over the city walls in Troth’s wine purple and silver, and God help us, but there was a unit of the First Minister’s own guard awaiting us in parade dress on chargers caparisoned in armor made traditional by the winning of the war for independence. They were accompanied by a marching band, which on espying us turned their backs and played a trumpet fanfare before beginning their journey back into the city.


    Fortunately, someone permitted this perfect display of pageantry to be interrupted by a lone rider, so Chester, Emily clinging behind him on the saddle, was able to draw abreast of us and explain himself. “You didn’t honestly expect to escape this without a parade,” he said with a grin.


    “I most certainly did, given that I didn’t expect a parade at all!”


    “You and Amhric are visiting heads of state, here to wed a native woman, my dear,” he said, amused. “Just be glad it’s autumn and they had fewer flowers.”


    “Fewer what?” I said, and then the people on the battlements began to rain petals on our heads.


    “Flowers!” Serendipity exclaimed in delight, brushing one off her shoulder so she could capture it.


    “Flowers!” I said.


    “Just wait until you see what they’ve done with poor Du Roi and Douglas,” said Chester.


    I would have liked to protest the entire affair, save that Ivy’s eyes were shining as she rode alongside me, and the genets were so obviously gleeful, and the elves who’d elected to come from Vigil to witness my wedding had fought for these people and deserved their accolades. The elves and humans and genets who’d come from the Archipelago didn’t, but they were impressed—by the level of civilization implied by the spectacle, by the sheer numbers of people who’d turned out to welcome us home, and by the martial might that fell in alongside as we rode. We were to be accompanied all the way to the seat of Evertrue, not just by Troth’s best, but by the Church’s as well, and banners hove into the sky alongside us, snapping in the clear late autumn wind. And arriving to that palatial seat, where on the marble steps were arrayed the entirety of the parliament in their sartorial splendor, the heads of the armed forces, the Vessel and her retinue, and the First Minister himself….


    Eyre was there with the robed heads of Leigh University, with Carrington at his side. And I spotted Guy and Radburn among the dignitaries, looking uncomfortable in their finest dress. It was possible to suppress my mirth only because I knew I could tease them about it later.
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    What to say then about the first meeting between an elven king and Troth’s highest servants? Save that it was all that one would have wished. The painters would be in transports, recording the arc of the cloudless sky against the backdrop of white stone and discarded ivory petals, with the sun shining off bright armor and rich banners, and Amhric’s hair glowing with an autumnal luster against all the warm pallor, a harvest god amid human splendor. The rustle of the crowd grown silent, the formal courtesies exchanged with such dignity, the sense of history being made before us: it was so perfect it might have been staged, but was all the more breathtaking for not having been.


    This moment broke at last, and as with all such things, the reality that followed the storied moment was more tedious than exhilarating. We accompanied the First Minister into the building, were disposed in conference rooms for the remainder of the day, and spent all of it speaking much and accomplishing little beyond expressing mutual hopes for an amicable relationship. I talked more than I wished, as Amhric remained a King-Reclusive; it was clear this distinction confused the Troth government, but they accepted it with the grace of long-time politicians and we managed the courtesies. The introduction of the parties from Serala was more awkward, but worth it for the sight of the Archipelagan humans truly grasping that there was already a world without elven dominion and that they were heir to it if only they were willing to enter it without the resentments that would otherwise warp their passage. This realization would not solve the problems on the islands overnight, but as groundwork it was invaluable, and I was glad they had chosen to come.
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    Almond I saw to the chapel on the Cathedral’s grounds, there to rest in state until after the wedding. Ivy I conducted to her little home, much to our mutual chagrin; after months of living in one another’s pockets it felt strange to be parting, but having returned to Troth we felt constrained to observe the moral codes we’d grown up with. To scandalize our families unnecessarily felt rude; to do so while under the eye of two nations, gauche. So I kissed her hand and delivered her back to the life she’d known before, if amended by the addition of Emily who wanted to keep her company and help her prepare for the festivities.


    Our status as celebrities made it difficult for us to travel the city, something we discovered having been forced to resort to a carriage to reach Ivy’s dwelling. I had only just re-entered it with a sigh, when Amhric rested a hand on my wrist. “It’s enough, isn’t it?”


    “I think,” I said, tired. I glanced outside the window as the carriage jerked into motion, and a very slow motion it was amid the crowds eager for a glimpse of elven royalty. “Unavoidable, perhaps.”


    “Where do we go, then?”


    I rubbed my brow. “From here? I imagine back to the palace. My parents would offer us more comfortable shelter and I would lief spend the time there rather than at the First Minister’s beck... but we would have to reach them and that seems... rather more trouble than I anticipated.”


    “It would, if you were to be seen.”


    I stared at him, then slumped back in the seat with a weary chuckle. “I have been too long at this to have missed so obvious a solution.”


    “It has been an emotional day,” he said, looking out the window now.


    “Is it too much?” I asked, gentle. “I won’t leave you if it’s too much—”


    He smiled at me over his shoulder with all that imperishable sweetness. My heart felt too full for my chest.


    “I had to ask,” I said. “I’ll always ask.”


    “I know,” he said, soft.
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    So the carriage returned us to the palace, and from there I slipped into the streets beneath the cover of magic and presented myself to the butler at the Locke family home. This time, at least, he didn’t turn me away for a stranger, and my mother was not the only one awaiting me in the parlor.


    “My boy,” said the man behind her as she embraced me, and I grew still in her arms. I had not seen my father since my first journey, had not dared to wonder what he would think of me now that I stood revealed as something other than what he’d thought he’d raised. All my life I had looked up to him, as much as possible, for he’d so rarely been home: an important man, who’d spent his life protecting Troth’s interests in foreign countries. He’d been my model for how one should conduct oneself; it was from him I’d learned my habit of stoicism, and from him I’d derived the impression that it was best to stand on one’s own, for one would often be called to act that way. My father, the ambassador plenipotentiary, first to Haven-on-High, and then to Candor.... whom I’d never expected to be like, because I’d expected to die long before I made claim to his experience, or his wisdom.


    I had done so much since leaving Evertrue: had battled elves, the dead, demons. Had commanded armies, flown in the sky on the back of a dragon out of legend; had handled magics that could conduct me across the ocean in a single step; had, in fact, saved Troth, and become a man at last, with work to do, a woman to wed, and a people to rule. And yet my voice trembled when I said, “Father?”


    He gathered us all in his embrace, mother and son. “Oh, my boy. You’re safe at last. Welcome home.”
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    The following week was caught up in final preparations for the wedding, but when I could I stole time from my official duties to desport myself with Guy and Radburn and Chester in the chocolate houses where we’d once been students... wearing a hooded coat made sensible by the weather, and if it failed to perfectly serve, the proprietors were always more than eager to pledge discretion in return for the privilege of serving the foreign prince. Eyre I found often with Carrington, still a little more gaunt than I liked, but well content with everything save the amount of time he’d been forced to spend calming the faculty leadership at Leigh, which had been thrown into convulsions by the very unexpected revelations of Vigil’s athenaeum—“Politics,” he’d said, disgusted. “They wax uglier the less power one has.” I spent time with my parents, with Ivy walking in the winter gardens behind the capital’s seat, chaperoned by a parade of genets; with Amhric both over negotiation tables and alone in the room they’d given him, where he allowed himself to relax... and with Almond, in the silence of the little chapel adjacent to the great Cathedral.


    It was a busy week but I was home. Even the landsense swelled with the rightness of the ground beneath my feet.
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    Unavoidably, the wedding was a spectacle planned to within an inch by advisors to both nations, and involved everything from a ride in a gilt carriage drawn by white horses to a ridiculous number of tropical flowers shipped through the Door for the occasion on the back of the drake. The Vessel and the Escutcheon themselves would serve as the male and female priests for the occasion, with Amhric standing in the role of sacred witness. My parents would be there, and Ivy’s to give her away, and all my friends, human, elven, and genet, had consented to attend—had in most cases insisted. So I had genets for ringbearers and Guy and Radburn and Chester as my male attendants, and a rather flustered Carrington had been tapped to stand behind Ivy at the altar, with Kelu and Emily and Serendipity.


    We bowed our heads to the gilded carriage, the tropical flowers, to the Cathedral’s bells announcing the ceremony as they would have the election of a new First Minister, or the ascension of a new Vessel. We submitted to the pomp and the crowds and the people who crowded into the Cathedral to watch a native woman of modest background wed a foreign prince. We let it take on all the trappings of the political event it had unavoidably been destined to become.


    And yet when at last we joined hands before the altar, all of that fell away. We could have been standing alone in the most humble chapel in all Troth, being married by a parish priest and priestess, because the only thing that mattered in that moment was Ivy’s hand in mine, her eyes meeting mine, her breath leaping in her throat when I pledged to her. I had feared that we would lose the sanctity of our vows in the bustle. I should have known better.


    “Then until God parts them, let no one on this earth do so, for we the Church, the embodiment of God’s will and beneficence in this world, do now see them as one body, husband and wife,” the Vessel finished. “Morgan Locke. Ivy Locke. You are wed.”


    I rested my fingertips beneath her chin to steady us both and kissed her, soft as breath leaving my body.


    “Forever,” she whispered to me. “Until God parts us.”


    “Forever,” I promised.
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    After the hallowed timelessness of the ceremony, the reception was everything I’d feared: interminable, tiresome, and filled with far too many people I barely knew. Fortunately, my brother was a king and when he suggested that it was time for the newlyweds to be excused none dared gainsay him; from across the room I saw the merriment in his eyes, and the rue. He would stay and sate the crowd, and this would be ample wedding gift from him.


    It was not enough, either, for Guy, Radburn, and Chester drove us to the hotel I’d arranged for our stay.


    “Your honor guard,” Radburn said. “And never fear. We’ll be in the lobby turning away the oglers.”


    “What you mean is that you’ll be in the bar hoping the hotel staff will turn away the oglers,” Ivy said. She was tucked under my arm, grinning; I reflected that there was something to be said for prior consummation of a union, if it meant we felt no desperation to rush for our marriage bed the moment the ceremony concluded.


    Considering her riposte, Radburn said, “Well, yes. Most probably.”


    Guy snorted. “I’ll make sure he gets home in one piece. And make excuses for you in the morning to all the dignitaries who’ll wonder why the elven mouthpiece didn’t show to parley.”


    “I’d like to think they’re none of them that witless as to suffer confusion on why a new husband might not be on time for work the day after his wedding,” I said.


    “Then you have no idea how much self-importance a politician can accrue in years of titular service.” Guy shook his head. “Why do you think I’ve been avoiding politics?”


    “I thought it was because you avoided responsibility as a matter of course,” Radburn offered.


    “Precisely because if I didn’t I’d end up where I am now!”


    “Don’t worry,” I said with a chuckle. “I’ll save you from Troth’s parliament. Give me a few weeks.”


    He eyed me. “Is this about those sour-faced foreigners you brought with you, then?”


    “It is,” I said. “I fear it’s still politics, but it will at least be hosted in cities with tropical beaches.”


    “And horse-eared lasses?” Radburn asked.


    “And that,” I agreed.


    “I’m ready now!”


    I laughed. “Later. My next few days are spoken for.”


    We endured their good-natured teasing until we arrived, and then they handed Ivy down from the carriage to my arms and I knew that for all her frustrations with them that she loved them, and was glad of their send-off. Chester, who’d been driving, descended to kiss her hands and embrace me.


    “We really will keep a watch,” he said. “But take all the time you need. For once, we have it.”


    “Thank you,” I said, as Ivy leaned up to kiss his cheek.


    “Yes,” she agreed. “You’ve been like a brother to us, Chester. We won’t forget.” She smiled impishly. “Particularly when it comes time to hand out the hard work.”


    “Save me from the drudgery of the society of my friends.” His smiled softened. “I’m glad to have seen this day.”


    We paused then, thinking of all the things that might have prevented it.


    “Go on then,” he said. “I’ve the horses to take round, and those two jesters to corral, and apparently a hotel bar to save from their tyranny.”


    “Good night, Chester,” I said, and ushered my wife into the lobby, and from there to our rooms.


    There was champagne awaiting us, and our bed had been scattered with hibiscus petals. I daresay we didn’t notice any of it until much, much later. And though her body had become familiar to me, the knowledge that she was mine in the eyes of our kith and kin, and that she would be mine until death parted us... that made everything fresh to me, and there was wonder in my touch and hers. We had learned one another as lovers. We learned each other that night as spouses, with the luxury of time and privacy and the imprimatur of society.


    It was different. I could not have described how. But I was happy, and I thought, surprised, that I could see that remaining true for all the days to come.
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    I could not have called what followed a honeymoon, but as much as possible my friends insulated me from the demands of diplomacy, saying that showering my attention on Ivy counted toward that work. Ivy found this argument specious but she said so while laughing, so I was not disposed to debate the matter. We tarried in one another’s arms, or took long walks either in public view or hidden from it by magic, and became known as Evertrue’s fairy tale couple, the prince out of storybooks and his human bride. It was a rare day we paid for any of our own meals or gifts, so eager were merchants to flatter us, and Ivy found all this absurd and funny and so did I.


    But one duty I did not delegate. My visits to the chapel where Almond awaited her ceremony usually took place in the mornings while Ivy was still sleeping and I could be alone with her in that quiet before everyone began stirring. I prayed there, if fervent wishing that she was happy in Heaven counted, and then left her to her repose, and in this pattern I continued until the night before she was due for cremation. Then I excused myself from my loved ones and went to keep a vigil at her bier. The clergy and laymen knew me by then, and respected my desire for privacy, and so I found myself alone in the little stone hall with her.


    Would she have liked the chapel better, I wondered? It was like the Cathedral writ small, a miniature that might have suited the childlike genets better had they decided to build their own churches. Like the larger building it was pierced with stained glass, though the colors were muted, lit now only by the banks of candles that gave their sweet honeyed smell to mingle with the perfume of incense. In this dim cocoon, the silence seeming muffled by the close stone walls, I kneeled before the altar. As time crept forth, my head slowly bowed until my brow rested on the stone table.


    “You would have liked the wedding.”


    My voice was too loud for this conversation, and barely audible. I hadn’t planned to speak to her. Had not been able to yet. But having begun, I continued, my throat tight around every syllable. “The flowers, and the music… and everyone there. Even Kelu looked—” I paused. “Well, not happy precisely. But interested. Entertained.” I smiled. “And so many genets. Do you know the Parliamentary building is flooded with them? It feels that way anyway. All these cold stone buildings, Almond, and then these knots of bright fur. Like flowers. Marzipan didn’t bring every genet with her through the Door, but many of your sisters came. Some of them are planning to stay in Vigil. I think they like the climate.”


    My chuckle was watery. “God, I can’t believe I’m talking about the weather when what I want to say is… I miss you. I wish… I feel…” I pressed my fist to my forehead, struggling. “Your death was so unnecessary. I would probably have healed that wound. To save you I would have certainly healed that wound. If it meant you would still be here. Almond—” I let my hand fall down over my eyes, my breath coming too short now. “I wish you were here.”


    And then I wept, not just because I missed her, but because I’d hoped for some miracle to bring her back to me.
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    In the next hours I made some peace with my grief. The floor was hard and while the candles provided some warmth their scent soon became cloying. But I did not begrudge this final night with her, and had long since ceased to note the passage of time when the door at the end of the chapel creaked on its hinges. Surprised and irritated, I looked to see who’d interrupted my farewell.


    “I hope you’re not here to stop me,” Kelu said.


    Since these were the last words I expected from her, it took me a moment to understand them, and once I did… I still didn’t understand them. “I beg your pardon?”


    She glanced at me as she padded to the altar. “You’ve been crying.”


    “I loved her.”


    “I guess that’s as good a reason as any.” Kelu folded her arms. “Do you know what they intend to do with her in the morning?”


    “Burn her,” I said. “So that her corpse will never rise a revenant?”


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “That. Do you know how that works though?” At my blank expression, she said, “I thought it was some sort of ceremony with bonfires, but it’s not. They put her in an oven. An oven, Morgan. They’re not putting Almond in any oven while I still have teeth.”


    “You’ll have teeth when you’re dead,” I said, grasping for sense in the conversation.


    “And if I get re-animated by some new stupid elf or human who decides a demon’s a better idea than dealing with jealousy or bitterness, then I’ll still make sure no one burns her in an oven.” Kelu shook her head. “Besides, it’s stupid and unnecessary and even you should know that.”


    “I should?”


    Her exasperation was patent. She tapped the medallion hanging from her collar. “Remember this?”


    “The collars—oh! But when you said removing them killed you, I assumed that meant it produced a corpse!”


    “No,” Kelu said. “It produces dust. Sometimes. Sometimes all you’ve got left is a collar.” She drew in a shuddery breath, and at this first sign of her distress I grew very still. “So I’m here to take her collar off. Don’t stop me.”


    “I won’t,” I said, quieter. At her suspicious glance, I said, “I don’t like the thought of her in an oven either.”


    Kelu nodded and stepped up to the altar. Once there she just… looked at Almond. What thoughts traveled through her mind at this last sight of the genet who’d been her companion—her friend—for nearly all her life? She let nothing change her expression, and only the long hesitation suggested the words she would not speak aloud. Then she reached for the collar and with a few quick tugs, unbuckled it and snapped it free of Almond’s neck.


    The body collapsed into powder. Just like that: one moment, a genet peaceful in repose, almost as if sleeping… the next, nothing.


    “There,” Kelu said. “It’s done.” She turned her back on the altar and stepped down, heading for the aisle. I watched her retreating back, then looked back at the remains. And froze.


    “Kelu,” I hissed.


    “You can’t have the collar,” Kelu said. “If that’s what you want to ask—”


    “Kelu!”


    The genet turned back. I heard her footfalls as she ran back to me, for the powder was rising into a sinuous spiral, and a light not of the candle’s making was swelling on the altar. I stood as Kelu halted beside me and we watched the shimmer of Almond’s earthly remains become a gleaming, and then a shape, and then a familiar face: painted in light on the world, but a friendlier light than any angel’s.


    “Almond?” Kelu said, voice harsh.


    Her voice was just as I remembered it, but in the silences that followed her words I could hear sleigh bells and laughter. “Kelu! It is me! For a little while.”


    “A little… a little while… what… Almond…”


    I could scarcely blame Kelu for her shock, though I felt, for my part, a settling sorrow. If we were being visited, then there would be no miracle return to life for Almond. This was the last we would know of her, and so I watched and sealed to memory the sweetness of her gaze and the love in her voice.


    “You didn’t think God would forget us?” Almond said.


    “I didn’t think God ever knew us,” Kelu answered, ears flattening, and then hastened at the sight of Almond’s disappointment, “I just… I didn’t mean… I thought…” Marshaling herself, she said, “I thought the angel came to you because you were good, Almond. You, by yourself. That you were a genet wasn’t material.”


    “But it was,” Almond replied, serious. “And so I’m here with gifts.”


    “Gifts,” Kelu repeated, tail sagging.


    The ghost nodded. “I don’t understand how it works. The angels… you don’t talk to them, really. You don’t talk to anyone. You just… are. And you know things, but not everything, or at least, I don’t yet. Maybe I haven’t gone over completely?” She paused, pondering this with a wonder and an anticipation that made my eyes spill. Then she continued, “But I was given a Choice, and Choices come to the races of the earth.”


    “We’re not one of the races of the earth,” Kelu said, her voice unsteady. “We’re constructs. Sorcerer’s toys.”


    “We were,” Almond said. “We’re not going to be anymore. Tomorrow all of you will wake up with decades in front of you.”


    “Almond,” Kelu whispered, trembling.


    “And some of you are going to wake up boys,” Almond added, so apologetically I started laughing. Both of them glanced at me.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, and then found myself consumed by another attack. Pressing my fingers to my mouth, I added, “About laughing, not about your having to become male. I assure you, it’s not all so bad as that.”


    Almond shook herself, then said to Kelu, “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I thought you could be the first genet boy.”


    “Genet man,” Kelu muttered. “Genet male?”


    “Genet king,” I offered.


    Now their glances were speaking: Almond’s, approving, and Kelu’s panicked. To the latter, I said, “It’s not all so bad as that, being king, either.”


    “No,” Kelu said, firm. “No, I’m sorry.” She looked up at Almond. “I really am, but I’m not the person for that job. I’m…” She sucked in a breath. “I’m bitter, Almond. I’m still so angry. I don’t know how to be anything else. If… if it’s true that you’ve won us decades to live, maybe I’ll have the time to change. But if we’re about to become a real race, you need someone in charge who isn’t still full of hate.”


    I expected Almond to argue this, but she only nodded. “Do you have any ideas who we should pick, then?”


    “Emily,” Kelu said promptly. She eyed me, then told Almond, “I know the elves think that only men should be kings, but we can see how well that’s worked for them. We should have female queens and heirs. Emily would be the first to say so after all the stories about equality Ivy’s been filling her head with. Who knows, maybe it’ll have done some good. And Serendipity’s going to be too busy being the first genet mage…” She trailed off. “That’s real, isn’t it? She can do magic.”


    “She can,” Almond said. “And she will be a great magician once the change goes through.” She tilted her head. “So you won’t be king. But will you be male? I told the angel I thought it would suit you. The magic… you know in us it will be like in every other race. I thought you’d like the ‘shape the world’ magic better than the ‘shape people’ one.”


    Kelu’s ears flipped back. “It would feel more natural.”


    “She prefers to shape people by biting them,” I agreed.


    “You’re taking this very lightly,” Kelu said, tail lashing.


    “Yes,” I said. And couldn’t help my grin. “Yes. Because God is great, and who couldn’t laugh knowing that?”


    Almond sighed, beaming. “Oh, Master. I miss you.”


    “I miss you too, Almond. You taught me… you taught me so much.”


    She shook her head. “But once I’m gone this time, I’ll be with you always. I think that’s how it works. I’ll be in the world. And in every new genet that’s born. There will be genet babies! Can you imagine how sweet they’ll be?”


    “I can’t, no,” I said. “But I am eager to find out.”


    Her sigh this time was replete. Returning her attention to Kelu, she said, “So, you’ll do it? I’d like someone to have the change before everyone else so they can be prepared.”


    “I will, yes,” Kelu said, and hesitated. “What… do I do, exactly?”


    “Just stay, just like that.”


    Kelu straightened and lifted her chin, hands fisted at her sides. “I’m ready.”


    Almond smiled, then leaned forward until her glowing nose brushed Kelu’s. Just that: a benison, a touch, and with it… a change. A subtle one: the fur running down Kelu’s back darkened and developed spots, and I thought her muzzle and shoulders grew a touch broader. But without glancing at her groin, I would not have thought her different.


    “There,” Almond said. “Better?”


    To my surprise, Kelu blinked back tears. “Better,” she—he said, voice too husky for me to discern any difference in pitch.


    “Promise me if Emily wants you for king-consort you’ll think about it?” Almond added.


    “Since she’ll have years to badger me into it, I guess I’ll have to.” Kelu wiped his eyes. “Almond… I never said…”


    “You don’t have to.”


    “But I want to.” Kelu lifted his muzzle. “I loved you.”


    Almond poured off the altar in a river of silt, reforming in a spectral embrace with the other genet. “I know. But I’m so glad you said so. Maybe you’ll learn to say it to other people now.”


    “Maybe. Maybe.”


    With a glad sigh, Almond swirled back and came to me. “I have to go. You’ll make sure everyone is all right?”


    “I’ll take especial care of them until they can stand alone,” I said. “But I don’t think that will take much time with Emily for queen and Kelu to chivvy them into making their own decisions.”


    “I don’t think so either,” Almond said, ears pricked. “Please take care of the drake too. There will ever only be one of them, from what I understand. For as long as any of us will know, anyway. Maybe in a few thousand years there will be a new choice, and a new race.”


    “And maybe they’ll tell stories of the first drake, who ferried flowers to and from a tiny animal’s wedding?” I said.


    She giggled. “Maybe.” And wrapped herself around me. I could just sense her, enough to get my arms around her, but it was like holding a memory, and light, and a slip of happiness. My body wanted to weep and smile, so I did both. “Master,” she said softly.


    “Almond,” I said. And ridiculously, added, “You were right about the glasses. I was sad to lose them.”


    “You’ll do all right without them now,” she said. “The gift of reading people will stay with you, I promise. I’ll make sure.”


    Parting from us, she hovered over the altar, turned and looked at the chapel. “It’s so pretty. I think I like it better than the Cathedral….”


    “I knew you would,” I whispered as the light began to dim.


    “Goodbye!” Kelu added, voice cracking.


    And then she was gone. For true this time, without even the silt of her reduced body for remains. All we had of her was the collar… and the tremendous gift she’d given all the genets. Perhaps that’s why Kelu offered the former to me.


    “You should have it,” he said, voice quivering as I took it. “Since we’ll have… everything… everything… else….”


    I drew him into my arms as he sobbed, and hid my own tears in his hair. They were quieter than his, though; I had already done my mourning twice. I had room now only for awe, and for joy, and this he saw in my face when he sat back and rubbed his face.


    “Crying makes my nose stop up.”


    “It’s rather longer than mine,” I said. “I can’t imagine it’s comfortable.”


    Kelu eyed me. “You’re going to be insufferable again, aren’t you.”


    “I already am, I think.” I set the collar on the altar. “Especially since I have been waiting for this moment for months now.” Taking a deep breath, I held my hands out and said, “SO! Kelu! Do you have a plan?”


    Kelu folded his arms and glowered. The corner of his muzzle twitched and then he barked a laugh. “You really have been waiting months to say that, haven’t you.”


    “I had no idea until this moment that this was the case,” I said, somber. “But as it turns out… yes. Yes, I have.”


    He laughed, rubbed his arms, watched the fur fluff up on them. “I guess my plan is ‘go back, wake up Emily, and have a long talk with her.’”


    “A good beginning,” I opined. “If rather strong on improvisation and short on measurable goals. Yes, please, scowl. It’s more in keeping with your character.” I waited until he was grinning before I finished, “Are you sure? About not being king.”


    “Completely,” Kelu replied. “I don’t want the job. Emily’s the one who likes to make plans and do things. I was always just… just trying to get by without getting hurt. And now this happens….” He rubbed his eyes. “I just… I can’t. I don’t know how to react to any of it. Except maybe to think I need pants.”


    “You look fine.”


    “I look fine by my standards. I suspect by human standards I’ve suddenly become indecent. Besides, dressing in clothes will help you people start thinking of us as another race and not as animals you can keep as pets.”


    I chuckled. He really had no idea what he was bound for, with such a mind. I wondered how long it would be before I lost him as advisor, for Emily would need him… and found I didn’t mind.


    “She was… she was extraordinary, wasn’t she?” Kelu said softly, looking at the altar.


    “She was the mother of your race,” I said. “And I hope you will venerate her as such.” At Kelu’s glance, I added, “Just think. The genets have had their first visitation! The last such visitation established the human Church. Only think what you can do with this one.”


    “You really are impossible.”


    “And I shall continue to be for the rest of my life, which you will now live long enough to witness.” I stood and offered my hands. “In the meantime, you have work to do.”


    “I can get up—” Kelu paused, then sighed and put his hand in mine. “But you can help.” Standing, he added, quiet. “Thanks. Thank you. For everything.”


    We considered one another. Then I turned the collar in my hand and unhooked the tag. Handing him the leather, I said, “Keep this piece. I’ll keep the other.”


    “Are you sure?” he asked, hesitant.


    “I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t want to wear it,” I said. “But…”


    “No,” Kelu said, studying it. Reaching for his neck, he paused… then in a quick motion undid the buckle and pulled off the collar. Was he expecting to vanish in a swirl of magic? Perhaps we both were waiting for it to happen… but it didn’t. The genets were their own people now, constructs no longer. I silently accepted the dark collar so Kelu could buckle the white one on that had served Almond for so long. Patting it, he said, “It’s strange to put it on myself.”


    “And with no tag,” I said. “You belong to yourself now.”


    Kelu’s ears sagged. “I guess this means I have to name myself, doesn’t it?”


    “You did say that when I could take the collar off of you, that I could name you,” I answered, fighting a lopsided smile. “You seem to have arrogated that privilege to yourself... as usual.”


    “I like doing for myself,” Kelu muttered.


    “And now you can do for all the genets.” He looked up at me and I finished, “So what will you do first, Kelu First Genet?”


    “Now,” Kelu said, “I go have the craziest conversation with Emily that either of us has ever had.” He grinned crookedly. “Good night, Morgan.”


    “Good night, Kelu,” I said, and watched him go.


    “God is good,” I whispered to the empty chapel. And then, holding the medallion in hand, I left it for my own bed, and the love waiting for me there.
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    The upheaval that followed Almond’s gift guaranteed that any diplomacy we hoped to accomplish would have to be delayed, and in that spirit we turned from our original aims to cementing a schedule of talks across all three nations and peoples. Our first summit would take place in Troth’s winter, in Serala to take advantage of the climate. After that, spring would find us in Evertrue, and summer in Vigil. If more discussions were necessary, we would continue the rotation… but for now we all agreed to a recess so that the genets could consolidate, the Archipelagan humans could return to Serala, and the rest of us could settle wherever we decided. Guy agreed—with some irritation—to become liaison to Serala, but only because this involved working with Chester, whom I’d appointed my deputy there. Radburn, fascinated by the new Kelu, had become the impromptu human advisor to the genets, and when he wasn’t advising the new males on how to cope with manhood, he was expounding on either poetry, magic, or siege weaponry, and God help me but some of the genets were curious about all three… Emily in particular. “Maybe we can sell you cannons,” she said, eyes twinkling.


    “Winfred, have mercy on us,” I said. “Genet-made cannons. Your teeth are fearful enough without adding shot to your arsenals.”


    It was the beginning of winter before we were able to separate ourselves from Evertrue and return to Vigil, and I had no sooner arrived than I begged leave to depart. One of the first buildings Kemses had ordered erected in the new Vigil was what amounted to a palace for Amhric’s use when he was in town, a palace of bridges spanning what would soon again be a river: this to replace the former palace underground, which had been cordoned off as a future shrine. The restoration of Vigil was well underway and even now it was a place of delicate architecture, high stairs and bridges and towers that gleamed like opals beneath the winter’s cool sun. It was in this palace that I advanced my request to Ivy, who was unpacking.


    “And where do you want to go now?” she said. “I was hoping we could settle down for longer than a month…!”


    “And I think here we shall do so,” I said. “But I have an errand to run to the Archipelago and I fear to leave it any longer.”


    “Something one of us can accompany you on?” She glanced at me, but knew the answer already.


    “No. But… I promise it isn’t a dangerous one. And I’ll explain when I return.”


    She sighed, chuckled. “You know you don’t have to ask my permission. Or anyone’s. You’re a prince now.”


    “It’s because I’m prince that I must,” I said. I smiled at her. “Perhaps not for permission so much. But I must make excuses for my absences.”


    “You’re a wanted man these days,” she agreed, and laughed. “All right. I have enough to do here, what with the politics and the athenaeum and the genets and everything else...! And this palace... really! I’m going to be a while figuring out what Kemses was thinking. How are we going to furnish a place this big? And did he expect Amhric to use it?””


    “I think he expected me to use it. And where I go, the king is sure to follow, at some point.” I kissed her brow. “I’m for provisioning. I will see you ere I go.”


    [image: ***]


    I made then what I felt was my last journey in the interstice between the life of Morgan Locke, crippled human scholar and cynic, and Prince Morgan, who had been washed clean of his bitterness and given a new life and rather more to fill it than any one person could hope to encompass, and that… that too was a blessing. The drake and I walked through the Door, and from there I pulled myself astride. Beneath a gathering thunderstorm that never quite breached the coast, we flew, with the darkness weighing the sky at one shoulder, and the clear bright sky on the other… like a revelation of choices made plain, and the drake flying directly between them. I laughed in delight at the sight and held up my arms to the wind, breathed in the heat and the distant actinic sparkle of lightning.


    We came, at length, to the sorcerer’s tower.


    As Amhric reported, Sedetnet had rooted it in the earth, and yet it looked no less uncanny: a single spire in the middle of a featureless plain, with nothing to be seen on the horizon save the sky and grass, and the occasional distant palm. The drake glided to the ground—did it remember coming here before?—and disposed itself to wait, head in its arms, as I approached. No sign betrayed anyone else’s coming; no one had disturbed this place since it had been left. I expected no differently.


    I set my hand on the door and pushed, and it let me in.


    And laughed, because the bottom of the tower was empty. Of course? Why would he have bothered to create any rooms or décor in it, who had never used it? I started up the sole feature of the tower’s base, the stairs, and climbed, savoring the few memories I had of Sedetnet: strange and menacing and mad and beautiful, with his unexpected kindnesses lancing through him like starlight through a grimed glass pane. Those memories clouded my vision when I reached the topmost room where we’d had our interview. I caressed the seat where he’d bound me, there to show me in the mirror what I might be. From there I wandered to the bedroom, to sit on the sheets, smell them, think of that night. A challenge? A gift? Of hope, perhaps, to draw me onward in defiance of my agonies. Had he known everyone so well, or was it only me he’d had this insight into?


    I stroked the nearest pillow, then rose and continued my wanders. It was not a large suite, and yet I missed the small table until I was almost ready to quit the premises. There, as I somehow knew there would be, rested a folded piece of paper, held down by a pair of dice. I gathered them in my hands, rolled them in my palm, then read the note he’d left me.


     


    Now you know it all.


    Live well, Grey Prince.


    —S


     


    I thought of the genets, of the magnificent arrogance of it, of the madness of creating in hopes of bringing forth an angel to save the world. For a long moment I could not move, only stand there with the paper pressed to my breast and the dice digging into my palm. I found myself praying, not that I would not be consigned to a challenge of the magnitude that had faced my predecessor… but that, as Amhric had said, I would be strong enough to see it to an end. But I thought that my life would be gentler, and that too had been a gift.


    I pocketed the dice and hid the paper in my vest pocket, and then began the work for which I’d come. It took the better part of a day to pack Sedetnet’s books in the panniers I’d had tied to the drake’s saddle, and a lesser beast could surely not have managed their weight. But the sum of those possessions fit in the bags I’d brought, and so I closed the door on Sihret’s era and entered, resolute, my own. As the drake hefted itself into the air, I watched the tower dwindle.


    “Goodbye, Sihret,” I whispered. “I promise to take a few risks for you.”


    And then the drake finished its arc, and the tower dropped out of sight, and I turned myself to the Door, and the future, and all the glad future before me.
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    It was not until late spring that we were able to reprise our journey north so I could keep my vow to Last... but we’d all had our responsibilities, and dedication to them had at last brought the world to a breathpause into which we could slide our own errands. I was not sorry to have been forced to wait, for the weather was beautiful: bright skies, cool winds off the mountains and warm sunlight on our shoulders, and flowers everywhere in every conceivable hue, from palest peach to delicate lavender. It was a merry convocation that brought us together in Vigil: Eyre and Carrington and Guy from Evertrue, Radburn from the Archipelago with Chester, Amhric, Ivy and Kelu—now Kel—and Emily and Serendipity with me, and of course, the drake overhead. I did not constrain it to the saddle: “For,” I’d said to Ivy as we’d waited for our horses to be brought ‘round, “I don’t plan to be back soon, and if we fly we’ll be expected to be back soon.”


    Kemses and Emily’s diminutive captain of the guard insisted on a proper escort; I insisted on a small one. We compromised, and rode out beneath Vigil’s banners with our outriders already before us and our rearguard discreetly out of earshot. For my personal protection, I brought the staff. As I had said to Last, I’d had the cap made for it, a finial that spoke of both duty and temperance, and of compromises like the one that saw us escorted. Such things were part of our life now. I did not mind it as much as I’d feared I would.


    The trip was glorious. Though we rode through country that had been given to us by Troth for our use, and some part of me was at work cataloguing all the possible places we might put settlements or roads, we were for the most part free from our duties, and glad of one another’s company. No rain marred the halcyon days we spent riding to the mountains, and at night our bonfire crackled in merry counterpoint to our discussions. There was no need to rush, and we didn’t, and filled the days with everything from talks on university politics to weaving flowered crowns for Queen Emily and the tea brown hair of Ivy, called Princess only by those who did not fear her pique. “Princess,” she said. “Really. Me? Can you imagine them using me in those parlor games where they play at being royalty? And all because I married Morgan, a man I met when he was a university student without a title or a competence to speak of! Ridiculous.” She paused. “Now, if they’d wanted to call me queen, I would probably have had to give it second thought. But princess? Never!”


    So we whiled the gentle days away until the ground corrugated into felted hills and we ascended toward Mother’s Stand, and then we fell silent. We had come to gather the bones of Last, my mother, and Marne from a dire battleground, and the solemnity of our errand lay close on us like a shroud. In procession we made our way through the trees where we’d fled the death of Marne and the release of the dead, through a forest vibrant with the perfume of spring flowers and new leaves.


    This should have been warning enough, but we were shocked to leave the forest’s edge and find the Stand overgrown with wildflowers and trees. Of the battle that had taken place here, at these rocks where Last had declared an army could be barred by a single man, there was no sign. The soil tumbled by the passage of the dead had been used by the new grasses and the saplings, and a single tall tree waited there by the stone, one that had not been there before, an elegant thing with a strong narrow trunk and up-thrust branches crowned in verdant boughs and dotted with white blossoms.


    “Oh,” Ivy whispered. “Last...!”


    Amhric dismounted and took the reins of his horse in hand. He set a hand on the trunk of this tree, looking up at it, and then led his mount behind him into the defile. One by one we followed suit, and entered a world enchanted. There were no bones here. No signs of desecration. Nature had come behind and dissolved the cruel memories, replacing them with a fertile canyon rife with grottos and stands of trees, and a path that seemed to guide us gently to the stone altar where Marne had died. There was no body there to mark where he’d once been, and no bloodstain on the plinth. The grass lapped the edge of the table and trees nodded over it, and bright sunlight spilled from its edge like the regard of an angel. The wind sighed, bringing with it the scent of flowers... ruffled my hair against my shoulders, tugged my gaze upwards to the vault of the sky, more beautiful than any cathedral ceiling.


    We found the second tree on the path leading up to the shrine where my mother had awaited us. Had she died there, or had the wind carried her ashes to the place where she’d kept her solitary vigil? Did it matter?


    “What now?” Eyre asked me at the precipice overlooking the altar.


    “Now,” I said, “we go lie on that sunny hill up there—” I pointed. “And we camp.”
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    By the time we had circled around to the rise abutting the shrine, our wonder had worn off and we could talk like people outside a church, rather than in it. I began it by saying, “I thought to bring home their bodies, but they are already at peace. Perhaps instead we might build a more formal shrine?”


    “Or a small town,” Carrington offered. “This place is beautiful.”


    “A town would be nice!” Emily agreed. “It should have genets.”


    “All towns should have genets,” Serendipity said.


    I laughed. “All good towns, anyroad. I sense this discussion would be improved by foot. Shall we?”


    So we set out a repast and talked, and our mood grew lighter as we contemplated who should establish this town, and who should live in it, and when we should build roads to it, and all the other minutia that made the fairy tale ending of our lives real. The meal was disposed of and then we relaxed, and this was precious beyond measure: time to ourselves, as a company, and so many of my loved ones near. Ivy had her head on my shoulder, and Amhric his head in my lap; Chester was resting on his palms on my other side, shoulder brushing mine. Guy was chewing on a blade of grass; Radburn petting Kel’s tail. Eyre had decided Amhric looked comfortable and was using Carrington’s lap for that purpose, and the two remaining genets were perched on the drake’s tail, turning their squinting faces up to the sun.


    “You know, we never did finish school,” Radburn said suddenly.


    “God dash it, my dissertation!” Chester exclaimed.


    “You were so excited about it,” Ivy said, amused.


    “I had no idea it would have practical application in my lifetime...!”


    “Trust me, Chester, neither did any of us,” Guy said dryly.


    “Still, I would have liked to have finished,” Radburn said. “Radburn Douglas, gentleman scholar.”


    “Don’t worry,” I said as I threaded my fingers through Ivy’s. “I’ll endow a university in Vigil and they can award us honorary degrees. What do you say, Professor? Want to come be a trustee?”


    “More university politics? I’ll kill you first, Morgan.”


    “I’ll do it!” Carrington said with a laugh. “Keep John for your faculty advisor. I’ll gird my loins on your behalf, O Prince of Elves.”


    “Remember you promised that in a year when I call for you,” I said, and meant it.


    “What should we name this school of yours?” Chester asked. “Presuming you go so far as to found it.”


    “Oh,” I said. “Naturally, we should call it Faith University.”


    A pause, and then everyone burst into arguments, mostly about irony and appropriateness, and by the way where should we place it, and could genets attend, and what about elves, and what were the implications of tenure in long-lived races, anyway? I listened, striving and failing to hide my grin, and stroked the hair back from Amhric’s temple as Ivy snickered against my neck.


    “You,” Kel said to me quietly as the discussion raged, “are impossible.”


    “Insufferable,” I agreed.


    “But ours,” Ivy murmured.


    I squeezed her hand. Kel sighed and smiled. “But ours.”


    “That always,” I said to them—promised. “Always.”
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  [image: Language]

Much is made of the elven glyphs in the story, and the some of you will have guessed them to be the circular figures used in the chapter headers, interior title page, and in the cover illustrations (in light). The runes do in fact have meaning! And while it’s not among the most developed of my constructed languages, the Angel’s Gift uses one of the rare ideogrammatic orthographics in my bag of made-up writing systems: each glyph represents a concept directly, rather than a sound. They tend toward abstraction, but do build on a set of common symbols. For instance.

[image: glyphs]

Here’s a sequence, from left to right: Life, Love, Vulnerable, Protection. As you can see, life is represented by the tadpole/sperm/comma-shape, and life is properly encased in a globe, its “skin.” Love involves two of the life-shapes, representing more than one person, and they’ve been stripped of that globe because love involves vulnerability. The vulnerable glyph is life with the skin removed. And protection involves a globe around two people, the suggestion being that it takes more than one person to watch your back.
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Similarly we have here willing, unwilling, work and duty. These concepts are represented by beasts of burden. The unwilling beast has its head extended, seeking freedom; the willing one has its head down among its legs, submissive. Work involves two willing beasts; duty, two unwilling ones.

[image: glyphs]

As one sees, “toil” is formed from blood and tears (and is separate from work, having a connotation of suffering). Sorrow is formed from tears and death.

Here are the other glyphs used throughout the manuscript:
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The glyph on the final page of the manuscript is Joy.
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Are you looking for more fantasy? For epic sword and sorcery, try the Godkindred Saga, starting with Flight of the Godkin Griffin! Angharad Godkin, military commander, was hoping to retire. Instead she's put in charge of a province in need of pacification, a religion full of gods that want a piece of her, and all the politics she went into the army to escape.

 

Or if urban fantasy is more your style, try the apocalyptic adventure, A Rosary of Stones and Thorns. The angel Asrial is certain that humans are no concern of hers... but that was before she discovered the evidence of God's forgiveness for the Devil. Her journey will take her to Earth, Hell, and Heaven again in the company of a demon, a Jesuit priest, two high school kids, and a grackle... and illuminate the nature of God's love for all His creations. A deeply earnest fantasy with nods to other genre classics about angels and demons, like To Reign in Hell and Good Omens. Just with less sarcasm.

 

Finally, for those seeking deep immersion, I recommend my fully-alien worlds. Visit the Jokka, a species on the brink of extinction fighting to find a workable solution to their unfortunate biology, in The Worth of a Shell... or drift through the mannered world of the Ai-Naidar and read The Aphorisms of Kherishdar for meditations on alien words and concepts.

 

There's something for everyone in the catalog! I hope you enjoy!

 


  [image: About the Author]

Daughter of two Cuban political exiles, M.C.A. Hogarth was born a foreigner in the American melting pot and has had a fascination for the gaps in cultures and the bridges that span them ever since. She has been many things—web database architect, product manager, technical writer and massage therapist—but is currently a full-time parent, artist, writer and anthropologist to aliens, both human and otherwise. She is the author of over 50 titles in the genres of science fiction, fantasy, humor and romance.

Join the conversation by visiting the author's social media on Twitter or Livejournal! You can also sign up for the author’s quarterly newsletter to be notified of new releases.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review… or telling a friend!

 

mcahogarth.org

haikujaguar@livejournal

mcahogarth@twitter
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