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    For the first twenty-six years of my life I had been a cripple, forever battling nausea, weakness, seizures, and constant pain, a war that consumed my every waking moment and all the moments it contrived to steal from my sleep. For twenty-six years, I had been a prisoner in my own body, facing a life of increasing disability, losing friends, a chance at love, and the meager pleasures of school and learning. For twenty-six years I had suffered and believed it to be my lot for the remainder of my miserable life.


    In one day, a sorcerer had undone it all and given me a supple, beautiful, working body, and all I could think, over and over, was that it had not been worth the cost.


    I heard the approaching footsteps despite the lightness of their tread, and then Kelu said, “It’s been a week. Are you done moping yet?”


    The wind off the sea combed my hair back from my face, the one I still wasn’t accustomed to touching. It was not so much that the differences were vast, though even cosmetically the alterations were significant—it was that nothing hurt when I touched it anymore. That alone was enough to make me feel as if I had been anchored in a stranger’s flesh. “Kelu...”


    “Your elves are restless,” Kelu said. I did not have to turn to imagine her with her slim furred arms crossed over her flat chest and her ears pinned back against her skull. I’d seen her angry often enough. “The other genets are draped in mourning all over your cabin... even the drake is depressed. You could afford to be dramatic when you were dying alone in your student flat. You don’t have that luxury anymore, Prince.”


    “And what would you have me do?” I asked, unable to quantify the feelings her litany of sins had pricked forth in me.


    “You’re the smart one,” she said. “You’ve read all these history books. Do whatever it is leaders do when their soldiers are drooping.”


    “Water them?” I asked. “Like wilting flowers, perhaps.”


    I could almost hear her scowl. “Are you mocking me?”


    “No,” I said, and managed a laugh. “No. Myself, maybe.” I twisted around to look at her, turning my back on the sea. “But I’m not ready for any of this. I want to go back. I want to win him back.”


    Kelu’s arms were indeed folded over her chest. Her expression was even stormier than I’d imagined, lips pulled back along her thin muzzle to expose her teeth. The genets were not built to intimidate: at barely four feet, they looked more like furred children with the faces of absurdly endearing foxes. But what nature—or in this case, magic—had not granted her, Kelu managed with her sneer and bared fangs. “Don’t even think it,” she said. “You’re not getting him back. He’s gone, Morgan.”


    “There must be a way—”


    “Going to your wreck of a human library and finding out how to be a real prince of elves, maybe,” Kelu said. “But turning this ship around and going after him? What are you going to do? Knock on the sorcerer’s door and ask him nicely?”


    “The dice might favor me,” I said wryly.


    “Or he might kill the king just to see what you’d do,” Kelu said. “You can’t even get the ship to turn around, he magicked it so hard. It’s ridiculous, it’s stupid. We have to move forward, not back.”


    “My brother,” I whispered.


    “Has lived long enough without your help, and through worse tortures,” Kelu said. “All you can do for him now is go do what you apparently do best.”


    “Stumble into messes?” I asked.


    She sighed, exasperated. “No. Read books, take notes and make sense of it.”


    “The fate of the world rests on my ability to do scholarly research,” I said. “Fancy that.”


    “Lucky for us you’re good at it,” Kelu said. “If the fate of the world had rested on your ability to use a sword, we’d be in trouble.”


    Twenty-six years of bodily weakness had not acquainted me very well with what few martial arts remained relevant to a university student. It was why Kemses e Sadar, the only elven noble who had pledged himself to my brother the king, had assigned a contingent of elven guards to accompany us on our errand back home: six men and their commander, called Last.


    I had not thought to ask him why the name, even. That bothered me. Kelu was right: the voyage home was all of six weeks, and I’d lost one to guilt and despair. I had five left to find my bearings in this new body... to learn my guards’ names and faces... to plan the expedition to Vigil’s athenaeum.


    I had a notion on how to begin.
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    “Last,” I said, “Teach me the use of this staff. Please.”


    The captain of my guard rose, glanced at the weapon in my hands. “Lord Locke,” he said. “It can’t wait until we make landfall? Finding footing on the deck of a ship is challenging.”


    I reflected on the absurdity of ‘Lord Locke’—I did not think elves were so addressed, no matter their rank, and I was no lord among humans either... far from it, given that we had sentenced our monarchy to the dust of history for the sin of corruption. Where had he come up with such a title? God save me if he used it before my friends! I would not survive their raillery. “I imagine the footing is treacherous,” I said. “But if I learn here, I should find it easy on solid ground, yes?” When he did not immediately respond, I added, “Please. I know nothing of weaponry. I would be honored to become your pupil.”


    He studied me, no doubt wondering if I had finally dispensed with brooding. He seemed a capable man: pragmatic, stern, just the sort I associated with my vassal Kemses. Like most of the elves, beautiful, not in a merely human fashion, but almost as if illuminated on the surface of the world with precious gems ground into the ink of his body. He had remarkable coloring: a bronze shimmer limning his supple skin at all the creases and hair like brown and gold agate. And he moved as if poured from pose to pose, a complete harmony with wind and air and ground.


    My birthright: to be so limber, so attuned to the world. Would that I knew how to claim it, but I was still used to being human, and in pain. Thus my request.


    “Very well,” he said at last, and nodded toward the deck. “If the lord would oblige.”


    We walked onto it together; I remained very aware of his grace, the ease with which he moved, and could not bring myself to imitate it. What the sorcerer Sedetnet had given me was no falsehood, for this was my true body... but I still could not believe it was mine to keep.


    We reached an open space, and there he held out his hands. “May I?”


    I passed the staff to him with an ambivalence. I had killed a man with it—no, that sounded too clean, and no elf died so easily—I had destroyed a man with it, and the memories clinging to the incised iron surface made my skin cold. But it was also the staff that my vassal had given me... and the staff that my king and I had used to pledge ourselves to one another. We were bound, the staff and I... in dark memory and bright both. It felt strange to see it in another’s hands, but Last’s were respectful.


    “Blooded,” he said. “You can feel it.”


    “Really?” I asked, startled.


    He nodded. “A man’s weapon becomes his own the more he uses it. That one is well on its way to becoming yours.”


    I smiled wryly. “Aren’t princes usually armed with swords?”


    “Sometimes. The prince who guards the King-Reclusive wields a weapon: typically a sword, but anything will do.”


    I glanced at him. “You know the legends.”


    His gaze was shuttered. “We are not human, my prince, for such things to have already passed into legend.”


    I kept forgetting the elven immortality... little wonder, having been raised human. My own body now was imperishable: nearly literally. I would have to be rent limb from limb and burnt to fully die. Such was the power of the enchantment that imprisoned the elves.


    “So, then,” I murmured. “A prince with a staff.”


    “Not so strange,” he said. “Once upon a time these staves were not uncommon. Though they were capped at one end with decorative finials, and those removed only when they were to be used to bring forth blood.”


    Startled, I said, “Is that so?”


    “It is.”


    I glanced at the staff anew and felt its nakedness, felt the symbolism of its having been stripped of the sheath of office that spoke not just of its violent purpose, but also of its mercy. “Perhaps I will commission a new cap for it,” I said. “When we are done with what lies before us.”


    Last’s pause was so slight I almost failed to perceive it. But I thought I had surprised him, and hoped it was a good surprise. “If it will be your weapon, then let us teach you it,” Last said. “It will not be easy.”


    “I do not need your kindness,” I said, “but your knowledge.” A hesitation, then I finished. “Your patience also, if you will.”


    A flicker of a smile curved those thin lips. He handed the staff back to me. “Let us begin.”
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    “A good start,” Kelu said with a yawn as Almond peeled the sweat-stained clothes off my aching body. I could have done it myself—in my previous body, merely dressing was often a hardship—but it pleased Almond to help me and I hated to deny her such small pleasures. The lives of the genets were ugly enough.


    Besides, of the genets I’d unintentionally collected, Almond was the most difficult to disappoint. Her sweetness shone through her like light through Cathedral glass. The two new genets, Black Pearls Nine and Seven, were ciphers yet, and Kelu existed to sting me with her cynicism and her acid words, and to remind me thereby of the intolerable slavery to which the genets were subjected, and which I had not yet rectified. But Almond’s submission gave her genuine joy, and I found unlikely solace in her gentle disposition and her faith in the goodness of the world. Beneath her hands I could reflect on my state without bitterness: that I could be sore in a way most people took for granted, and not wracked with pain, and that this was now normal... and that I had sought normalcy all my life, and now found the acquisition of it poignant and bittersweet.


    “The prince is off in his own universe,” Kelu said sourly. When I looked up, she rolled her eyes Heavenward. “I thought we were having a conversation.”


    “We were,” I said. “About my actions? I let my own guard captain run me ragged in front of God and all His elves and most of the humans crewing the ship besides, and it’s a good beginning?”


    Kelu flipped her ears back. “It’s very clever to bond with your guard on matters that they understand,” she said. “But what exactly are you planning to kill once we get to wherever it is we’re going?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “That would be why I’m training.”


    “I thought this place we’re going was a library,” Kelu said.


    “It is,” I said, using a wet towel to wipe the worst of the sweat off. It hadn’t rained lately enough to justify the use of the ship’s water stores for a bath, but both genets and elves had such keen senses that I feared to offend them. “But they named it Vigil, Kelu. Vigil against what?”


    “Demons,” Almond whispered, setting the clothes in the wash-bin.


    We both glanced at her. Kelu shrugged. “Or dragons. Or sorcerers. Who knows? But you haven’t heard of any demons, dragons or wizards attacking lately, have you? I imagine that’s the kind of thing that would attract attention, even among humans too witless to notice every other kind of magic.”


    “No,” I admitted, leaning back. “You mean to ask me what my plan is, then.”


    “It would be good to have one,” she agreed, “since ‘go to the library and find the grimoire that will undo the elven enchantment and free my power’ is lacking in detail.”


    I glanced at her, my smile crooked. “You had noted.”


    “Well, yes,” Kelu said. “I did make this trip nine times, remember? Amoret said ‘go to the human lands and find the lost prince’ but she wasn’t all that interested in detail either. So guess who got to figure it all out before we ran out of food, got caught by humans, or ended up lost in the wilderness between cities? Your mainland’s a lot bigger than the Archipelago.”


    I sat on my cot, resting my hands on my knees and frowning. Almond perched behind me and started brushing my hair—unnecessarily, since I’d found that elven hair didn’t seem to knot or tangle—but it soothed her to do it, so I made no objection. “We’ll have to head for Evertrue.”


    “Why?” Kelu asked, folding her arms. “Why not go straight to the library?”


    “Because the athenaeum is thick with professors and scientists and archeologists, all eager to excavate the ruins. These are learned people with some knowledge of history and even of magic and elves... if we appear in their midst, we will cause something of a sensation.” I thought of one of my last discussions with my brother before Sedetnet had appeared to spirit him away. “I don’t want any more people to know about the elves than necessary to accomplish this. Not while we’re still a nation divided.”


    “I thought the humans on the mainland had forgotten the elves,” Almond said softly from behind me.


    “They have,” I said. “Most of them. But they have a prejudice against monarchies, they have no context for the sudden discovery of an entire nation of foreigners, and they have more than enough legends that have prepared them to hate the notion of magic and kings.” I shook my head. “No, I can’t take the chance, not yet.”


    “So,” Kelu said, “since you don’t want to be discovered, you’re going to head straight into the capital.”


    “We did,” Almond murmured.


    “We posed as animals to people who were expecting to see animals,” Kelu said. “There’s no disguising them.”


    She was right, sadly. Even smeared with mud and gore, an elf shone like something rarified and lovely, with an almost unnatural radiance. I had cause to know. “I need help reaching Vigil and navigating whatever society of scholars is already there,” I said. “And... I need to tell my family...” I faltered. I hadn’t known I was adopted until very recently. “I need to tell them, and my friends that I’m well. I vanished for several months with only a note to keep them from fretting. I owe them an explanation.”


    “And you miss them,” Almond whispered.


    “And I miss them,” I murmured, feeling the exhaustion of those months in my shoulders, in my back... in my perfection. I had fled Evertrue in the hopes of finding a magician who could cure what I’d thought was my wasting disease, or, failing that, to die someplace far from those who would be forced to watch my decline. Not in my wildest imaginings did I believe I would return an entirely different species, not just restored to health but transformed into... well.


    I had no idea how they would receive the news. But Almond was right. I missed them.


    “So,” Kelu said. “We’re going to get to Far Horizon, pick up some horses for the rest of the elves, ride to Evertrue—cross-country, to avoid being seen, and cloaked, I hope—and sneak into the capital by night. And hopefully find someplace we can hide eight elves, four genets, and a riding drake.”


    “Yes,” I said firmly.


    “All right,” Kelu said. “I guess it’s a start.”


    “I’m glad it meets with your approval,” I said, dryly.


    She chuffed a laugh, surprising me. “I wanted you to turn the Archipelago upside down, and so far you’re doing a good job. I guess if you want to turn the human nation upside down in the process, that’s fine too.”


    “God,” I muttered. “I hope not.”
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    Strange to think I’d never planned an endeavor of this complexity before, particularly given my father’s work as an ambassador and the subsequent assumptions that I would one day follow in his footsteps. Unfortunately for those nurturing those expectations, I’d spent most of my life imprisoned by my illness, my days circumscribed by seizures, vomiting, pain, and later hallucinations. My striving had been limited to surviving until the next day and hiding my condition; the thought of any greater ambition had remained fantastic, like some beast out of the folklore I’d undertaken to study at the university. Perhaps, then, I could be excused for coming into the necessary details at bizarre moments, as when I realized that we were speaking the wrong language after Last had smashed my side with his spear. I hit the deck of the ship, skidded, and cursed—in Angel’s Gift, of course, since I’d been speaking it for months and had had ample opportunity to learn words appropriate to anger and helplessness and fear. While I remained a pedestrian speaker of Angel’s Gift, my lexicon of impolite language was far broader in it than in Lit.


    I looked up at Last, wide-eyed, and saw the consternation in his face. I held up a hand. “No, no. You did well. I was thinking of aught else... do you know the human tongue, Captain? The one spoken on the continent.”


    “Lord Kemses requires it of all the elves in his employ, because it is spoken in the port,” Last said, straightening and holding the spear at his side, at attention... probably all unintentionally, in response to his invocation of his blood-flag lord. “But I admit, it is not a tongue I speak often or well.”


    “We will have to begin re-acclimating you and yours,” I said. “We go to a human country now; I would not have you helpless for lack of the language.”


    “It is well-thought, Lord Locke,” Last said, inclining his head.


    “Very good,” I said. And chuckled. “Let us make the deal. You shall share your teaching duties with your men, as I presume they are all far better than I am at this work. And I shall refresh all of you in the language. We shall trade.”


    And so we did. The guards took turns with their prince, and so I came to know their faces and personalities; it was well that we’d made this arrangement for some of them were less careful of my dignity than Last, and I learned a great deal from their impatience. We spoke a tangled mixture of languages during lessons; as Kelu had once done with me, I spoke the Gift to them and required their answers in Lit, and if that made the practices rather more fraught I thought it better we spend our frustrations here, where we were not observed. I also brought them as a group to practice listening to Lit, and then separately to practice conversational skills apart from the armswork. They would never pass for human; elven voices were rich in a way that human voices simply could not be. They evoked water running, or the wind through trees, or the distant sound of sleigh bells; they were often tangible according to their owners’ moods, like a caress on the neck or a slap on the cheek. I had to hope they wouldn’t need to speak often, but I couldn’t leave their educations incomplete. Even if they could not expect to hold polite conversations in drawing rooms, the ability to understand those conversations might make the difference between our safety and our demise.


    The genets had no issue with Lit. Kelu and Almond were proficient after their forays into human lands, and the two Black Pearls... languages seemed to stick to them like pale dust did to their dark fur, something I observed with some disgust while brushing them.


    The weeks we had remaining, then, I put to profitable use, in teaching, in learning, in preparation. I befriended my elven contingent, inasmuch as it was possible with them considering me so high in station: always ‘Lord Locke’ though never, interestingly, ‘Prince.’ I made plans. I even tested my magical limits and found them deeply proscribed, as I expected, though whether this was the result of lack of skill, Sedetnet’s cage, or my being forced to sacrifice my magic to the falsity of the immortality enchantment, I was not yet sure. It was what we were traveling north to seek... the knowledge that would free a race.


    Most of all, I spent time with my new and unwanted body. I had lived twenty-six years in a wracked shell, and those years had taught me habits I found impossible to wish away. I still moved with great caution, expecting my joints to hurt or my limbs to betray me. I hoarded my energy, as if it was still limited enough for me to count the cost of every action. I wrapped myself in more layers than necessary, forgetting I no longer suffered from cold or humidity.


    Once in a while, I would stand at the railing and look out to sea, though, and forget I had ever been a cripple. And the wind would comb my hair back from my brow and blow cool breath over my throat and arms, and I would feel... ah! I would feel my senses stretching all the way to the horizon, feel the depth of the water like a great and joyous weight I could test with my own arms, sense the sun behind the clouds, feel even the distant roots of the mainland as if I could touch them.


    Once in a while, I would truly inhabit the body of an elf, and the enjoyment would last just long enough for me to remember what it had cost me, and then I withdrew from it again with loathing.


    It was on one such evening that Almond found me sitting on the cot, holding my spectacles in my hands. She looked at me quizzically, then sat across from me, close enough for her tiny furred knees to touch mine.


    “I don’t need them anymore,” I said.


    “That doesn’t please you,” she said after a moment, meeting my eyes with her earnest lilac ones.


    “I miss them,” I said, without understanding how that could be. “They were... they were a key to the world. I lived in a great, confused blur until my parents commissioned their creation. And then... everything. Colors became buildings, trees, people. Blotches became letters. I could read. I could see. It was like magic.” I ran a finger along the topmost edge of one of the lenses. “For most of my life, it was the only magic I knew.”


    Almond held out her hands. Gently I set my glasses on her small palms and watched as she turned them, curious, examining the bronze-colored legs, the long lozenges of the lens with their faceted ends. It was strange, very strange, to be able to see her doing it when all my life the relinquishment of my spectacles took my vision with it. Everything in me told me she was holding my eyes in her hands, and yet I was not blind.


    “They still feel like part of you,” she guessed.


    “Yes,” I said, unsurprised by her insight.


    “So why don’t you keep wearing them, Master?” she said, handing them back.


    I grimaced. “To use them would be the perpetuation of a falsehood,” I said. “I have a distaste for lies. The truth is precious, Almond, and so difficult to perceive. To cling to these when I no longer need them, or to make it seem as if I still do when I don’t... where is the integrity in that?”


    “What if you took the lenses out?” she asked. “Or you could look over their rims... they are narrow enough.”


    “That would still be a lie,” I said. And sighed. “I don’t need them anymore, and I should not pretend otherwise.”


    “Your body might not need them,” Almond said seriously. “But your spirit may. If it did not, you would not still be so attached to them.” She leaned over and took them out of my hands, then leaned up on her knees and gently set them on my nose, brushing my hair back to settle the earpieces behind my now-pointed ears. Adjusting them far enough down my nose so I could look over them without having to look through them, she said, “There. That’s much better, Master.”


    I pulled her into my lap and hugged her. She had been engineered by elven sorcery to brim with the magical energy most elves lost after Dissipation, and it made her a pleasure to embrace... but I loved her for her warmth and her candor and her sweetness, and I touched her because it made her happy. As she purred against me, I felt the weight on my nose and was anchored, just a little, to a past that made sense of who I’d become since.


    “Wise genet,” I murmured, making her golden ear flick from the tickle of my breath.


    She giggled. “Oh, Master. Not me.”


    I smiled and let it be.
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    Our arrival at Far Horizon was a shock for so many reasons. I had become accustomed to palm trees and hot breezes and sultry weather; to humans who looked exhausted and depleted; to the presence of elves like fire at the edge of my vision. I returned to cold autumn, to healthy human bustle, and to an unexpected sense of both homecoming and loss. I would miss the sea. I still missed my brother. And I felt lost, realizing I would never again walk in human company as one of their number. I had never been normal, but on my best days I could go into the capital and know myself one of the great masses that had powered the revolution in government and natural sciences that had brought Troth to this great estate.


    Fate had given me one singular brother, and deprived me of a million less intimate ones. I now belonged to an older, less innocent race, one currently mired in depravity and ennui. God save me.


    Last joined me at the prow early in the evening, several days after we’d moored. We’d sent the genets to contact the humans we’d worked with before; it was through them that we were making arrangements. It was more time-consuming, but I judged it a better idea to err on the side of discretion. This was the same reason we were both cloaked with the hoods drawn up; fortunately the weather made such garb unremarkable. “Lord Locke? The horses have been procured and the supplies loaded. We can ride at any time.”


    I drew in a breath and nodded. “Let us, then.”


    It was odd to be able to walk down the gangplank without fearing a fall. In the past, I’d had help to keep my recalcitrant limbs from dumping me into the water—indeed, they had the first time I boarded a ship. This time, I followed my guard without issue, and felt strange in my own body—


    —until my foot hit the ground and the entire world erupted around me. The groaning of distant mountains moving, the pressure of layers of soil and rock beneath me contesting with the ocean’s weight, the constant motion of the air on the back of the land, on my back—


    I collapsed onto my knees, which made it worse before someone grabbed my arms. Then I could feel my own much smaller body. Last had one of my arms... Nine, one of the Black Pearl genets, the other. The rest of the guard was standing in front of me in an array that seemed almost casual, blocking me from view without seeming to.


    “Lord Locke!” Last exclaimed.


    “Nothing,” I said, catching my breath. “Just... I...”


    The world lapped at me, like waves. I swayed.


    Fangs closed on my shoulder. I jumped as Kelu pricked blood from my flesh straight through the cloak and two layers of clothing, and the pain centered me very firmly in my body.


    “Genet!” Last said, his voice positively scandalized.


    I held up a hand. “No, no. It’s all right.” I licked my own teeth as if I could taste the blood in her mouth. “It was a needful thing.” I rose shakily.


    “Master!” Almond said, running down the plank to join me. “Master, oh, are you well?”


    “Yes,” I said, cautiously. It seemed true. “The world just seemed... too real for a moment.”


    Last eyed me, frowning.


    “Some symptom you recognize?” I said, only a little wryly.


    He was still studying me, brows lowered. “The worldsense is one of the prince-gifts.”


    “The... the what?” I said, startled. Even asking I hadn’t quite expected an answer.


    “The worldsense,” Last said. “It allows the Prince to speak with the land.”


    I had a sudden memory then, of being in a ditch with Amhric while escaping the blood-flag Suleris, and the gift he made me of a talent, he said, that I should have myself, and could not manifest with my magic bound by enchantment. “Oh,” I said, quieter. “Yes. That makes sense.” I drew in a metered breath and allowed the soil beneath my feet ingress. The feel of the world seeped back into me, and I found it both pleasing and dismaying... the first because it was home and somehow it recognized me, and the second because it lacked the rising sparkle of the breath over elven lands, the brightness I associated now with the magic of living things. Like the depleted humans of the Archipelago, Troth was dull to the touch. Did the continent not have magic? Or was I simply unable to locate it?


    My guards were restive, and Last and the genets were staring at me. I wondered how long I’d been tarrying in my reverie and pushed the sense back out of myself. “Well. Time is wasting. Let us depart.”


    Last nodded and with a low command dispersed his men to the hired horses while I boarded my own mount. The two Black Pearl genets were settled behind guards. Kelu pulled herself up into the saddle in front of me, and Almond behind.


    “You don’t think people are going to find the drake something of a giveaway that you’re not normal humans?” Kelu asked.


    “I can’t leave him behind,” I said, reaching forward to stroke the drake’s neck. It twisted so it could look me in the eye with one of its own lambent scarlet ones. “We’ve been through too much together. We’ll just have to hope he’s taken for some exotic beast from distant lands.”


    “It’s well, Master,” Almond said, slipping her arms around my waist and leaning into my back. “A prince should ride a prince’s mount.”


    Kelu sighed. “Well, do what you want, then. You will anyway.”


    I grinned and squeezed my legs against the barrel of the drake, and my guard fell in behind me. My plan had been to leave in the evening, when it would be more difficult to see us go. It had been a good plan, I thought. And the particulars that involved no one stopping us, those were observed.


    But the part about us being more difficult to see at night... that I had not arranged very well. Had we been human, it would have made sense. But I had not realized until I glanced over my shoulder that elves... glowed. Even at night. Particularly at night, when they seemed to shed their own light. It was a dim glow, to be sure, enshrouded in cloaks and clothing. Somehow that made it more conspicuous. Like something out of the legends of my studies, we rode in a dim fairy-light, the hooves of the horses beating a tattoo against the hardened earth as we rode toward the edge of town. What a sight we must have been! The drake pouring from step to step like some liquescent predator, and in its wake seven riders, all trailing that soft light.


    We would be remembered, there was no question. Hopefully, as a dreamlike occurrence, and not reality.


    At my sigh, Kelu muttered, “I didn’t think of it either.”


    Behind me, Almond said, “We’re not elves, to have thought of it.”


    “Nothing for it,” I said. “From here out we ride through the wilderness anyway.” I loosened the reins in my hands and said, “Go on, great heart!”


    The drake huffed softly, then drew in a breath that inflated its ribcage between my legs... and took off. Behind me, my host spurred their mounts to a gallop to keep pace, and we drew away from the places of human habitation and fled into the darkened fields, where legends are more at home.


    [image: ***]


    For days, then, we traveled through the wild. It suited us better than the road, where we would have been questioned, and the elves did not seem discommoded by the need to camp even in the cold. It was strange to see them in the heavier clothes we’d had brought on-board the ship after months of being abraded by the beauty of their bare skin and loose hair, and even stranger to realize that as accustomed as they’d become to the Archipelago, this continent had once been home to them, and they must have once dressed this way... hiding their shining. In plain coats over vests and shirts and trousers and boots, they looked as if they’d donned costumes, and the gleam of their supernal skin where it emerged from beneath the cloth seemed even more extreme in contrast to the coarse fabric. I myself found it... unsettling.


    Nor was the sight of them the sole source of my unease. I had not worn anything like my old wardrobe in months and despite my reservations had acclimated to the extremely immodest elven standard of loose pants and stole or sleeveless coat. Nothing else would have served in the Archipelago’s climate. To resume my former standard of dress should have been a comfort, but as with everything else about my return home, I felt great ambivalence about my ill-fitting clothes. I had worn such things poorly on my gaunt and wasted frame, and they seemed to sit as uncomfortably on my new one.


    The land, however, was a solace, even in autumn. Perhaps particularly in autumn, for I’d never seen one without the dread of what it would do to my wracked body. To be able to experience the cold breeze without that fear or discomfort was novel... exhilarating, even. And always, the world whispered to me through my hands, my boot soles, through my side when I slept on the ground, cuddled by genets. It whispered poems of harvests, of bounty given in preparation for rest. It spoke of sleeping animals and birds fleeing south, the tiny perturbations of the air beneath their wings making a delicate ripple pattern over the grasses. It sang wind directions and hints of storms and changing weather and I learned it all like a caress on the inside of my skin, as if that skin was the sole impediment separating me from falling into the world and dissipating there.


    I found it glorious and humbling. I, who had never known the wild as anything but the promise of hardship and humiliation, to be avoided at all costs, fell in love with the land as ardently as I had the sea.


    Such a disappointment it was, when I realized that we would reach the city the following evening. I sat up that night on grass a frost had crisped the night before, and craned my head back to look at the boundless stars. When Almond crept out to join me, followed by Black Pearls Nine and Seven, I gathered them under my arms, and together we sat in communion with the world. I didn’t know what they heard with those large and sensitive ears, but they seemed as peaceful as I was.


    I think we were all surprised when Nine broke the silence, Nine included. “What will the city be like?”


    “Well,” I said. “If I have any control at all, the city will be a fleeting impression of darkness as we ride through the streets at night, and then safety in someone’s house.”


    “We haven’t been inside a house,” Seven murmured. “We knew only the cages.”


    “And the showroom, once or twice,” Nine said.


    “Houses can be nice,” Almond offered. “As long as the people there are nice.”


    “The people in these houses will be kind,” I said. “I promise.”


    A contented silence then. I indulged myself in a fantasy of escorting the genets to my parents’ house and having them experience what it was to be treated equitably—


    —which is when my fantasy dissolved. I said, “There is something you should know, however. The humans of Evertrue... they keep no slaves. Nor do they know of animals that speak. They will be surprised by you. Nor will they treat you the way elves would.”


    “If they don’t keep slaves,” Nine said, slowly, “how should we act toward them?”


    “Politely,” I said. “But they are not your masters. You need not obey their commands unless it seems sensible to you to do so.”


    This silence had a great deal less of contentment in it.


    “I think we can do that,” Seven said at last, reluctantly, though her fur was standing from the stress of it.


    “Just remember that the Prince is our master,” Almond offered. “Obey him. Everyone else is like... a guest in his house. You need not obey them if their orders contradict our master’s.”


    “Ah!” Seven said. “That make sense.”


    Nine purred her agreement.


    I felt a touch as if I’d been overruled, but there was no use upsetting them. They had been bred and trained to absolute obedience, and had not the first notion of how they might express their own will, if indeed they could identify a thought truly their own, rather than one implanted in them by their magical molding. I planned to introduce the basics of self-will to them, but it would take time... and some part of me knew that it might not be possible to help them past the blocks put in them by their training. At least, not before they expired, for they had been designed to die within five or six years. Kelu’s rebellious spirit had been an accident. Subsequent models had had their defiance and free will engineered out of them.


    Eventually the Black Pearls slipped free to curl up on my blanket and wait for me to retire. Almond remained, head tucked against my ribs.


    “You are kind to them, Master, to allow them the comfort of a way of life they understand.”


    “It’s all they have,” I said, quiet. “To deprive them of it would be cruel.” I stroked her back as I thought. “Still, perhaps I should give them names of their own.”


    “It won’t help them become individuals,” Kelu said, dropping down next to me on the opposite side.


    I glanced at her, surprised; she did not cleave to me the way the other genets did, and I respected what limited autonomy her magical creation allowed her.


    “Well, it won’t,” Kelu said. “We both know it.”


    “I know,” I said after a long moment.


    “Names aren’t enough,” Almond said. “But love will accomplish what words alone won’t.”


    We both looked at her then. She had her eyes closed, enjoying the warmth of my side and the wind on her damp nose, so she didn’t notice. But she continued after a moment, “That’s what you taught me.” Rousing herself to open her eyes, she added, “Maybe you need a new name, Kelu.”


    “I’m used to my name,” Kelu said, ears flattening. “It’s honest.”


    “But you’re not a slave anymore,” Almond said. “Are you?”


    That silenced the older genet for a long moment. Presently, she said, “I don’t know who I’d be, if I wasn’t Kelu.”


    “Maybe you’d be the prince’s counselor,” Almond said, stunning us both.


    “I—w-what?” Kelu stammered.


    “You give our master advice,” Almond said. “You tell him things that he needs to hear, even if they’re hard things. You’re very practical, you think of all the details. Doesn’t that make you a good counselor?”


    I started laughing. “She has you there, Kelu.”


    Kelu flicked her ears back, the starlight catching in the silver ink on their inner surfaces. “Genets can’t be that important.”


    “You’re that important,” I said. “So obviously, you’re wrong. Even I remember that much of logic class, and logic was never my strongest subject.”


    Kelu licked her nose, then said, gruff, “Well, if you do take my advice, then here’s my latest. Let the Black Pearls name themselves.”


    “Ah?” I said. “An intriguing idea. Give them the opportunity to do something for themselves in a way that lets them express their individuality.”


    “That might help,” Almond said, thoughtful.


    “I like it,” I said. “I’ll advance the idea to them when we’re more settled.”


    “You see?” Almond added. “He likes your advice.”


    Kelu rolled her eyes and said, “Then here’s some more. Get to bed soon. Even indestructible bodies need rest.”


    “I will,” I said.


    After she’d left, Almond murmured, “She loves you too, Master. In her own way.”


    “Yes,” I said, smiling. “With teeth.”


    “If you didn’t taste so good,” she said meekly, but with a hint of wistfulness.


    The reminder that I had left one duty undone, one that I had better do before gaining the city, sobered me. I said, “I know.”
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    We were not due to enter Evertrue until long after the city had gone to sleep, so in the morning I called the four genets to my side while the rest of the guard was at ease.


    “Kelu needs blood,” I said to them after they’d joined me. “But I know that all of you derive sustenance from it. This is the last time I know for certain we will be among those who understand your needs.” I pulled off my coat and started unlacing my shirt. All of them were staring now, not at me, but at my skin as I revealed it. Once I’d undressed from the waist up, I called to Last, who came with incurious eyes. He knew what I was about.


    “You have a knife I could borrow?” I asked.


    He drew it with a gravity I found appropriate and offered it to me on both hands. As I took it, he drew back, out of the way. I looked at my collection of genets and felt a frisson of fear. I had seen elves literally dismembered and live; I knew, firsthand, what it took to kill one. Indeed, in one of these very fields between Evertrue and Far Horizon I’d tried to take my own life with a piece of glass, and even bedeviled by a terrifying enchantment my crippled body had sealed itself up again. I knew that I could put a knife in my own arm and drag it from palm to elbow without dying... but knowing it and doing it were entirely different matters.


    I could not, however, face those four sets of eyes without making the offering. Kelu was the only one who needed it to live, that defect having been corrected in later iterations of the genet experiment. But the others craved it for the magic that sang to them in the blood ladders, and mine in particular for its similarity to their sire’s, the Fount of the genets, my own brother... whose magic had been raped from him so it could be used to seed the genet dams with his own stolen energies.


    I clenched my teeth and ripped the blade through my flesh, and had only enough time to feel the shock of it before the genets descended on me. They were pulling me down by that arm, so I quickly did the other and sank to my knees beneath their teeth and licking tongues.


    I’m not sure what I had been expecting. The last time I’d fed the genets I had been in the grips of the enchantment, and the pain had been excruciating. I suppose I’d been anticipating more of the same. To be honest, I would have preferred it to the feel of their warm bodies pressed against me and the magic in my blood lapping the magic in theirs. Their little whines and whimpers of pleasure didn’t help. I shuddered and bent, hiding my face, and let them suckle at my veins until they were sated... and then the feel of my body closing its wounds without the genets to worry them open both nauseated me and filled me with a sense of unwilling pleasure. I fought both and won, barely, opening my eyes to find all the genets curled around me in warm, drowsy balls.


    “That was well done,” Last said quietly from above me, where he had no doubt drawn near just in case.


    I found his knife and gave it back to him, regretting the lack of a cloth to clean it with. “It is not their fault that they were made so.”


    “No,” Last agreed, and surprised me by bowing before he withdrew.
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    It was dearly my wish to see my parents again—to see them first, to assuage their grief and anxiety over my abrupt departure. I had left them a note, but it had not been an encouraging one, confessing as it had my reasons for leaving. What mother would hear that her son had gone seeking a cure to his disease, or elsewise his ending? The guilt of having burdened them with that admission plagued me. But I could not arrive on my parents’ doorstep with a contingent of elves out of fairy tales and four animal servants, along with the drake and all the horses required to get them here. They had no room.


    There was only one place I could take my dependents and only one person I trusted with them. Which is how, in the dead of night, I found myself knocking at Chester’s door... God forgive me. The circumstances by which we’d parted had been amicable enough; he’d even lent me the family carriage for the trip to Far Horizon. Unfortunately, I had been driven from that carriage by its master after they’d discovered me with Kelu and assumed her to be someone’s child.


    I still remember that beating. I could hardly imagine what news had been brought back to Chester following the incident, and could only hope our friendship had not been tarnished by the rumors that I was a drug-addicted child molester. Perhaps that humility was in my voice when the door was opened at last by the butler in his dressing gown, who narrowed his eyes at my cowled face.


    “Yes?” he said at last.


    “I have come to see Master Chester,” I said. “You may tell him that Morgan Locke has returned.”


    I expected to be left on the doorstep, or even, worst case, to be turned away. So it was a shock entire to have the butler open the door and say, “Come in, please.”


    Chester’s house was large enough for him to have his own parlor in a separate wing, which is where we were escorted. I asked the elves to stand against the back wall; there was no hope of them being unobtrusive, though they’d kept their cloaks, but at least their shining was less aggressive when distanced from the hearth; fire in particular seemed to love elven skin. I myself sat gingerly on the divan, with the genets arrayed at my feet... save Kelu, of course, who chose to stand at the divan’s arm, with her arms folded and long tail curled into a corkscrew of disdain.


    I heard his voice before I saw him. “...sure, Marley, certainly there must be some mistake, it’s the middle of the night—”


    And then he entered the room and stopped there at the sight of quite so many people.


    He had not changed, my dear friend. The same ale-brown hair, smoothed back into a tail for sleeping that left the good lines of his tawny face more clearly defined in the candlelight. The same earnest, focused, intelligent eyes. Perhaps he was a touch thinner; when I’d left he’d been beset by troubles much too civilized to be solved in any drastic or satisfactory manner. But God and His saints... the same man who had come to my student flat every day to write notes for our dissertations, who had weathered the knowledge of my illness without dramatics or pity, and who had moved to help me in every practical way he could afford. Young, driven...


    ...human. As I had been, or had thought myself to be.


    “Can it be?” he said softly.


    I rose as he approached, pushed back the hood, and saw my changes reflected in his face, in the shock, in the way he stumbled to a halt and simply gaped at me.


    “My God!” he exclaimed. “Locke! Is that—”


    “It is,” I said quietly. And then, feeling it in my joints and blood and bone and not yet having said it, I finished, “I’m home. Finally.”


    “But...” He trailed off, coming close enough now to study my face in some detail, an act that caused me to flush. The wonder in his eyes discomfited me.


    “I know,” I said at last, wishing my voice was less freighted with the hint of distant bells and the whispers of the sea. “It hardly seems likely, but... it appears I was that lost prince, the one on the medallion, after all.” With a touch of chagrin, I finished, “It is a bit of a long story.”


    “It must be, at that,” Chester said, still with that wonder. “I imagine you’ve had a long journey....” He stopped, tilted his head. “You’re here, and not at your parents’.”


    “I have horses to stable, and a drake,” I said. “And I need a place to conceal eight elves and four genets. I came to beg your indulgence, and your aid once again... if my previous conduct has not poisoned you against me.” I flushed. “I apologize. The matter with the baggage train... it can be explained....”


    “It was my fault,” Kelu said unexpectedly. “I trapped him in… um... a compromising position. And then ran off and left him to suffer the consequences alone.”


    Chester looked from me to the genet, then said, “I’ll have chambers made up for you all. I’m sure you’ve had a long journey and will want rest.”


    But I saw the light of curiosity in his hazel eyes, and God knew I wouldn’t be sleeping myself. “Please, and I’m in your debt, again. But if you’d like, we could have a tot of brandy and I’ll tell you the tale of it complete tonight.”


    “Brandy!” he said with a laugh. “Have you now become a drinker?”


    “And a sailor, and a user of rather profane language, and...” I faltered, thinking of the head of blood-flag Suleris dying on my staff, “...and rather more things besides.” I met his eyes, trying not to grieve when he flinched beneath the brunt of their inhuman beauty. “I’ll tell you all of it, if you wish. I would not mind to be unburdened of it.”


    “Then brandy it is,” Chester said. “Hold here and I’ll arrange the rooms and the drink both.” And left with alacrity, vanishing into the sepia-tinted shadows of the hall.


    “Master,” Almond said hesitantly. “Is this wise?”


    “That’s my line,” Kelu muttered.


    “And not yours?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at Last, who stirred himself at the question.


    “Lord Locke,” he said. “We are in a realm with which you are more intimate than we. If we do not trust your judgment, then we are adrift.”


    I sighed out. “Thank you for your confidence.” I looked at the genets. “Chester will keep our secrets. He is a man of great discretion. I trust him.”


    “If you say so,” Kelu said, but she seemed ill at ease.


    Chester returned with a tray and the butler.


    “This way, sirs,” said the servant, and I nodded to my entourage.


    “I will be by to see you before I sleep,” I told them. To the genets, I said, “Wait for me in my bed, if it pleases you, or on the furniture if it doesn’t.”


    Watching them leave in perfect obedience, Chester observed, sotto voce, “Well then.” Turning back to me, he said with a touch of humor and uncertainty both, “Locke. Should I be bowing?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, exasperated, and sank back onto the chair, throwing off the cloak. I ignored his stare to pour for us both. “No matter the ostentation of my present body, I’m still the man you knew before I left, if rather more enriched in worldly experience than I ever cared to be.”


    Sitting back and folding a leg over the other, Chester said, “This should be good.”


    I sighed. “You have no idea.”


    “Talk then,” he said. “And start with what made my carriage driver run you off. I was quite beside myself when the sword came back.”


    “I imagine you were,” I said, and handed him the glass.


    And then... I began my confession. Strange how so few months could feel so long in the living, and yet so short in the telling... though for all that, the telling took long enough. I told him that the elves were indeed real. That they treated humans as livestock to fuel their magical needs. That I had come very near to that fate myself in the hunt to cure my own disease through magical means. I told him that I had met a sorcerer as old as the legends of demons, fighters who could not die, and entire populations of created slaves.


    With some reluctance, the more sordid bits fell from my mouth as well, but I could not hold them back. I spoke of killing, and of giving myself to an insane power in trade for a quest, and of having the indecency to fall in love with a king, whom I subsequently lost to a madman against whose power I could not contest... yet.


    When I was done, we were silent, listening to the muted crackle of the fire. The tension in my shoulders made them throb. I did not crave absolution, but something more vital: acceptance. I was home, but home meant nothing to me without the society of my friends and family.


    “God Almighty,” Chester said at last, leaning forward to refill my glass. “You’ve been hard-used, haven’t you, Locke.”


    And with that, the tension fell away, and my shoulders dropped with them. I put my head in my hands. “I hardly feel able to admit it, surrounded as I am now by those who expect my leadership, but I feel utterly undone. The forces arrayed against me are significant, and my own resources paltry in compare.”


    “Well, I hardly call myself an ally of little power,” Chester said with a grin.


    “If you’re willing,” I began, reluctant.


    He waved a hand, dismissive. “Don’t be ridiculous. What else?” He grimaced. “At this point, I’d take mad wizards and demon incursions over my life as it stands.”


    I glanced at him, frowning. “Have things changed so, then?”


    “Not in so world-shattering a fashion as they have for you,” he said, refilling his own glass now. “But you left a... hole, when you departed, Locke. When you didn’t return to fill it....” He stared at the glass for a moment before lifting it and sitting back again, his spine rigid. “I had no idea, and probably you did not either. But it was difficult to hold things together without you.” Before I could react to this extraordinary statement, he continued, “and that is without the practical damage it dealt. I was forced to divulge your mission to Professor Eyre; he helped settle things with the university. As far as they know you’re on sabbatical for personal reasons. I told Douglas and Du Roi that you’d gone in search of a cure for your disease, as they already knew of it. Ivy, though, I have been lying to, and I fear she is a bit too perceptive not to have noted. You will have to repair things with her yourself.”


    “Ivy....” I said, my heart tightening in my chest.


    “Yes,” Chester said. “I don’t suppose humans and elves….”


    “No,” I said, curt. Presenting myself to my parents as a different species was difficult enough to imagine. The thought of doing so to the woman for whom I’d carried a torch since our first meeting, the woman for whom I’d saved myself—with one confused exception—that I could barely imagine. Embarrassed at my discourtesy, I finished, quietly, “Even if I find a way to unmake this enchantment, the elves live... a very long time. Nor are they capable of... interbreeding. There would be no issue. What kind of life is that to offer to a woman?”


    “You might try anyway,” Chester said. At my stare, he said, calmly, “Explain the risks and let her decide. Should it not be her decision also?”


    “God, Chester,” I said.


    He smiled bitterly. “Things between man and maid are complex. Ask me how I came by that knowledge.”


    “Are you still engaged to the shrew, then?” I asked.


    “You have become plain-spoken,” Chester said with a sigh. “But yes. We will be wed in a month.”


    “A month,” I murmured. “That may not be long enough for you to go and come with me.”


    He sat up. “You mean to say you were going to ask me?”


    “To accompany me to Vigil?” I said. “Yes. And Radburn and Guy as well, if they are so minded. Ivy....” I bit my lip. “I am not certain at the proprieties. But it seems unjust not to ask her also. And Eyre will have my head if I don’t make him the offer. I thought he might lead the expedition, actually, given his credentials and his familiarity with the subject matter.” I looked up at him. “So yes. I was going to ask you all, after explaining the dangers. But the trip will take longer than a month. Just arriving there with be a matter of weeks, and then who knows how long the research will need?”


    “I’ll postpone the wedding,” Chester said, sitting forward, palms on his knees. “I will.” At my glance, he said, “Winifred’s grace, Locke! This is not just an academic opportunity beyond all possible hope of being equaled. This is history in the making! The research of enchantments? To see magic done! The chance of a lifetime! And you would have me miss it to marry Minda!”


    “Duchess Minda,” I said, dryly, remembering.


    “Oh, by now it is Princess Minda, no less,” Chester said with a curled lip. “The parlor games grow more ridiculous with each passing month. Soon enough they’ll all fancy themselves royalty and we’ll be fighting another revolution to satisfy their egos.”


    “God!” I exclaimed. “Chester, have a care with words!”


    “Would it be so bad?” he asked with a humorless grin. “You yourself have come around to the notion of kings.”


    “My king,” I said slowly, feeling the words in my mouth, “bleeds when the land suffers the touch of demons.” I looked up at Chester. “Not hyperbole. Rents open in his flesh. He gives up worldly power to cloister himself and manage the flow of magic throughout the world. He has neither jewel nor palace nor treasury... and his sole guard is his prince, without whom he is so defenseless his own subjects may rape him with impunity. An elven king is not a human king.”


    “An elven king sounds more like a priest,” Chester said.


    I nodded slowly. “Yes.”


    “And you are in love with him,” Chester said, shaking his head.


    “When you meet him, you’ll know,” I said. “There is no avoiding it. So much gentleness, Chester. I had no idea.” Quieter, I said, “I had no idea how desolate the world was, without gentleness. Perhaps we are all suffering for that dearth, and merely never knew for its lack.”


    Radburn would have made a joke at this speech, and Guy would have looked at me askance. Chester respected the silence that followed it, and touched my pale hand with his golden one once it had drawn on long enough. In this I saw the influence of the Church, and was grateful it had made him comfortable with such truths. “We should rest,” he said. “We have a great deal to do to put this expedition together.”


    “Chester,” I said. “I... I came on you unannounced, and...” I stopped, then said. “Thank you.”


    “Anytime,” he said, and that was that.
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    I checked on my guards before retiring myself; they were comfortable enough and, I saw, in the rooms most distant from both the road and the well-traveled halls. I had been assigned chambers not far from them, and there I found a mound of sleeping genets in my bed and one stretched out on the floor. One of Kelu’s eyes slitted open as I stepped over her.


    “Go well?” she asked with a yawn that curled her narrow tongue and exposed all her scythe-like teeth.


    “Better than I expected,” I said, and undressed. A nightshirt and robe had been provided; I shrugged them on, then slid under the covers and the blanket of genets.


    “Tomorrow?” she asked as I closed my eyes.


    “Tomorrow,” I murmured, “my parents.” And slept.
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    In the morning I bathed myself—not a minor accomplishment when attended by three genets eager to aid me—and dressed, and by the time I’d finished found breakfast on a tray outside my door. I was starting on the tea when a knock interrupted, and Almond opened the door for Chester, neatly turned out as always. He flinched anew at the sight of me, as if the night apart had convinced him he’d been imagining my appearance, but he said nothing of it and my breath eased out as he continued the evening’s conversation as if we hadn’t broken off at all. “You’re off to see your parents, then?”


    “Yes,” I said. “Cloaked, to save me from making a curiosity of myself in the streets.”


    Chester made a face. “I’ll have the family carriage brought ‘round. Better you travel unseen completely. If you go on foot... I still think you’ll draw people’s eyes.”


    So the shimmer was visible in daylight as well, and in a world that seemed afflicted by a paucity of magic. I had hoped that my experience growing up in Troth absent the evidence of magic indicated that magic was somehow suppressed from normal sight, but apparently not. I sighed. “That would be wise, I suspect. Thank you, Chester.”


    “It’s nothing,” he said. “While you’re gone I’ll arrange for Douglas and Du Roi to come by, if that’s well with you? Or would you rather go to Eyre first?”


    “No, that’s fine,” I said. “The sooner they can start making arrangements for their absences, if they choose to come, the better.”


    “And Ivy?” Chester asked, his tone more delicate.


    “Ivy...” I trailed off, then shook my head. “No use putting that off. I’ll call on her in the evening.”


    “So that leaves Eyre for tomorrow, and then we’ll have the whole thing sewn up,” Chester said. “The faster we move the better... autumn won’t last long, and we don’t want to travel in winter if we can help it. Particularly since we’ll be heading north.”


    I wondered how the drake would find the snow; it seemed a creature born of tropical heat. “No argument there.”


    “Then you to your errands and me to mine,” Chester said, satisfied. “I’ll see you in the afternoon.”


    He left us all staring after him, into the empty door which seemed rather bereft without his brisk energy to fill it. I should not have been surprised; Chester had been groomed since birth to manage enterprises rather larger than this one, and he’d always seemed energized by the contemplation of a project. It still struck me as surreal: both to see it applied to my own rather outlandish quest, and to no longer feel resentment at someone else’s vitality.


    It was Kelu who drew me from those thoughts, and brought to my attention that the others were still peering at the now empty door. “Rather genet-like in his desire to please, your friend.”


    “He has rather more initiative than a genet,” I said, perhaps more curtly than I intended, for the image of Chester as a slavishly obedient servant distressed me.


    “Point,” Kelu said, unoffended. She stretched, her long tail curling behind her. “So are you taking any of us to see your parents?”


    I looked at them all: the two Black Pearls curled up on my bed, fluffy balls of dark glossy fur; Almond, patiently kneeling beside my chair... and Kelu, arms folded in attitude of vague defiance, as usual. “I’m not sure that would be wise. Would it distress you to tarry here until my return?”


    “If you wish us to stay, master, we’ll stay,” Almond said, earnest.


    “We won’t make trouble,” Seven added.


    I looked at Kelu, who shrugged. “I’m used to long periods of idleness. When your life is either torture or boredom, you learn to be grateful for boredom.”


    I glanced at Almond, who said nothing for a moment, frowning a little with her gaze fixed on her knees. Then she looked at me and said, “We do tend to be placed in corners when we are not wanted, master.”


    “You know I’m not putting you in a corner,” I said, disturbed, and she flowed into my arms, bringing with her that sense of well-being that I’d come to associate with the genets’ touch, and Almond in particular. Even knowing why they inspired that pleasure in me, I could not deny it... did not want to, for that it brought them such joy to grant it to me. Or most of them, anyway, Kelu being the one exception; and I was fond of her for that, also.


    “Don’t worry, Master,” Almond said, her assurance echoed by the murmurs of her brethren on the bed. “We won’t make trouble for you.” She brushed her nose against my jaw. “But give Kelu a book, it will keep her occupied.”


    I glanced at Kelu. “You can read Lit?”


    “A little,” she muttered, ears reddening beneath the silver-inked tattoos on their inner surfaces.


    “If it has pictures, we can all enjoy it,” Almond said.


    “I’ll send for one,” I said.


    In the end, I sent for several, and left the genets with the expectation that they would be entertained in my absence. I presented myself to the carriage driver downstairs, and from there was whisked to the house of my parents. I permitted myself no hesitation, but disembarked the moment we arrived, thanking the driver and asking him to return in an hour.


    When the door opened at my knock, I said before I could be asked, “Tell the lady her son is home.”


    Still and again, I almost didn’t make it in the door, for I looked rather different than I did. But I convinced the doorman of my bona fides, probably because he was new and did not know enough to disbelieve my claims. He escorted me to the parlor and left me there, wrapped in my cloak, standing beneath the gaze of the portrait over the mantle of the fireplace. I approached it, restless, and looked again at the faces of my family: my parents, ruddy and warm and human... and their wan and sickly orphan, adopted at birth. Even trapped in a human shell I had not looked like them.


    There was a paper folded on the mantle, and my mouth grew dry at its familiarity. Unfolding it revealed it to be the curt letter I’d sent my parents on my departure. Ashamed, I propped it back up beneath the portrait and turned from it, to find my mother staring at my back.


    I had expected... what? Acrimony? Skepticism? Anger, certainly.


    I should not have been surprised that she rushed to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, crying, and indeed, that I found myself dampening her silvering hair with my own tears.


    “Morgan! Oh Morgan!” she said at last, wiping her eyes and stepping back, one hand still on my elbow. “Oh, Morgan, you gave me such a turn!”


    “Mother,” I said. “I am sorry. You cannot know how much it pained me to abandon you and Father without a proper leave-taking....”


    I trailed off as she looked up into my face, and remained silent as she reached up and pushed the hood back, off my inkspill hair. But unlike Chester, she did not flinch, only cupped my face in both her warm, small hands.


    “You are healed, at last,” she said, somber. “Did you discover then what it was that wracked you?”


    “I fear... it is rather a long story,” I said, wondering how often I’d be repeating those words. My guess was at least thrice more, once each for my friends, Ivy, and my master professor. “But the short of it is... I... ah... am not precisely human.”


    “So I see,” my mother replied. “You have the look of an elf. Is it so, then? The legends are true?”


    “You... know? About the elves?” I asked, surprised.


    She laughed, soft. “Oh, Morgan. The stories are everywhere, even if people treat them as children’s tales. I read them to you often enough as a babe.” She tugged on my elbow. “Come and sit. And take this thing off so I can look at you as you were meant to be, healthy and whole and well.”


    So I set aside my cloak and took tea with my mother, and drank in her easy acceptance of me as if it were greater sustenance than anything we ate or drank, and it was. She found me beautiful, that much was plain... but there was no awe in her. No matter my current estate I was still the weak infant she’d given suck at her breast.


    It was perhaps inevitable that I told her some of what had befallen me, and the most difficult parts. And perhaps I revealed to her what it had cost me in a way I could never confide to my friends. But she was my mother, and I could do no less.


    “So,” she said at last. “You go to Vigil. When?”


    “As soon as I can arrange the expedition,” I said. “But I will be in town some days yet.”


    “Alas, that your father is not yet home!” she said. “But he will not return until the holidays.”


    I hesitated. “Did you…”


    “Tell him?” She smiled a little, sadly. “What did you expect? He would have come home that very moment had he not been in the middle of negotiations he could not mishandle.”


    I winced, thinking of the distraction my disappearance must have provided when he was at work for Troth’s interests. “I regret having put him through the distress. And you as well. Mother—”


    She shook her head. “Morgan, my dearest. You needn’t. And as for your father, I will write him immediately after you leave and have the message sent by Church courier. They’ll have it to his hands the fastest. Then you need not concern yourself with his distress.”


    To say that I would always concern myself with their distress would only win me another gentle deflection, so I didn’t. “Then… so long as we are here… I would appreciate your advice on a matter of some importance to me.”


    “Oh?” She considered me, no doubt saw my unease as if I’d written it on paper, as she always had.


    “I... would appreciate any suggestions you might tender,” I said at last, “on how I might make amends with Ivy.”


    My mother sat back, hands cradling her cup on her lap as she considered me. “Let me see,” she said, presently. “This is the woman to whom you have told nothing, not even that you were ill.”


    “That is correct,” I said, rueful.


    “Whom you love.”


    “Yes.”


    “Whom you will now outlive by several centuries,” my mother continued, “and with whom you can have no children.”


    “Ah... yes,” I said, crestfallen now. “I know it is hopeless—”


    “—tell her the truth,” my mother said, reaching past me to set her teacup on the tray.


    “I beg your pardon?” I said, startled.


    “Tell her the truth,” my mother said. “She is not the normal sort of girl, Morgan, if you found her in the university.”


    “But the immortality...!”


    “Which you wish to break, yes?” she said. At my expression, she said, “I won’t deny that it will be difficult for you, but few are the couples who go to their graves without a single hardship to overcome.”


    “But the matter of children!”


    Unperturbed, my mother said, “You can adopt.” And then essayed one of her rare grins. “It worked very well for your father and myself.”


    I stared at her, then gave in and laughed.


    She set her hand on my wrist. “Morgan, if you love her... if she loves you... why not?”


    “There are so many reasons,” I said, rueful.


    “And none of them important,” she said. “You’ll see. Give her the chance. Tell her the truth.”


    “When I asked for advice I was expecting more on the lines of whether I should bring flowers,” I admitted.


    “Do that too,” my mother said.
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    It was in a much better temperament then that I departed my parents’ home and returned to Chester’s. He was still occupied with whatever errand had taken him away, but in his absence the servants treated me like a guest and I found my way without incident to my room, where indeed Kelu was still looking at pictures in books. I caught her with her finger under a word, whispering broken sounds beneath her breath.


    “Master!” Almond said. “It went well?”


    “It went well,” I said, leaving off my cloak and gathering her and the Black Pearls into my arms. “Better than I’d hoped. I have a little time before the arrival of Radburn and Guy. If you give me a moment to compose a card, we can have a walk?”


    “Ooh!” Almond exclaimed. “Can we?”


    “Chester has a courtyard with a garden,” I said. I thought of the flowers my mother had suggested bringing Ivy. “No one will see but the servants.”


    “Oh, that would be wonderful!” Almond exclaimed, the Pearls hovering behind her.


    “Very good,” I said. “Let me attend my correspondence.”


    The desk in the corner had paper and envelopes and ink, and there I stared at a fresh page and wondered exactly how to word my invitation to Ivy. To present myself at the house where she boarded would be…inappropriate, particularly since I wasn’t sure if her boarder allowed her to take gentlemen callers. Too, the thought of having witnesses—more witnesses—to my transformation was uncomfortable.


    There was a place she would remember very well, though. And it would give me an opportunity to make a proper apology. I wrote, sealed the resulting request, and dropped it on the plate for outgoing mail outside my room. “There. Shall we?” As the genets lined up eagerly at the door, I glanced over at Kelu. “Coming?”


    Kelu shut the book and stood. “It would be nice not to be cooped in here.”


    It was for the best that the genets were accustomed to the luxuries of elven aristocrats, for it meant they were unsurprised by the size of Chester’s home, and made no complaint when we wound down what felt like endless halls and stairs. Even the Pearls, who’d spent most of their lives in cages, had apparently been paraded in Suleris’s estate often enough to be indifferent to the embroidered carpets, extensive molding edging the doors and ceilings, the chandeliers that seemed impossibly heavy to be held up by such dainty chains. The gardens, when we achieved them, were no less lavish. Even in autumn, they were green, and normally I would not have had the first notion how such a thing was achieved, save that the moment I stepped foot in them the soil seemed to ease up into my bones through my heels. I stopped, inhaled sharply, knew that winter would be early... and also that these greening plants had been newly seated in the earth. I glanced at them, frowning.


    “Master?” Almond asked, tentative. “Is something wrong?”


    “No,” I said. “Am I listing to one side?”


    She and the Pearls flipped their ears back. Only Kelu remained impassive, wearing her customary shuttered expression. “No, Master,” Almond said in the more cautious tone of one addressing a possible madman.


    “And I am not twitching or falling or having a seizure,” I continued.


    A more firm reply then. “No.”


    “Then perhaps I am growing accustomed to this prince’s magic,” I said. “Because I am completely certain those plants were not there a few weeks ago.”


    One of the Pearls pricked up her ears. Seven, I thought. “Master?” she asked. “May I check?”


    “Yes,” I say. “Stay close, though. I wouldn’t want one of Chester’s men to mistake you for vermin and try to trap you.”


    Almond shuddered. “Oh, Master... would they?”


    I set a hand on her head and ruffled her hair with my thumb, eliciting a more pleased shiver. “I wouldn’t want to find out.”


    “I wouldn’t either!”


    “Touching,” Kelu said, rolling her eyes. “Can we take the walk now?”


    So we did, with the Pearls slipping like shadows beneath the trees and shrubs, investigating patches of darkness and interesting scents. They confirmed that many of the trees were new, reporting evidence of earth that smelled differently around the roots. I wasn’t certain what surprised me more: that they’d brought me evidence of the truth of my guesses...or that I didn’t need that evidence to know that I was right. For someone who had been certain of very little in his life—save that most of it was constructed by the human need to make sense of a senseless universe—to discover this utter certitude was...


    Well. It was disconcerting. And yet the elves had brought it with them, with their cruelties and horrors and yes, their senselessness. They’d also brought mercy, and high honor, and the unexpectedness of family found in far places.


    I still hurt about Amhric.


    The air filled with the sound of bells, sonorous and shivering with deep harmonies. All of the genets halted as if frozen, ears straining.


    “What... what is that?” Nine asked.


    “Those are church bells.” At their blank expressions, I said, “Church. It’s where humans go to....”


    To what? In the past I would have said, ‘To share in the mutual story of their religion,’ with all the vast arrogance of my youth and education in folklore. Chester’s and Ivy’s faith I’d considered an eccentricity for which they should be indulged. I had been so sure that angels and gods and miracles were myths.


    “Humans worship God, as the elves used to,” I said instead. “And they have a story about a saint and the angel that came to her long ago. Church is where we go to hear that story.”


    “Is it a story, like the one you told us about the mother who went to the witch to have a baby?” Nine wondered. “Or is it something that really happened?”


    “It must be true if it has angels,” Almond said. “Angels are real.” She turned hopeful eyes to me. “What is a church like? Do angels go there?”


    “No—” I stopped. “At least, not that I know of. A church is a building, usually with stained glass windows, and lace stonework, and an altar....and there’s usually incense. And music, when people gather for services.” Anticipating the next question, I finished, “The services involve retelling the story of the saint and the angel, and the saints that came after her. Usually there is a cup everyone shares, to symbolize our devotion to her aims, which involve upholding the principles of the Divine: to be good, to be true, to be honest, to cleave to righteousness.”


    “Trust humans to make everything more complicated than it needs to be,” Kelu said. “Fancy buildings, long rituals. Just do the right things and don’t talk about it.”


    “That would be sensible advice if it worked.” I resumed strolling, and the genets followed: my own furry entourage. “Unfortunately, most people require a great deal of reminding to do the right thing. It’s too easy to do the easy thing.”


    “One of the few sensible things you’ve said since I’ve met you,” Kelu said.


    “I would like to see a church,” Almond said, and her fascination with the idea must have been severe for her to miss an opportunity to remonstrate Kelu for her impertinence. “And go to a service and hear the story of the saint and the angel. I love angel stories.”


    She was not making a request; being Almond, she would never, it not being in her nature to importune me for the fulfillment of even her most desperate needs. But her yearning was so clear, and her expectation of never fulfilling it so obvious, that I could not resist saying, “I am sure there is some way I could bring you to one.”


    “Master?” Almond stopped, stunned. “Oh, no, you mustn’t! It would be too dangerous!”


    “If I can light from the safety of Chester’s home to see to my friends, my family, and the remains of my educational progress, then I can certainly do so to take you to Church. If not for a service, then at least to see the building.” I thought of the Cathedral and its carvings, tapestries, paintings, windows. “It is worth the sight.”


    “Perhaps the angel will protect you,” Seven offered.


    Almond flicked her ears back, given pause. Then, flushing along their insides, she said to me, “I couldn’t, Master. To put you in danger! For my whim!”


    I shook my head. “It’s not whim. And I should go myself. God knows I have enough to discuss with the Divine. A moment to confess myself of my myriad sins and uncertainties would not be detrimental to my spirit.”


    She could not argue with that reason, and I saw acceptance soften the tension in her shoulders, ease the tremor in her ears and tail. She smiled at me, shy as a tender new flower. “I would like to see a place where humans worship angels.”


    “Then we’ll go,” I said. Glancing at the house. “But after I have done with Guy and Radburn, who should be along soon. Let’s finish our turn in the gardens and go back in, before we’re seen.” I paused. My mission to find Ivy a flower occurred to me, and with rue I surveyed the grounds. A flower… in autumn. Naturally. I’d been too long among the elves, expecting tropical blooms everywhere. “Where has Nine gone?”


    Seven glanced into the ornamental shrubs. “She’s hunting. Shall I fetch her, Master?”


    “Please.”


    Kelu, at my side, said, “I didn’t think they’d have that much initiative.”


    “We’re all different,” Almond murmured. “Some of us are pleasing for our obedience, and others, for our utility.”


    I glanced at her. “You can’t mean to say the elves bred some of the genets to be the magical equivalent of hunting cats!”


    Her ears flattened. “Oh, no, Master! That would make them dangerous. But some elves like their genets more like animals, and some more like people.”


    Before Kelu could opine, I said, “Don’t, please. You needn’t say it.”


    Kelu contented herself with a snort.


    The Black Pearls returned…and they were not empty-handed. Nine had a little twist of pine needles in her palm. “Look, Master,” she said. “I found a star. It smells nice.”


    It did in fact look like a four-pointed star, and the fragrance seemed to open the passages in my nose, brought me the memory of winters I had been incapable of enjoying because of my condition. The thought that I could now was astonishing. “It’s lovely,” I told her. “Why don’t you keep it?”


    Both Pearls stared at me at that, but I waited through their surprise.


    “Master?” Nine asked, eyes wide. “But I brought it because I thought you would like it….”


    “And I do,” I said. “And I want you to keep it. If you like it? It smells good; I imagine your noses are even better than mine.” I frowned. “Unless elven noses are somehow better than human noses.”


    “Neither of them are as good as ours,” Kelu said.


    “It does smell like good things,” Nine admitted. “It makes me think of gardens.”


    “Then keep it.”


    Nine looked down at the star and petted it. Quietly, she said, “I’ve never been allowed to have anything before. Do you really mean that I could have this? That… I can decide what to do with it?”


    “That’s exactly what I mean,” I answered, watching her face. Her ears were trembling with tension—not distress, I thought, but with the ferocity of the new thoughts she entertained.


    “But… what would I do with it?” Nine wondered. “I don’t… where… I’d have to find a place to keep it?”


    “You would,” I agreed. “You might string it on a cord around your neck, perhaps. Or pin it to a cloak or shirt, if you wished to wear one.”


    “Clothes!” Seven exclaimed, wrinkling her nose.


    “Clothes do seem like trouble,” Nine murmured, though she didn’t sound as opposed to the idea as her twin. She ran a claw along one of the tiny green needles. “The cord idea… I like that. But I don’t have that. I don’t have anything!”


    “I shall find you a cord and help you with the stringing,” I said. “And then you will have both a pine frond and a cord.”


    “A necklace,” Almond said. “You’ll have a necklace.”


    “A necklace.” Nine sounded stunned. “Like the collars, but that I picked for myself.”


    I held my breath.


    “I think I would like a… a necklace,” Nine said to me. “If you will help me, Master.”


    “When we get back in,” I promised.


    Thankfully, Kelu did not interrupt any of this; I chanced a look at her and saw only her habitual frown. But she did not seem inclined to speak, and I was grateful.


    Seven presented herself then and said, “This is what I found, Master.” She extended her offering: it was one, small, pale flower. I had no idea what sort it was, save that it was cream-colored with tips of a blue so pale it looked streaked in ice. It smelled like the memory of spring, attenuated by winter.


    “Oh,” I said, stunned. “How in the world did you find a flower in autumn, Seven?”


    “I don’t know?” she said. “I just thought, while looking for Nine, that I should go down that path—” She pointed. “Because I might see something there, as well as Nine, and Nine was there and so was that…” She studied my face, eyes narrowed in concentration. “Did I do well?”


    “This is extraordinary,” I admitted. “I was thinking I had need of a flower.” At Almond and Kelu’s looks, I said, “To placate Ivy. A woman of my acquaintance.”


    “I think that’s a perfect flower,” Almond said to Seven. “Exactly what the Master needed.”


    Seven wrinkled her nose, then nodded and said, “Then you have to accept this one, Master. I don’t want to keep it if you need it.”


    I bowed, startling them all. “Then I shall. Thank you.” Glancing toward the house, I added, “And now we really must go in, if I want time to check on Last and the others before Guy and Radburn arrive. Plus, we must make Nine’s necklace.”


    “My necklace!” Nine murmured again, ears pricked.


    None of the genets asked me about my generosity; the Black Pearls no doubt thought me eccentric (or unbelievable), given what little they knew of me, and Kelu and Almond, who had had my acquaintance for longer, wouldn’t. The former because she was forced to view any such gifts with skepticism, and the latter because Almond already believed the best of me, and needed no confirmation of my goodness.


    To be truthful, I wasn’t sure why I needed religion with Almond at my side. Living up to her expectations was more than enough impetus to emulate a saint.
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    The elves were content enough in the rooms they’d been assigned. “Not much different than living in e Sadar’s halls,” Last told me as I walked through the rooms, and I imagined that of all the elven lords available, Kemses’s estate would indeed have been the most reminiscent; where else would humans have walked unfettered and unmarred by the use of their masters?


    “We won’t tarry long,” I promised him, and the others. “I am organizing our expedition now. A few days, perhaps.”


    “Of course, Lord Locke,” Last said, but something about the response led me to believe he thought that promise optimistic. Perhaps it was, but I couldn’t conceive of staying long enough for winter to trap us in the capital. There would be no keeping our existence secret in that case, and the thought of becoming entangled in the inevitable political turmoil once it became commonly known that there was another sentient species in the world... we would still be navigating that mess when the demons came.


    I returned to my room to find my request for a length of cord had been fulfilled, and had only begun to make suggestions to Nine on how to use it when Chester knocked for entrance. This time he managed not to flinch at my appearance at all, though he accomplished this feat by glancing at my boots first and only then making his way up to my face. I suppose that gave him time to acclimate to the elven gleam before confronting it somewhere significant. “Ah! You’re back. I had a moment of worry when I didn’t find you earlier, that you’d vanished into some myth.”


    “An existence spent in a library doesn’t sound unappealing,” I replied.


    “Maybe I should have escorted Du Roi and Douglas there, then.” He grinned. “I’m afraid they’re in my study, however. Shall we? And do your attendants wish to come?” He glanced at Kelu and Almond and the Pearls, and even Kelu was taken aback to be included from the bristle of her tail.


    “No, I think one surprise at a time is enough.” I glanced at the genets, paused.


    “Don’t worry, Master,” Almond said. “We will all work on the necklace. I’m sure we’ll have it figured out before you return.”


    Nine was already puzzling at the cord and her little sprig of evergreen, Seven bent close, nose twitching. Kelu was ignoring everyone, having returned to the study of the book we’d left behind. I smiled at Almond. “I’ll be back soon, then.” To Chester, I said, “Let’s go, before I lose my nerve.”


    “After all that you’ve done, it seems implausible that you might find the prospect of confronting two of your former classmates unnerving.”


    I snorted. “The elves could only stick swords in me. Radburn is likely to deliver a painful upbraiding, designed to induce the maximum amount of guilt. Tell me which you find more difficult.”


    “Radburn’s lectures I can handle,” Chester said. “It’s Guy’s that appall me.” And then he was pushing open the study door and my friends were rising, expectations plain on their faces, one pale beneath the mop of red curls, the other dark olive beneath bronze waves. I was in a good position to watch their reactions and suppressed my sigh. After this, only two more such meetings: my professor, and Ivy. Then I could dispense with the distress of watching people I cared for rearrange their entire conception of me on sight.


    Behind me, Chester shut the door, a soft click that seemed to echo into the silence. Until at last, Guy said, “What in Hell?”


    Chester said, “Du Roi, really.”


    “No, no, I’m forced to agree,” Radburn said, hoarse. Guy’s stare was confused and pugnacious, as I’d expected. Radburn’s… I couldn’t quantify at all, only that his green eyes looked lost. “We knew you were sick, Morgan. Did you… did you make some pact with a warlock?”


    Not far from the truth, at that, but—“I’m afraid my illness was not illness, but ensorcelment. I was born another species entirely, and enchanted to look human.”


    Guy started laughing. “Only you, Morgan. Study fairy stories and then go find one to insert yourself into.”


    I folded my arms. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t insert myself into this one. Someone else did the insertion.”


    “Who was that?” Chester asked suddenly, interested. He brought a bottle of sherry from the sideboard. “Who brought you here? Your mother, I imagine. Your elven mother, I mean. Where do you suppose she’s gone? She must still be alive, given that the elves can no longer die….”


    Radburn held up his hands. “Stop! This can’t be supported. It’s preposterous! An elven mother? Another species! Ridiculous!”


    “Oh, for the love of God,” Guy said, exasperated. “Look at him, Radburn. The evidence is right in front of you. Use your eyes.” He waved Chester and his bottle over, sat with a glass of sherry, and put his feet up on the low table. “I for one think him far more palatable now that he’s no longer a fainting maiden.”


    I wasn’t sure whether to find the characterization offensive or humorous. “A fainting maiden! Please tell me you didn’t think that way of me previously—”


    “Of course I did,” Guy said. At my expression, he laughed. “Oh, give over, Morgan. It was better than me calling you a poppyhead, which was the other contender.”


    “Ah, yes. I’ll take ‘useless invalid’ over ‘pupil-drowned addict’ any day.” I sat across from him, beside Chester, which left only Radburn standing. We all looked up at him.


    “You cannot seriously expect me to assimilate this just… just like that!”


    “Why not?” Chester asked, amused. “Du Roi did.”


    And Guy had, I realized…or if he hadn’t, he wasn’t interested in showing me his discomfort with the abrupt reordering of his world. I found myself grateful for his nonchalance. To have at least one of my friends accept me as the Morgan Locke who’d left without hesitation was a balm I hadn’t realized I’d still been waiting for. Chester would stand by me until the day he died… on that I had no fear. But the man reared on stories of saints and angelic visitations still couldn’t quite fit me into the world without some of that divine luster clinging to my arrival. Guy, though, was no believer, and could stare at me without awe. Was in fact doing so now, with that twitch of the mouth that had been common of him when we were teasing someone. He quirked a brow and I laughed, and even my sea-and-distant-bellsong laugh didn’t change his expression.


    “Oh, do sit,” Chester said. “Have the sherry. You’re acting as if this is a personal affront, Douglas, and it’s ridiculous. Locke’s here, he’s no longer in danger of dying precipitously, and in fact he has a rather exciting adventure to advance to us. I’d call that a good day.”


    “I like adventure,” Guy drawled. “Let’s hear about the adventure.”


    “If Radburn will join us?” I eyed him.


    “You’re not human,” he said to me, plaintive, as if I’d done something to him. And perhaps I had. Perhaps I’d destroyed a world where he was certain of his premises and the fundamentals needed no re-examination.


    If so, perhaps he was due. We were scholars. To question the fundamentals was our duty.


    “I’m not human,” I agreed. “Trust me, as shocking as you find the revelation, it was rather more so for me.”


    Guy guffawed. I ignored him to hold Radburn’s eyes, or try. He met them for a heartbeat and then dropped them.


    “Sit,” Chester said again, and this time he did, and accepted the sherry.


    “So, adventure,” Guy said. “Say on.”


    I told them a précis of my sojourn, leaving out the more personal parts of it; there were things I was willing to divulge to Chester that I could not speak to Guy’s facile grin and Radburn’s long face. I explained my intent to journey to Vigil, and what I hoped to find there. I made my invitations. And then I leaned back and waited.


    “So can you do magic at all?” Guy mused, curious.


    “Magic,” Radburn muttered. “Ridiculous.”


    “Not as such, no. That being one of the reasons we need to make the trip,” I said. “But I have some… abilities, I suppose I can call them.”


    “Such as?”


    I lifted my head, closing my eyes. “I can tell you when it will rain. And that the earth is moving under our feet. That winter will come early.”


    “Like some sort of village weather witch,” Guy said, dryly.


    “And the plants in Chester’s garden were recently transplanted.”


    “I beg your pardon!” Chester said, rousing himself. “How astonishing! My plants? How did you know? Did you look?”


    “It’s called the worldsense. I don’t have complete command of it, but it represents my link with the land.”


    “Interesting,” Guy murmured. “Knowledge is always useful. Anything else?”


    I cocked my head. “Not much. Though if you’ll lend me your knife?”


    Chester and Radburn both glanced at me sharply. Guy, though, simply pulled his from his boot and handed it over, as I knew he would. Before the other two could object, I dragged it over the back of my hand, ignoring the sharp, bright ache of flesh parting. Radburn gasped and Chester stiffened at the sight of my blood welling through the rent.


    Guy leaned over, curious. He watched the skin seal and nodded. “Now that is a handy talent. When you said elves couldn’t be killed I thought it hyperbole. How big a cut can you survive?”


    “I have seen a liegeman pack his own intestines back into his abdomen, still streaked with dust and blood, while fighting a duel.”


    “Gruesome!” Guy exclaimed with obvious approval.


    “A liegeman,” Chester murmured.


    I glanced at him.


    “You have liegemen?” Radburn asked. He sounded hurt, still, somehow. Bewildered.


    “I am a prince,” I said, wry.


    “And you believe it,” Radburn said, meeting my eyes. “You have bought this in its entirety. That you might appear to these people out of nowhere, years after your birth, and be accepted as royalty.”


    “It’s not a matter of them accepting it.” I flexed the hand and made a fist, showing him the unmarred surface of its back. “Whether they want a king or prince is one matter. But it is the magic that proclaims the king and prince, Radburn. The abilities I was apparently born with suit me to a role that few others in their society can play. Shall I deny reality?” I grimaced. “Trust me, I spent quite a few months making the attempt and failing. Such denials bring a great deal of pain.” When he didn’t respond, I swiped a finger through the blood that remained on my skin and said, “This will feed a magical construct. It can create races of magical creatures. Spilled with intent, it summons angels, kills the walking dead. What more must I do to make it clear to you? I didn’t choose to be other than human; God knows I didn’t. But this is what I have to work with, and I will work with it, because the consequences if I don’t are simply not supportable.”


    Silence.


    “So,” Guy drawled. “When are we leaving?”


    “As soon as possible,” Chester told him. “I have a wedding to put off.”


    “And we all know that’s your foremost priority.” Guy grinned and pushed his glass across the table. “Top me off, eh? And redo Morgan over there. A man who’s just cut himself open at very least deserves a little tipple.”


    I snorted, but didn’t object when Chester refilled my glass.


    “Well?” Guy said to Radburn. “Done sulking?”


    “You can’t miss the trip to Vigil,” Chester agreed. “Say you’ll come.”


    “Of course I’ll come,” Radburn said. “But I can’t say I’m happy about the whole matter.”


    “We have plans to make, then,” Chester said.


    “We do,” I agreed. “And I may have to ask you to begin them without me. If I don’t leave now, I’ll be late to my next engagement.”


    “Your next engagement!” Radburn exclaimed.


    “What’s this now?” Chester asked, curious.


    “Ivy,” I said, rueful.


    Guy laughed. “Hellfire, I don’t envy you that task. Good luck.”


    “I’ll need it, most probably.”


    I left them in good spirits, for the most part; Radburn remained subdued, and I wondered if that would be trouble. I had thought my friends would be surprised, certainly. But distressed? What had I missed there?


    The genets were awaiting me in my room, with the flower and a surprise. “The servants brought it up,” Kelu said as I opened the small trunk. The smell of lavender filled my nose, brought with it the eruption of memory: my old flat, Cliffton’s visits, holidays at home in my childhood bedroom.


    “What is it?” Almond asked, peering past my hip.


    “Clothes,” I said. “From my life before.” I checked the note that had come with it: my mother, of course.


    “Oh, Master! You must dress in them, surely,” Almond said. “To look your best for the Lady Ivy.”


    “You remembered her name,” I said, bemused.


    “You mentioned her.” Kelu lifted a shirt and shook it out, curious. “Of course she remembered. These look clean. I don’t know if they’ll fit you anymore.”


    “They’ll fit,” I said.


    They did...but barely. My old physique had tended toward the underfed, the ill-nourished, and the under-utilized. My new body had the flexibility and health of immortality. I had done nothing to earn the febrile poet looks I’d sported before my transformation, and I’d done nothing to earn the fairy perfection I wore now, and it struck me as unfair that my current estate seemed more natural to me than my human shell. Radburn’s dismay chafed still. My brother’s absence did as well, for he would have comforted me with his tranquility. What would Ivy think of all this? Would she be upset? Or would she accept me as my mother had, or Guy?


    I found I did not want her to accept me the way Guy had. Or my mother. I wanted more from her, and I had come to that realization now, when it was probably too late.


    “Pants,” Kelu said, interrupting my thoughts. I took them from her, chagrined, and finished my toilette. I was accepting my cloak from Seven when a knock on the door distracted us all. At my nod, Nine opened it to reveal Chester.


    “Just checking to see if you need anything,” he began, then stopped at the sight of me. “Well, that’s better. Though you’ll need those tailored soon enough. Leave them with me, I’ll have someone run them down to mine—do you still have a winter coat? Oh, right, the cloak is a wiser idea anyway. Your head...” He trailed off and chuckled. “You’ve always had poncy hair, Locke. I’m afraid changing species has only made it poncier.”


    “Poncy!” I exclaimed.


    He grinned. “I’m sorry. Du Roi has infected me.”


    “Have they left then?” I said, slinging the cloak on and clasping it closed.


    “No, they’re still talking in the study. Du Roi asked for a moment with Douglas, said he wanted to see if he could whip him out of his snit. I thought you might need the coach and came up to ask.”


    I had thought... well. To walk, strangely, but it was a long walk to the university. And my other instinct, to take the drake, would surely see me arrested for possession of a dangerous beast in a city. “Yes, that would be wise, I think.” I sighed. “Aside from the coiffure, am I presentable? For a man without a tailor.”


    Chester chuckled. “Yes. For a man without a tailor. Do elven princes not have them?”


    “Elven princes wear billowing pants and, if you’re lucky, a decorative scarf made of gossamer. It’s not the sort of garb that invites tailoring.”


    Startled, Chester said, “Well, no, I imagine not. There being very little clothing involved.”


    I grinned at him and pulled the hood up. “The climate is rather more warm.”


    “It had better be! I’ll call for the carriage.”


    “Thank you.”


    After he’d gone, Kelu said, “He really is like a human genet.”


    “Hush,” I said, accepting the flower from Seven and smiling at Nine, who was standing behind her with the cord around her neck. The little sprig of evergreen was lost against her dark fur, but she smelled of it.


    “Poncy,” Almond murmured. “That’s not a kind word, is it?”


    “He meant it in a friendly way,” I said. “Friends are at liberty to say things that might seem offensive when said by a stranger.”


    “It means effeminate,” Kelu told Almond.


    The smaller genet’s ears sagged. “Is there something wrong with being like a female?”


    “There is if you’re male.” Kelu eyed me. “Not that we would know, since there aren’t any male genets.”


    “Male genets are ugly,” Nine murmured.


    “Would be ugly,” Seven corrected. “If there were any.”


    “That’s what the elves said.”


    “The elves,” I said firmly, “were wrong about many things.” I ran my hand over Almond’s hair and gathered her and the two Pearls. “Be good in my absence, then. You also, Kelu.”


    Kelu wrinkled her nose. “As if I have much chance to be bad.”


    “Still. Stay on the side of the angels.”


    “Always!” Almond said.
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    The carriage left me at the edge of campus, near sunset. The semester would be in full swing—past midterms, I thought, and on into the second quarter before the midwinter holidays closed the university. But it was late enough that there were few people about, and I was far enough from the buildings that I did not fear discovery. If the driver thought me touched for asking to be let off so far from any landmark, he kept it to himself. I had observed Chester to have good service; having companioned him for most of three years, I could wager that his family had certainly earned it with fair compensation and good treatment. I was glad that thus far they had not seemed to blame me for the misunderstanding that had seen me run off his family’s carriage run to the port.


    The world was beautiful. How had I never noticed? Or had I, and forgotten in the drama that had overtaken me in southern lands? I rolled the cool air over my tongue as if it had body and weight, and it did, to some part of me I could not yet name but that permeated me from spine to breastbone, from heel to crown. The moisture in the air clung to my skin, deepened the ambient scents: of molding leaves and wet pavement, of distant rain and more distant snow. I could wrap the world around me like a second cloak, and I did.


    I found my way to the tree without error. The only question in my mind was whether she would come. God knew I had given her cause enough to spurn me. Here, beneath the boughs of this very tree, I had given her more than enough cause. I folded my arms beneath the cloak and composed myself to wait, eyes closed. The wire of my spectacles grew chilled against the bridge of my nose; my fingers ached. I wondered how the drake was faring.


    I heard her before I saw her, for she approached me from behind. I had been expecting her to arrive down the path from the school.


    Before I could turn, she said, “Dare I believe.”


    A statement, and yet the tremor in her voice—I bit my lip.


    “When you fell into the fit here,” she continued, very calm, too calm, “I ran. My only thought was to find someone, anyone, who could help you. A physician, if I could send for one; a strong man to hold you down, if not. Both, ideally. But by the time I returned, you had gone. I went to your apartment....” Her voice quavered. “It was raining.” She cleared her throat and continued, more composed, “It was raining, and I stood in the rain for nearly half an hour, knocking, wondering if you had made it home. You didn’t open the door. And I didn’t hear from you again. I thought you had died, and that no one had told me.”


    A breath. “But then Chester began comporting himself in a most peculiar fashion, and Guy and Radburn also, though to a lesser extent. No one would give report of you, but they acted like people with secrets. I presume you told them you were leaving. But you didn’t tell me. Why?”


    In that last question I heard all her pain, and my heart wrenched. I rested my hand over my chest, and then I shook the hood back and turned to face her.


    Her hand darted to her mouth as she gasped, took a step back. She was just as I remembered her—no, more beautiful, somehow, because I had seen depravity wrapped in the burning brilliance of elven bodies, and the honesty of her beauty, the goodness and sweet intelligence I saw in the lines of her face, in her eyes, those were more precious than anything as superficial as fae perfection. One saw her brown curls and thought of tea, not gemstones, and it was as welcome as coming home.


    “Morgan,” she breathed. “What happened to you?”


    “I’m afraid it is a convoluted tale,” I said. “And I will tell it to you gladly but first... first I must apologize. Ivy, I cannot express how much I regret leaving without making explanation to you. It was...” I faltered, my hands fisting beneath the cloak. “It was pride, and fear. That if you knew that I was an invalid, you would no longer look at me the way you did.”


    “An invalid,” she said, startled.


    “The fit you witnessed. It was not a unique event.” I drew in a breath, careful of it, aware that I was trembling and that no interview I had undergone since returning to Evertrue, not even the one with my mother, carried the import that this one did for me. “I had suffered them since birth, and the older I became, the more frequent. And there were... delusions. Bouts of weakness. Physical unpleasantries.”


    Stunned, she said, “And you hid this from all of us?”


    “I did. The only reason the others knew was... accident. But what I could bear them to know, I could not with you.” Before I could lose the courage, I finished, “I knew... I knew I could give you nothing that a man could give you, but at very least I could keep your regard untainted by your pity.”


    Her gaze dipped then, traveled my length before skittering back to my face. Her own was too pale; it brought the freckles over the bridge of her nose into sharp relief. “You are not sick now.”


    “I was never sick,” I said, low. “I was ensorceled. From birth. Swaddled in a false seeming and hidden here among....”


    “Humans,” she whispered.


    The silence then was painful, as was the distance between us, and yet I could not cross it. I had done her so much wrong... to encroach on her, to addle her with my proximity when I knew very well what it was like to bear the brunt of elven beauty.... I could not do it, but oh, how I wanted to.


    “A convoluted tale,” she said at last.


    “I’m afraid so.”


    She nodded. “Do you have the time to tell it?”


    “I... yes. I do. If you would like?”


    “I would.” She smiled, a faint twitch of her lips. “You will not have another fit on me this time, I imagine? I would hate to think this tree was cursed for us.”


    “No,” I said. “No, that... would not be likely at all.” I backed toward the trunk and sat against it, drawing the cloak off so I could rest it on the ground and save her dress from the soil. When I looked up, I found her studying me.


    “Some fairy, then,” she guessed.


    “An entirely different species, I’m afraid,” I replied, rueful.


    Another twitch of her lips. “Something in your own dissertation, sprung to life.”


    “The irony is a glass dagger,” I said without thinking, and did not realize I’d dragged elven concept into human words until I looked up and found her still staring at me. I flushed. “Ivy—”


    “How true are the stories?” she asked. “The magic? The immortality? The stealing of children?”


    “Like everything in history and folklore,” I replied. “Some of it is true, some of it not, and all of it tangled.”


    She nodded and sat on my cloak beside me, so close my breath stopped in my throat, and before I could move away she slipped her shoulders under my slack arm and rested her head on my shoulder.


    “Ivy!” I whispered.


    “Morgan....” She sighed. “Morgan. I have loved you since the day I met you. You know that, don’t you?”


    Shocked, I froze. I could sense the frenzied beating of my heart, so quick I was dizzied. Perhaps I would have another fit beneath the tree. When I didn’t answer, she looked up at me, and then—oh, God, thank you—she laughed, and reached up to touch my face. Her fingers on my jaw burned, and all the skin around it felt numb in compare. “I take it my feelings were not unreciprocated.”


    “Ivy,” I whispered. “Nothing has changed. What I could not give you before because I was dying I cannot give you now because I’m not human. I will outlive you. I will never age! We cannot have children...we cannot even be married, because God alone knows who would marry us, if even I can reveal that an entire nation of elves exist—”


    Her fingers touched my mouth. “Sssh.”


    I stilled, obedient, unable to do anything else.


    “Hold me,” she said. “And tell me the story.”


    I curled my arm around her shoulders, and did. I spoke until my throat hurt, until my nose went numb from the chill, until the only real and true thing was the weight of her against my side and the smell of violets threaded amid her carefully pinned hair. The warmth of her. The gasps and the murmurs of encouragement. Her silences, denoting her attention, and her thought.


    I spared myself nothing, and told her everything.


    When I had finished I let my head drop. How keenly did I feel my inadequacy then! To touch her...how had I earned it? She had not thrust me away, at least; for now she continued leaning on me. Thinking, perhaps, what she should say.


    What she finally said was, “It’s cold.”


    “I’m so sorry,” I said. “My cloak—” And then I choked on the words as she pulled herself into my lap and pressed her head under my chin, her arms slung around my neck. “Ivy,” I managed, strangled by the heat and scent of her. “Don’t—”


    “Don’t?” she asked, peeking up at me past my jaw.


    “Tempt me,” I finished helplessly.


    She pursed her lips. “So you admit this is temptation.”


    “Oh, God.” I covered one eye, skewing my spectacles. “Ivy, I... you... you have always been the only one—”


    “Except for a shapechanging sorcerer—”


    “In my heart!” I bleated. Was she?


    She was laughing. She was teasing me. And she was still in my lap. Had I thought my nose cold? I need fear no longer. My cheeks were now radiating quite enough heat to warm it and the rest of my face besides. “I... the sorcerer...he’d given me a working body for the first time in my life, and I knew I shouldn’t but—”


    “Sssh.” She touched my lips, branding them... and left her fingers there, tracing their contours. I started shaking. “I can’t imagine what you have been through, Morgan. I am not about to blame you for failing to resist the seduction of a fairy lord.”


    “Resisting the seduction of a fairy lord will be child’s play in comparison to resisting you if you continue... touching... my mouth that way—Ivy—”


    She kissed me, and vanquished all my thoughts: my world narrowed to the brush of her fingers on my chin, the tenderness of her lips, the pressure of her body leaning against mine.


    Her sigh cooled my mouth as she leaned back, just enough to rest her brow against my jaw. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.” Her hand trailed down my neck to rest on my chest, and there she paused. “Morgan? You’re not breathing.”


    “I... we... you....”


    Her body began shaking against mine; she was muffling her titters against my neck. “Shall we try that again?”


    “Yes—no!” I swallowed, found that I was still trembling. “You are greatly underestimating your effect on my moral fortitude.”


    She sniffed. “Moral fortitude. Men have moral fortitude in regards to women because their indiscretions may get a woman with child. You yourself say there is no danger of that occurring between us... so what use is your rectitude, save to prevent us from what happiness we might grasp? You could lay me down on the earth right now and have me, and we would both be glad, and no one would be harmed by it.”


    If she continued this way I would surely faint. “I would do no such thing! You deserve better!”


    “Than to be plowed beneath the stars like an ancient fertility goddess?” she asked, her mirth permeating her voice. “I don’t know, I rather fancy the idea.”


    “Ivy... Ivy, I love you,” I said. “But I don’t know that we can do this.” She glanced up at me, the moonlight gleaming off her eyes. I touched her cheekbone beneath one of them, just barely grazing her skin. “Giving your body to someone is supposed to be more than a pleasant activity two people engage in to gratify their bodies. It’s a promise. That you will be worthy of someone’s trust, that you will be there for them, so their hearts won’t break if they absent themselves without reason.” I kissed her brow, gently. “I have already done so to you once. I don’t know what the future holds. How could I make you any promise?”


    She had grown still; I remembered the conversation we’d had here before, where she spoke of her prospects, and her inability to see any for herself after her schooling. “No one knows the future, Morgan. That’s what makes such promises meaningful. They’re given despite the uncertainty of what will have to be done to keep them.”


    “I’m still not human,” I whispered. “I don’t even know what that means. How can you?”


    She took my hand and curled it between both of hers, kissed my quivering fingers. Pressing my palm to my heart, she said, “I don’t need to know what you are, Morgan Locke. I know who you are, and that has always been enough for me.”


    I flushed and set one of my hands over hers.


    “Now, will you trust me?” she asked. “Will you trust me to know my own heart, and what I want?”


    “You ask me to be complicit in destroying your reputation.”


    “My reputation is meaningless to me if it involves your being removed from my life,” she replied. “So long as you remain nigh, then I need never fear. Is that not so?” She tilted her head. “Or are you planning on leaving again?”


    “I fear more that you will leave me.” I touched the backs of my fingers to her cheek. “Look at me, Ivy. My own friends wince at the sight of me. How will you not grow exhausted of it? I exhaust myself!”


    “You are rather prettier than most women would countenance,” she agreed, mouth quirking and eyes alight with laughter. “Most ladies would be distressed to be shown up by their beaux in that regard. Fortunately for you, I have never had any illusions as to my own looks—”


    “You jest—”


    “I speak the truth. I am the sort of woman who will be called pretty by those wishing to be kind and common by those wishing to be honest, and I am content with that. A woman cannot be both smart and beautiful. It’s not done.”


    “Entire nonsense,” I said, kissing the back of her hand. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world.”


    Even in the dark I could sense her skepticism. “Morgan. I am pretty like a handkerchief, and you have seen silk wedding veils, if the fae women look anything like you.”


    “One uses a wedding veil once and puts it away, and rarely sees it again,” I said. “And when one does, it is not to admire its beauty, but to use it as a substitution, as a way to recall a memory. A handkerchief gives you comfort every day, and you are grateful for it.”


    I expected her skepticism to redouble, or perhaps for her to take umbrage at having been compared to something used to wipe spills. But what she said was, “That’s why you think I’ll leave you, isn’t it. One disports oneself with a fairy lord of folktale, but one does not make a family with him.”


    I had not forgotten her intellect; God knew the elven women had it in their measure. But suffering beneath Amoret had trained me to expect it to be employed to torture me.


    She reached up and settled my glasses straight on my nose again. “I will have to prove to you that I am not so inconstant. And I shall begin with this trip to Vigil.”


    “You’ll come?” I whispered.


    “Of course I will.” She smiled. “There are too many mysteries there for me to resist the invitation. For instance... I would very much like to meet your mother.”


    “My mother?” I said. My gut seemed to knot. It seemed a precipitous step, to go from confessing one’s love for someone to inviting her to meet one’s parents. Oh God, I had confessed my love for her. And she had not spurned me! “I could arrange a dinner, I suppose—”


    “Not your adoptive mother,” Ivy said, laughing. “Though yes, I should like to make her acquaintance as well. The mother who gave birth to you. The elves are immortal unless killed, you said. And obviously she was here on the continent, as you were adopted from an orphanage... were you not?”


    “Yes,” I said, bewildered. “From Saints’ Graces. As an infant.”


    “So she came here and either enchanted you herself, or had you enchanted, and left her infant here. Where did she go, then? Why did she do it? Who is your father... you said you had a brother. Is he your half-brother, or full?”


    “I don’t know!” I exclaimed. I should have thought of it, but I hadn’t. My mother was... my mother. The woman who’d raised me. But Ivy was right: unless something had killed her, I still had an elven mother, an enigma who had chosen to give me to humans to be raised. Knowing the culture in which I would have been reared had she stayed in the Archipelago, I had to imagine she’d done it for my health and wellbeing.


    Could she still be here?


    “I wonder if the nurses would remember her,” Ivy murmured. “Or if she left you at their doorstep before the morning bells.”


    “I never thought to ask....”


    “And now you certainly cannot! But I can.” She glanced up at me. “Shall I?”


    It felt strange to realize I had more family, yet undiscovered. “Would you?”


    “Of course,” she said, and kissed my cheek. “There, is that chaste enough?”


    “Not hardly with you sitting on my lap!”


    She laughed then. “Walk me to the edge of the park, elven prince.”


    I shrouded myself in my cloak and tucked her arm in mine, and together we passed under the trees, and spoke very little...or when we did, it was brief, and we laughed a great deal. I remained achingly aware of how close she was to me, close enough that her body heat interrupted the chill of the autumn evening. The impress of her kiss on my mouth lingered.


    She loved me, and had forgiven me for distressing her.


    I could imagine no future that made sense for us. I still thought of myself as Morgan Locke; I still felt like the man I’d been all my life, not like a creature who would outlive her by centuries even were the magics enslaving the elven race undone. And yet, for the time we spent together there, beneath the black lace branches of the shadowed trees, and the clear dark blue sky they interrupted, laughing, walking together... I forgot all of that, and my heart knew a hope without future or past, but eternally fresh.


    “I’ll call for a hansom here,” she said, pulling my hood up and arranging it over my face. “Here... don’t let anyone see your skin. I’m afraid you glow, my dear.”


    My dear! And then her words penetrated. “Visibly? Despite the cloak?”


    “In a fashion most endearing,” she promised, kissing my cheek—the other one, so that now both felt blessed. “But unfortunately noticeable to anyone paying strict attention. I would rather you not take the chance. Can you imagine the delays were you discovered? The world would be overrun with demons and dark sorcerers, and the Parliament would still be discussing whether to classify you as beast or man.”


    “God save me.” I sighed and kissed her fingers. “I’ll have Chester send for you tomorrow. He and the others are making plans now... best you be a part of them.”


    “Finally!” she exclaimed. “The circle will be unbroken again. You were missed, Morgan. And not just by me.”


    “You’ll forgive me if I hope that I was more especially missed by you?”


    “Than by the likes of Guy and Radburn?” She laughed. “Never fear.” She paused then, just... looking at me. The expression on her face was so soft. I would have carried it forever in a locket, had I had the power to capture it. “You really are home.”


    “I am. Please, go carefully.” Remembering the flower, I checked the inside pocket of my vest and found it, still fragrant if somewhat bruised. I brought it forth and offered. “For your bedside, that you might think of me.”


    Her cheek dimpled as she took it. “And you want me thinking of you while I am in my bed, is that it?” As I blushed and began to stammer, she laughed and kissed my fingers. “You are all that is sweet, my dearest. Thank you.” She brushed one of the petals against her nose, inhaled, smiled. “A flower in autumn. Now I know we are living in a fairy tale.”


    “I’m glad you like it.”


    “I do. Good night, Morgan.”


    From the concealment of the forest’s edge I watched her call for a carriage, and I waited until she had departed to start making my own way back on foot. It would have been safer to be driven, but I’d neglected to make the request, and Chester’s man had long since departed. And yet, I found it easier than I expected to avoid people. The worldsense implied them, for where there were people, there were interruptions in my understanding of the soil, the sky, the grass. Even in the city proper, with stone pavers between my boots and the earth, I gathered that information, as if my skin had expanded outward to encompass the world.


    I had to take my time, but I returned to Chester’s home without incident. I didn’t expect to find him waiting for me, and yet the servant conducted me to his study and I found it dimly lit, and a small tray waiting.


    “I wasn’t sure if you’d eaten,” Chester said without preamble. “But I imagined you hadn’t, not before a meeting of such import.”


    “To be honest, the thought of food hadn’t even occurred to me.”


    He chuckled. “From your demeanor, it went well?”


    “She forgives me,” I said. More humbly. “She loves me.”


    “Finally!” Chester laughed. “God and Winifred and all His angels. It’s about time!”


    “I beg your pardon.” I sat across from the tray and uncovered it. A cup of hot soup. Bread and cheese, and a toasting fork. All just what I needed; I hadn’t realized my own hunger. “Are you meaning to tell me you knew her feelings for me?”


    “And yours for her?” He snorted and sat, folding his arms behind his head. “Locke, I’m afraid to say that you were the last to know.”


    I applied the toast to the fork and set to burning it over the fire, which gave me a fine excuse for the color of my cheeks. “Did the planning go well?”


    “I think. Everyone is determined to accompany you, and neither Du Roi nor Douglas have any pressing matter that might detain them. They’ve gone to make arrangements for their absence.”


    I glanced over my shoulder at him. “And you? Have you spoken to Princess Minda?”


    “I fear I haven’t found the courage.” Chester managed a weak smile. “It’s not her, you understand. I would gladly leave her at the altar, and no regrets. Disappointing our respective parents, however....”


    “What’s the worst they can do?” I asked. “They can hardly disinherit you. You’re their only son. And if you can’t bring the shipping lanes into family control right now, there will be other opportunities to increase your wealth, if they are dead set on your doing so.”


    Chester snorted. “Are there now? What have I missed?”


    “You are talking to the prince of a foreign nation,” I said. “There may be an exclusive trade agreement in it for you, if we all survive the coming apocalypse. And, of course, if you remain interested in such things at all; not a given, as by the time we are done with our errand, I suspect everything about our lives will have changed beyond recognition.”


    Utter silence. I looked past my shoulder again and found him staring at me agape. I grinned. “Didn’t think of that, did you.”


    “N-not at all—Locke, your bread is on fire.”


    I cursed and shook it, almost lost it to the fire entirely. Withdrawing it, I chipped off the blackened bits and wrinkled my nose. “Still serviceable.” At Chester’s laugh, I said, “What? It will do.” I laid the cheese on it and watched it start to soften. “Is it so strange that I might burn my toast?”


    “Honestly? Yes. Folktale creatures don’t toast their own bread, much less char it.” He sighed. “I have been thinking that perhaps we should invite Eyre here, rather than send you off to see him. Keeping you hidden on a campus full of students... I can’t imagine how it might be done.”


    I thought of Ivy’s comment. “You may be right. I’ll compose a note forthwith.”


    “Good.”


    “I do have one errand that must needs be done outside, however.” I sensed his attention and said, “I promised Almond I would take her to Church.”


    “To Church!” He paused, then added, “Why don’t you put the cheese in the fire with the bread?”


    “It’s messy,” I said.


    He peered at me, then chuckled. “Truly you remain yourself within that unlikely sheath.”


    I eyed him. “You doubted?”


    “Unavoidably, perhaps. You have the look of an heirloom weapon now, you know.” He tapped his fingers on his knee. “As for your errand...perhaps you should go now.”


    “In the middle of the night?” I asked, startled.


    “It’s not even Last Bell.” He leaned forward and refilled his glass. “In fact, I would counsel you to wait until then. There will be fewer people abroad, and no one will be in the Cathedral proper. Those seeking its shelter will already have been escorted to the dormitories, or will know to go there immediately rather than to the church itself.”


    “I’ll defer to your greater experience,” I said.


    “Your family never took you?”


    “My mother,” I replied, finishing the toast and trying the soup. “But only when I was younger. My father did not approve; he moved among the powerful, and as you know it’s not respectable among the upper class to be seen as too devout.”


    “I know. Religion is for the masses.” Chester smiled lopsidedly. “We came into a great deal of condescension for our habits.”


    “You were never tempted to give it up, were you?” I glanced at him. “Even when we went to school.”


    “Should a man relinquish his principles to please his peers?”


    “I should think not.”


    “Well then.”


    And yet he’d been very discreet. I had no doubt his family had suffered gossip for their piety, but they were also rich enough that none dared do more than that. In this enlightened age I was not the only one who’d considered it passé to bow to superstition. Though my instinct was that the push to marginalize the Church had less to do with enlightenment and more to do with the power it had wielded during the years of the Vow Empire, and previously, during the monarchy.


    For whatever reason, the Church had become a waning influence, more popular among the working classes than among the intellectual and the elite. That popularity ensured that whatever First Minister ran for election would at very least give the appearance of devotion in order to secure the votes of the far more numerous poor and middle class, but among people of Chester’s status, religion had fallen away like the scab on a healed wound. I had always thought it proper, that the people should surrender their illusions about gods and angels and saints—my own interest in folklore had endowed me with what I’d thought in my arrogance was the wisdom to see that humanity was always inventing stories to make sense of the world, none of them true. I had found my sympathies far more aligned with those of Guy and Radburn, who like me had been wealthy enough to cast off religion, than with Chester, who was rich enough not to care what others thought of his habits, and Ivy, who had come out of the working class which still worshipped at the altar.


    But I had seen things now that made me realize my own hubris. It had been a long time since I’d even thought about the stories I heard at my mother’s knee. How many of them, I wondered, were true?


    “Late tonight, then,” I said.
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    Almond woke bewildered, but as always eager to please me. Seeing her tousled from sleep made me long to brush her: did the genets have brushes? I’d had one on the ship but hadn’t seen it in the luggage we’d packed. I would have to beg one off of Chester, or have one bought. They’d suffered so much in their lives; the thought of depriving them of so basic a necessity as grooming distressed.


    At Chester’s request, the servants had left a child’s cloak for Almond, and so accoutered the two of us ventured into the deserted streets to make the journey to the Cathedral. There were lesser establishments, of course; Evertrue had long since grown past the point where its entire populace could squeeze into the nave of a single church. But there was no substitute for the Cathedral of the Holy Gift: its spires could be seen from anywhere in the city, and its sonorous bells marked the hours of the working day, from the vigil hour before dawn until the Star of Sacrifice set at night. The lesser churches added their bellsong for festival days, but we set our clocks by the Cathedral.


    “It’s so big,” Almond whispered to me as we approached.


    “It’s important,” I told her. “And it needs to hold a great many people.”


    She glanced past her shoulder at the city, spreading behind us. “I think there are more people in this city than there might be in the whole of Serala,” she confided, pressing close to me.


    “I don’t doubt it.” We mounted the stone stairs, heading for the great doors. According to Chester, they should be unlocked—I touched the handle of one, pushed, breathed out a sigh of relief as it cracked open without so much as a squeak. “Here we are. Go on in.”


    Almond squirmed through before I’d finished opening it for myself, but I bumped into her as I stepped in, for she had frozen in awe. Nor could I blame her.


    Pale shafts of colored light fell from the stained glass windows along the wall, high, thin windows granting them entrance in serried ranks all the way down the vast length of the nave to its grand altar in the apse, where a constellation of candles framed the shelf upon which the ceremonial cup had been set. The air was denser inside than it had been out: warm and thick with generations of incense, as if the air could hold the memories of the millions of beads of sap that had been burned here. Had I not seen real elves, I would have called the place enchanted and thought it metaphor; now that I had, I knew there was some magic here as real as anything pulled forth from the earth by sorcerers.


    I found Almond’s hand beneath her cloak and pulled her after me, and together we walked the length of the nave. She would never have dared stop me to indulge her desires, so I did for her, at every window so she could stare at the images picked out in colored glass, now muted by the moonlight; at every statue tucked into an alcove and surrounded in flowers or placed over a basin of clear water; at every bank of candles where petitioners had left flames burning, in memory of the dead whose ashes reposed in the cemetery adjoining the church. There were wonders everywhere; even the crossing, which I had never stopped to examine, drew a gasp from Almond as she bent to brush little fingers over the tiles set in their starburst patterns.


    But when we reached the altar, it was I who found myself unable to move. My mother would have genuflected before kneeling at the rail. She would never have stepped onto the dais reserved to the priests to look more closely at the altar dressing the way Almond did. Haloed in candles and drenched in the light of the windows that lined the apse’s curved ceiling, she craned her head back, wide-eyed. “Master?” she whispered. “What is that, in the painting?”


    I could not bring myself to join her, though I did not think she looked out of place there. Unlike me, she was a complete innocent. I did not fear an angel’s reprisal on her behalf. Mine, though... the angels had come twice to elvenkind, if their own legends were right: once to give them language, once to save them on the battlefield. Would they come again to us now, knowing what we had become?


    The painting that had captured Almond’s attention encompassed the entirety of the wall behind the altar, from floor to windows. It was dark, save for the center where Saint Winifred was depicted receiving the gift from the Angel. Was Winifred’s angel of the same cohort that had blessed the elves? And if so, was there a link between these visitations? Surely so, if only to prove that angels were apparently generous. “That is Saint Winifred,” I said in reply to her curiosity. “A mortal woman who offered her life to an angel in return for the salvation of mankind.”


    “Did humans need saving too?” she asked, ears rising.


    I looked at Winifred’s bowed head. “Perhaps all thinking beings do.”


    “What from?” Almond wondered, eyes wide.


    “Ourselves,” I replied, grave. “In the story, there was a danger that we would fall into darkness and death. Some say the scripture is intended to refer to the plague of pre-Break 90, which purportedly killed some fifty percent of the population, if our histories are correct. Others say it referred to one of the monarchist wars that afflicted us prior to the Empire of the Vow. No one is certain... only that the Church itself is old, too old for us to recall its origins with any clarity. The story of Winifred might be a folktale... or it might be history. Perhaps the Church has records on the subject, but they have never shared them if so.”


    That had made me suspicious, once I’d reached adulthood and gone to the university. If the Church did have records of its genesis, why hadn’t it shared them? What were they hiding? And if they didn’t have records, how could they put forth the story of Winifred as truth?


    “Which is it, Master?” Almond asked.


    “I don’t know,” I admitted after a moment, humbled by the realization that it was true. I didn’t. And the experience of the past few months had amply indicated that it might very well be. “But I no longer think it impossible that angels saved the human race.”


    “Why is this cup here?” she asked. “It smells....”


    “Yes?” I asked, curious.


    “Very good,” she finished. “Very... very old. Rich. There are layers and layers of smells in it.”


    “That is the Cup of the Covenant. It symbolizes the pledge that humanity made in response to the angel’s gift.” Before she could ask, I said, “That we would keep faith with the angels, stand fast against sin and evil, bring forth the light at every opportunity, and wait... for... the coming of angels again.” I stopped, chilled. God Almighty. Had the Church foreseen the need for another visitation? Did they know something we didn’t?


    Was that why they had not shared their records?


    With a visible shiver Almond darted back to my side, startling me. She clung to me, my cloak falling in to hide her. “Almond?”


    “It smells too good,” she said, chagrined, ears sagging. “I want to lick it. I don’t think I should touch something holy, especially not to lick it.”


    “No,” I agreed, but I frowned. The cup always held wine from Church vineyards. But the genets had never shown any interest in alcohol. What else had it contained that it attracted her? I supposed the priests could have bled into it, but human blood did not draw them either. And had there been captive elves in cages, bled for the use of human ritual, at some point in the long history of the Church, surely someone would have noticed. Not only that, but... I thought I would know, if there were elves nigh to us. I could sense Last and his men in a way I could not Chester or the other humans. Come to that, I could vaguely grasp the genets and the drake as well. Was it because my ability to sense the world sprang from the magic in me that I could sense other magical beings as well? It was certainly not as distinct a sense as the world; I thought of them, and knew them to be close, but not where, or who.


    So much I didn’t know. How could I wrest my brother from Sedetnet when I knew so little? We were tarrying too long. Everything I needed was in Vigil. I sighed.


    “Thank you for bringing me, Master,” Almond said softly.


    “I was glad to,” I said.


    “We should go before we’re discovered, though.”


    “I doubt any priest is stirring this late. But yes, it would be wise.”


    As we made our way back to the door, she asked, “Do you think we will see angels again?”


    Surprised, I glanced down at her. “Would you like to?”


    “I should say no, because I am no one who would deserve to see an angel,” Almond replied. “But I would, Master, with all my heart. All of God’s love is wound up in angels, and all the magic too.” She sighed, her longing suffusing the exhalation. “Yes, I would be... oh, I would be grateful. To see an angel.”


    “Angels only seem to come at times of great strife.” I smiled faintly. “It hardly seems fair that we never have the leisure to appreciate them, what with the demons and the walking dead overrunning the world when they appear.”


    “But they do appear,” she said. “And when we need them most. Isn’t that the definition of a true friend?”


    The notion of anything as rarified as an angel being granted such a homey appellation staggered. The angels of God, as good friends?


    “I think you are a true friend, Almond,” I said instead.


    “Oh, Master! I am just—”


    “A genet, you will say, but you are kind, and generous with your heart, and here when I need you. If that qualifies an angel, surely it also qualifies you.”


    She shivered. “I am nothing worthy of being spoken of in the same breath as an angel!”


    “I think the angels themselves would disagree,” I said, and held the door open for her. She glanced at me, ears sagging, and then slipped out. Too well-bred to disagree, perhaps—or she’d decided it was no use attempting to convince me otherwise. Which suited me, because I was right, and in no mood to brook defiance. The Cathedral had left me feeling melancholic and uneasy, and I could not imagine why... only that I was glad to gain the safety of the St. Clary estate, and gladder still to slide into a warm bed.
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    “Eyre should be along shortly,” Chester said, adjusting the logs in the fireplace. “I ordered a tea tray brought up.”


    “You are everything that is hospitable,” I said, having a seat. “And a better host than ever I was.”


    “Ah, it’s nothing. If you had been groomed from birth to take over a commercial empire you would have had such social niceties bred into your bones as well.”


    I eyed him. “Chester, my father is an ambassador. I was reared with awareness of such social niceties. Your cognizance of them is, I assure you, above and beyond the norm.”


    He hesitated; perhaps he was thinking that in my condition I’d been hard-pressed to present a courteous facade at all, much less notice the details of social convention. As always, he was too sensitive to say so. “Maintaining something the size of my family’s ventures requires rather more politicking than one might assume. It was necessary to grasp everything that might give us advantage.”


    I thought of Princess Minda. “I can see where that might be so.”


    “How did your evening outing go?”


    “Well enough,” I said. “Though I’m glad to be quit of midnight wanderings. I have it on good authority that I glow at night.”


    Chester turned his laugh into a credible cough. “Yes, well. I suppose there are compensations for the more regrettable aspects of your appearance.”


    He could joke about it now, had not even flinched at the sight of me when I turned up this morning after checking on my guards and the drake. They were in fine fettle, all of them, even the mount; a great comfort that had been, to spend a pleasurable hour combing out the fire-warm mane, and commune with the beast. The cold hadn’t slowed it a whit, and its breath when it had nuzzled me remained hot and dry, smelling of ash. Someone had installed it in the stables, in one of the stalls reserved for visiting studs, and the stablehands were keeping it well watered, and had left what looked like the remains of some butchered carcass—of what I couldn’t guess, for the drake had scoured it to the bone. I’d expected some stench from the remains, but the pile had been as clean as if it had been fire-polished.


    The elves had also been well-provided for. Last had no complaints, which struck me as unnatural given his men’s confinement... but they were all content to wait on my plan, and though they did not like idleness I could just apprehend the nature of their patience: to tarry a few days, even a few months, in this fashion was of no moment to people who had lived hundreds of years already. Their conception of the import of time was very different from ours—from what mine would have to become.


    No, Chester had taken very good care of us. He’d even had my clothes altered while I slept, and how he’d communicated the changes in my physique without sending someone to measure me I had not the first idea. Perhaps the same eye that could gauge a shipment to the box without checking the manifest could also be put to work on the loose cloth around the waist of a friend.


    “You are quiet,” Chester observed.


    “Conserving my strength.” I managed a wan smile. “I am about to confront my master professor after abandoning my education precipitously, along with my partially completed dissertation. I must imagine I am due for the scolding of my academic career.”


    “Put that way...”


    A smart rap on the door to his parlor distracted us both. A man in livery said, “Doctor John Eyre, sir,” and withdrew. I stood as Chester reached past me to shake the man’s hand. He seemed unchanged: the same tall man in the sober garb of a professor, brown coat and waistcoat, crisp white shirt against dark gold skin, with spectacles perched in front of incisive hazel eyes. How strange to see him again after all this time away! And yet... less than two semesters, was it? To think of all I had lived in learned in that time, more than ever I had in the university, God help me.


    “...yes, it was kind of you, thank you, but I would like to know how it is my student came to be issuing invitations from your....”


    Eyre trailed off as he glimpsed me past Chester’s shoulder. His hand fell to his side as he straightened... slowly, very slowly.


    I had seen the effect of my countenance now on many familiar faces: had seen joy on my mother’s, and shock on most everyone else’s, and discomfort, and even Guy’s casual acceptance.


    None of that prepared me for the rapture that bloomed in Eyre’s eyes, spreading until he seemed more wont to glow than I. The rapture, and the relief, and the shock: it was as if he had seen something far greater than an elf out of legend. Such an expression belonged to the apprehension of angels, and to see it directed at me....


    So involved was I with that disquiet that I almost missed the undulation of his body. It was our only warning before the man who had shaped the majority of my adult education swooned like a woman laced too tightly into her stays. I leaped forward and caught one of his elbows as Chester grabbed the other, and together we guided him to a chair.


    “I’ll fetch the tea tray directly,” Chester said, concerned. “And the smelling salts.”


    “Go,” I said.


    In the ensuing silence I crouched in front the chair, listening to the pop and hiss of sap burning in the fireplace. At length, Eyre opened his eyes, beheld me, and distressed me immensely by bringing forth silent tears. They shimmered but did not fall, spangling his lashes.


    “God in the firmament,” he whispered. “To have lived my life in the hopes of this moment, knowing it would never come... and to have come into it, all unexpected....” His eyes lifted, traveled the fall of my hair past my cheek to where I’d carelessly tucked it behind one pointed ear. “You’re real, you’re truly, well and truly real. And I have had the privilege and honor of making your acquaintance.”


    Almost I glanced over my shoulder to see whom he was addressing. “Professor,” I said, low. “You know who I am, yes?” When he met my eyes, I added, “Your delinquent student? Who gadded off mid-term without so much as an explanation for my extended leave of absence? I... I don’t even think I returned the folio from Vigil.”


    That prompted a frown. “Yes, I know. What I don’t understand is... why didn’t you tell me? Was it a test? Your acting was superb; I never suspected—”


    I held up a hand to still him. “No, please. Professor. I didn’t know. I was the victim of an enchantment instilled at birth, and had not the first notion until I was brought to the Archipelago.”


    “Of course,” he breathed. “It would have had to have been so.” He lifted a hand, stopped himself before he could touch my face. The wonder in his eyes pained me, and yet... this at least I could understand, just a little. I was still a scholar, under the patina of elven prince. I remembered my own wonder at the sight of the Vigil folio. So I captured that hand before he could retract it fully and cupped it between both of mine, and he started. Against my fingertips his pulse thrashed beneath the skin.


    “I am real,” I said. “I pledge it.”


    The tears did run over then, and he did not protest the intimacy.


    Chester found us thus, and I couldn’t recall the last time I’d welcomed the smell of tea and scones quite so powerfully. He set out three cups and poured, and added something to one of them—apple brandy, maybe, from the smell. This he handed to Eyre. “Sir. You look as if you could use fortification.”


    “Kindly said,” Eyre replied. He accepted the handkerchief Chester passed him as well. “I apologize, Mister St. Clary. I am rather undone.”


    “With good cause,” Chester said. “You are not the first to have had a bit of a shock at Locke’s reappearance.”


    I eyed him. “That was an appalling pun.”


    Chester grinned. “And here I’d thought it subtle enough to pass for good taste.”


    I snorted.


    “An indelicate sound from an elf! I believe I have won the point. Here, have a scone or three. The clotted cream is not to be wasted and this...” He peered into one of the jars. “Is some sort of preserve.” He sniffed. “No, I beg your pardon. Lemon marmalade.” He passed the plates. “Come, let us do justice to the service.”


    He was wise, Chester; though Eyre did not cease to award me awed looks, the homey business of eating and drinking settled him enough to ask after my adventures. I drew in a breath, catching Chester’s sympathetic look, and launched once again into the tale. As Eyre listened some of the shine left his eyes, and I could see his formidable mind once again re-engage.


    “Extraordinary,” he said when I’d finished. He was stirring sugar into his third cup of tea, having failed to notice the judicious dollops of brandy Chester had been applying to it throughout the story. I could barely imagine how sweet the resulting potion was. “To have a legended elven lord walking amongst us disguised all this time... and with him none the wiser for his true parentage! Save perhaps your interest in folklore...mayhap that was some inner voice urging you toward your own nature.”


    “I doubt it,” I said. “My shock when I discovered my alternate identity was profound.”


    “You can hardly call it an alternate identity,” Chester said. “It’s your own blood and bone, Locke. No matter what you call yourself or believe yourself to be, you gleam like the halo on a saint.”


    “Don’t draw such a comparison, I beg you,” I said, disquieted. “I have seen elves of such malevolence that a demon would be ashamed to keep them company. Fair face does not equate to hallowed heart.”


    “True. But it will certainly mislead the majority of people.” Chester refilled his cup, forgoing the brandy. “But I suppose it’s inadvisable to apply human logic to elven affairs.”


    “We’re not an entirely—”


    “Different species?” Chester lifted a brow, though his smile was rueful and, I thought, a little sad.


    “We are not so different, really,” I amended. “Elves love and hate and fear. They are capable of kindnesses and cruelties, just as people are.”


    “As people are,” Eyre said, eyeing me with an expression I hadn’t seen in far too long, the one that encouraged me to examine my own premises.


    I shook my head. “Forgive me if I remain incapable of claiming either heritage fully. I don’t feel any different, and yet....”


    “And yet,” Eyre agreed. His mouth quirked. “So... Vigil.”


    “And soon,” I agreed. “If it can be done soon. I imagine it must with the season advancing. I have heard making the journey north in winter is brutal.”


    “Brutal is overstating the matter. Uncomfortable, though, I’ll grant you.” Eyre rubbed his nose with the curve of a finger, frowning. “Two weeks to prepare will suffice, if a trifle precipitously.”


    I tried not to wince, thinking of Last and his men in confinement, and my poor genets, and the drake... and my brother. “And what will two weeks buy me, then?”


    “Myself and some of my colleagues,” Eyre replied, sipping. “Gear and provisions and mounts. The sort of thing you’d want if you intend to be on the road for some time. Vigil is near the border of the country, but the wilderness spreads down past it. Once we’re a fortnight out from Evertrue there won’t be much by way of civilization, and while it’s not winter yet autumn is not the easiest season to travel this far north.”


    “How long’s the journey, then?” I asked.


    “Near a month, depending on the pace. I’ve made the trip several times and it varies wildly based on the weather.”


    “It has been cold,” Chester murmured. “I hope we’re not looking at an early winter.”


    “What do you plan when you arrive?” Eyre asked me. “Have your relations told you of any specific troves?”


    “I fear not. All I know is that what I seek should be available in the athenaeum, so long as it remains intact.”


    “A great deal of Vigil is intact.” Eyre set his tea cup down. “Unfortunately, that great deal of it is also sealed. Without some key—or some magic?” He glanced at me, interrogative, but I shook my head.


    “Well. We shall have to see, then.” Eyre chuckled. “It will not be the first time we’ve been stymied by a decided lack of data.”


    “The one thing I cannot afford is to be stymied,” I said. “Too much depends on the information hidden in Vigil’s library.”


    “We’ll find it,” Chester said. “Whatever it is you need, Locke. We’ll find a way.”


    I granted him a smile, grateful for his faith but unable to match it. He flashed me a look of great serenity before a servant distracted him—something about an unexpected caller.


    “I’ll be back shortly,” he said, and departed to see to it.


    I turned my cup on its saucer to give my hands something to do. “Sir, you are still staring.”


    “And I apologize, but I fear it will take me some time to win past my astonishment.”


    If it had been astonishment that moved him, I might have weathered it better. But awe... awe I could not countenance. Amhric might have been worthy of such a look, but I knew myself better. I was human in my heart, and had bloodstained hands—I had lain with a sorcerer and been raped by a petty lord. I could not count the ways I was sullied and weary. I looked at him, then, and said, “Regrettably, my dissertation is incomplete.”


    “Your dis—” He stopped abruptly, laughed. “Yes, all right. You feel you must prove to me you are still the same man. I understand.”


    “Not just the same man,” I said. “But your student, sir. I would thank you not to place me on a pedestal. I am not your better.”


    “You were never my lesser, either,” Eyre replied, fond. At my startled glance, he said, “Oh, you had to have known... didn’t you? You were one of my finest students, Morgan. It was an honor and privilege to teach such an enthusiastic and insightful mind. Perhaps it was your illness that taught you your tenacity and discipline, but whatever its impetus, I have rarely seen its equal.”


    Such a stunning compliment, and all I could think to say was, “You speak as if my schooling is done.”


    “Isn’t it?” he asked. “You no longer have the luxury of studying great deeds. Now you must enact them.”


    I rubbed my temple, wishing the incipient headache away. “It has never been in my temperament to be a hero.”


    “Nonsense.” Eyre tapped the table between us. “When have you ever been free to develop any sort of temperament, besides that of an invalid? And that is preparation enough: you fooled all of us for years, Morgan. None of us had the first idea that you were in such dire extremis. The strength it took for you to fight the debilitating effects of your enchantment will be wonderful preparation for the tasks before you.”


    “I would have preferred to finish my degree, marry, have a child or three, and live quietly until I died,” I said, my heart squeezing painfully. How long had I worn this shape? Less than a month? And already I could hear Kemses’s voice whispering, longing: To die! To be able to die!


    Eyre snorted. “So save the elven nation, then finish your degree, marry, have a child or sixty, and live quietly until you die a century or two from now.”


    I glanced at him. “And are you prepared to leave off the study of history and become one of its participants?”


    “We all participate in history,” Eyre murmured, considering me. “Whether we are remembered or not.”


    His eyes were resting on me again. I looked away. “Am I so changed then, that you cannot help but stare?”


    “It’s not the sight of you. It’s the smell. And the feel.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    Eyre’s smile faded. “You smell... like a night breeze off cold water. Something vast and deep with poetry: salt like tears. Pale and clean like jasmine. Sweet and bitter.”


    Now it was I who stared at him. He ignored me to finish off his tea; perhaps the brandy was making him strange.


    “And the feel?” I prompted.


    “Your skin is softer than any living thing I’ve touched. Your hands over mine....” He shook his head. “You are made of rarified stuff, my student.”


    “I am just a man,” I murmured, and finished before he could object, “If you would see rarified stuff, you should rest your gaze on my brother.”


    “The king? Yes, I imagine he is another class of matter entirely.” Eyre tipped his head to one side, stretching his neck, then rose. “I wonder where your friend has got off to, though? I should away if we are to leave soon. There are arrangements to be made.”


    “If you need money to purchase anything—” I said, standing, but Eyre shook his head, and the merriment in his eyes reminded me of older days.


    “To go to Vigil?” He laughed. “When half the faculty would give an arm to make the journey? No, money we won’t need. I’ll apply to the dean and have the department underwrite the expedition. We are nothing if not scholars, ah? There is more than enough to occupy us at such a site.”


    I grinned. “Just so.” I offered him my hand which he took after hesitating. Once I had it firmly clasped, I pulled him to me and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. His breathing hitched, jerking his ribcage against mine, and then he eased into the embrace, his head against my shoulder.


    “Like the sea,” he murmured.


    “Only because you have been weeping,” I replied. “It is your own tears you smell.” I stepped back. “I’ll send for someone to bring you to the door—”


    “No need. I remember the way.” He turned to the door... and halted abruptly.


    Chester had reappeared, his face gone pale and stiff and his gait awkward with tension. With him was a priestess. Or at least, I realized it was a priestess later, for one saw her face and could not look elsewhere. Eyes darker than cracks in stone, and as impenetrable, and a mouth firm and shaped by secrets. Her smooth brown countenance was an enigma: appropriate, as the white, silver, and sanguine mantle over her shoulders marked her as the Vessel of the Covenant. Among the holy orders there was no one to equal her in rank, save her male equivalent, the Sacred Escutcheon.


    There was an inevitability to her being the most high of all the priests in Troth. Everything about her bespoke power.


    She was younger than I’d expected. She was also carrying what looked like a covered birdcage, cradled in dark hands.


    “The Vessel,” Chester said, and now I knew he was shaken; normally his introductions were executed with flawless courtesy. “Locke, she’s come looking for you.”


    “For me?”


    “For you,” she agreed, and she had a smooth contralto, rich and practiced. “Because you have run out of time, my lord. The demons are coming.”
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    Silence. She bore the brunt of our stares without visible distress.


    “You know who I am,” I said. “And that you would find me here. How?”


    “You came to the Cathedral last night,” she replied, unperturbed. “But even had you not, I would have known where you bided.”


    “Because...?”


    “Because you draw your mantle of magic behind you.” She met my eyes, and though hers were human, and normal, still I had trouble holding her gaze. “There is not a human being in this city that does not know you are here, my lord. They might not know what it is they sense, but when they sleep, they dream of magic.”


    “A pretty story,” Eyre said. “But unlikely.” He stepped back to put his shoulder at mine.


    “Is it?” She glanced at him, cool, then returned her gaze to me. “We must leave, tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow!” I said, as Eyre exclaimed, “We?” Chester remained mute, his entire body eloquent of both his disquiet and his obedience. I was reminded that this woman constituted the fulfillment of the promise of his faith, and to insult her dignity would rightly outrage him.


    She was also a woman accustomed to command, and she was speaking. “There is no time to waste. We are assembling your escort now.”


    “Who is ‘we’?” Eyre asked, irritated. “I was planning to accompany Locke north—”


    “And you are welcome to join us.”


    “I and my colleagues,” Eyre explained. “Who do not need the Church’s help to bring a man safely to Vigil.”


    “Your colleagues are also welcome. But we will not wait for them if they don’t join us tomorrow morning.”


    “And you would have me believe you can mount an expeditionary force within half a day.” Eyre folded his arms.


    “We have been preparing for this moment for centuries,” she replied, unruffled.


    “Centuries,” I murmured. “You’ve been waiting centuries to escort a wayward elven prince to a distant library?”


    She frowned, the faintest of lines forming between her brows. “No, my lord. We’ve been waiting centuries for the inevitable ending of the tale that began on the battlefield of Threnody-Calling-Forward. Do you not know your own history?”


    “He was raised mortal,” Chester said behind her, low.


    “Mor—” She glanced from Chester to me, brows rising. “You?”


    This evidence that she was not omnipotent was comforting. “Alas, yes. Until very recently I thought I was human, and looked the part. An enchantment arranged by my mother to protect me from my race, which has been deranged by immortality, and now takes poorly to the notion of anyone who might put an end to their debauchery.”


    “You are not the king.” Now she sounded disturbed.


    “The king is currently languishing in the prison of a sorcerer of questionable sanity, I’m afraid. I am his prince, and I seek the grimoires of Vigil, which I hope will illuminate some way to unravel the enchantment that binds us.”


    She showed no surprise at the mention of the enchantment; not only that, but my words relieved her, for she relaxed. I must have returned to the script she’d been expecting when she found an elf in her church. “The enchantment must be revoked for you to fight, and we are running out of time. Your personal history is of no moment, my lord. It is the deep past that is overtaking us now. You will meet us outside the north gate tomorrow two hours before dawn?”


    “Why this urgency?” Eyre interrupted. “Is there some schedule we’re unaware of? Some alarm that has suddenly begun ringing, saying ‘demons are coming’?”


    “There is indeed. And I have brought it with me.”


    He paused, quirking a brow up, and said testily, “Let’s have it, then.”


    She set the birdcage on the table amid the crumbs of our repast and lifted its cover, revealing a sparrow rustling on its floor, hopping hither and yon, attempting to peck up the seeds that did not litter the cage bottom because it was immaculate. In every way the creature gave the appearance of vital energy, but it had not mounted the perch because it could not, lacking wings.


    It also lacked feathers, skin, and flesh.


    “God in the firmament,” Chester whispered.


    I swayed, visions swamping the world, drowning them. I felt the scalding shadow of demon wings shrouding me, heard their hissing cackles. The dead will walk, the dead will come to serve again—


    “Locke!”


    Chester had one of my shoulders in his hand. When I focused on him, he smiled tightly and said, “No dragons here to bite me.”


    “No,” I breathed. I flexed my shoulder under his hand, not to dislodge it, but to feel the friction, assure myself that I wasn’t imagining his touch. When I looked at the bird, it was still there, its tiny talons scratching as it hopped the circumference of the cage’s floor. “I am not imagining this.”


    “No,” the priestess said. “These creatures were gifts, exhumed from the battlefield’s edges and granted us as a way to warn us of the danger come again. The birds are the first to wake. The carrion eaters will come next. When the horses rise, it will be too late, for their riders will be upon them.” She looked at me. “Do you understand now?”


    “I understood before,” I said. “But my answer is yes. I will meet you at the north gate two hours before dawn. And my companions will be there also.”


    “We will be honored to have them. All people who serve the light are kin on the battlefield.”


    She covered the cage again and inclined her head to me. As she turned to go, I said, “Honored Vessel...I trust you will make some explanation of the Church’s involvement in this matter?”


    “I would be pleased to share our history with you, my lord. On the trip.”


    And then she was gone, and I had the sense that not all our wishes otherwise would have stayed her. Not a woman who brooked disobedience, the Covenant Walking.


    Beside me, Chester said, hushed, “She called you ‘my lord.’“ At my puzzled regard, he clarified. “The holiest of holies in all the Church. Defers to you, an elven prince. Why?”


    “Why indeed,” Eyre said. He no longer sounded piqued, much to my relief. I greatly preferred the curiosity he was currently evincing.


    “You were not disturbed at the sight of the bird?” I wondered.


    “Fascinated, more like. Some mention of the risen dead is made in the histories, but one has trouble imagining something so unnatural. I wish she could have left it for us to examine further—”


    “Fear not,” I said. “If things continue on their present course, we shall apparently be afflicted with undead horses.”


    “Better than their riders,” Chester muttered.


    Eyre shook his head. “Well, if I’m to throw together the gear to join you, I must be off. There’s no hope of dragging anyone else with us on such short notice, but you shall see me on the morrow if I have to wear the same set of clothes all the way to Vigil.”


    “Tomorrow, sir,” I said, and he took his leave.


    “I will have to make my own arrangements, and send word to the others,” Chester said. “Shall I tell Ivy as well?”


    “Please,” I said. “This is rather more abrupt than I’d planned...”


    “Better an abrupt departure than a demon-infested country, and God forfend one overrun by the legions of the dead. You see to your elves and furred folk, Locke. I’ll arrange our classmates. And remember to write your parents a note about your precipitous departure.” He glanced at me. “You will this time, won’t you?”


    It occurred to me that Kelu had been right—and wrong—about Chester. He’d been bred to manage a shipping empire... literally conceived for the purpose of inheriting and growing a commercial enterprise that underlay Troth like the veins beneath my skin. From how to win the loyalty of servants and tradesmen to how to keep maps and schedules, he’d been in training since he could walk. My situation was merely another thing to manage. And at some point, superlative management became a great deal like service... and service was a virtue the Church had always encouraged. He was all of one piece, Chester St. Clary. Whole, in a way I hoped one day to be.


    “I will write them, yes.” And added, “You’re a good friend, Chester. If I haven’t said it recently. I wouldn’t do without you.”


    “Fortunately you don’t have to. Go on, then. Both of us to our tasks.”


    His casual response didn’t fool me. I saw his flush, and the grateful smile, before he turned away.


    I had not had the benefit of his upbringing. But I liked to think I was learning. Kemses would have approved.
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    The elves of my guard were pleased to be departing so rapidly... but when I mentioned the bird, Last’s countenance darkened.


    “Is it as bad as all that?” I asked, tentative.


    “I didn’t think there could be undead without demons to raise them,” Last replied. “But had someone successfully summoned a demon, you would have known, Lord Locke.”


    “I would?”


    “In your skin,” he said. “In your sense of the world. Demons bring a wrongness. A sickening.”


    My nightmares hissed a laughing agreement. I ignored their whispers. “The priestess has promised us the tale. Perhaps tomorrow we will learn how a human religion came by a graveyard of animals from an elven battlefield.”


    “No doubt. I await the story with interest.”


    I had one more look at my elves, sitting in a half-circle around us. Their beauty still bruised me; I wondered if that was some lingering effect of my having been human for so long, or if I would always find elvenkind so impossibly supernal. “Sleep well,” I told them. “We will ride long before the sun rises.”


    A low chorus of acquiescence. Last said for them, “We shall be ready. Good night, Lord Locke.”


    The genets were the last to hear of our impending departure, which I reported to them while writing my parents. Kelu’s sole response was, “Finally. If I had to stare at these four walls any longer I’d start chewing on them.”


    “Don’t listen to her,” Almond whispered as the two Pearls tucked themselves into the bed to await me. “It’s been very nice here.”


    Kelu snorted, and strangely her skepticism settled me. A world where she could roll her eyes and make sarcastic commentary was still a normal world, one that did not hold demons and skeletal armies. I set the letter on the tray with regret, for I had wanted to see my mother again before I left, but at least I was not abandoning Evertrue in favor of a hopeless cause and the near certitude of an early death. No, I thought with wry amusement as I repaired to my bed... this time I was abandoning Evertrue in favor of an outlandish task and the possibility of an early death. Winifred protect all mothers, for surely they needed it.


    Almond curled up against my chest and I settled my arm around her, feeling the magic raveled into her flesh like the carbonation in champagne, and the bruised pine scent of Nine’s necklace lingered in my nostrils. Long after the genets had fallen asleep, I remained wakeful, wondering too little about what we would find in the north, and too much about how Amhric was faring... and whether I would see Ivy in the morning, or if she would wisely decide that any affair involving glass-bled elves and horrors out of legend could find its resolution without her.
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    How many people dreamed of fairies riding through their dreams that night? The absolute stillness of the city in the hours before dawn struck me as uncanny enough without adding our fey glow to it. Chester vanished among our company, a darkness cutting our light. Passing through the empty streets in a cold that seemed deeper than the season warranted, I was grateful for the heat of the drake beneath my legs and the genets clinging to me, before and behind me on the drake’s saddle. When my nose grew too chilled I hid it in Kelu’s hair until feeling returned. She did not seem to mind, or perhaps she didn’t notice.


    Evertrue still felt like home. I knew this when the realization that this quiet would never end if I failed stole my breath.
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    The north gate should have been guarded. When we passed under it, I espied men on the ramparts, but they wore the Church’s tabards. They watched us pass beneath the arch but did not challenge us, and as easily as that we were quit of the capital.


    Alongside the road two groups tarried in expectation of our arrival, and very disparate groups they were. My classmates were clustered together with Eyre, who had come alone, as prophesied. Larger of the two was my Church escort: the Vessel, three of her priests, and....


    “Are those knights?” Chester asked, shocked and, I thought, fascinated. “I did not know the Church had militia.”


    “They know about demons and undead,” I replied. “Perhaps we should not be so surprised.”


    His eyes snagged on their weapons, and he fell silent.


    I greeted the Vessel first, out of courtesy for her rank, and for that she was a stranger to me. She inclined her head, not at all disarmed by my mount or my cloud of furred attendants. “My lord. You are punctual.”


    “Honored Vessel,” I said. “The need is great.”


    Her mouth flexed in a near smile. “We must be well away from the city before dawn, sir.”


    “Lead the way.”


    She reined her horse around and sent it trotting down the road, her priests falling in around her. As she drew away, I turned to the second group. Eyre was waiting for us, mounted on a sturdy horse, nothing so fine as the priests rode. Unlike theirs, his beast was hung with bags and bedroll, and more supplies were secured to the back of a packhorse. Did the priests expect to be provisioned on the journey? I had thought the Church’s power waning; I suspected we had all underestimated its resources.


    Guy looked bored—unsurprisingly, for he rarely evinced excitement—and Radburn groggy, which suited the hour. But they were not too tired to find the elves, the drake, and the genets unworthy of commentary.


    “Fancy,” Guy said.


    “Really, Morgan,” Radburn added. “Animals?”


    Kelu bared her teeth at him from her perch in front of me. “You’d better be talking about the drake.”


    Radburn started. “God Almighty! They talk!”


    “Can I bite him?” Kelu asked. “I’d like to bite him. He deserves biting.”


    “Kelu!” Almond exclaimed, ears splaying. To Radburn, “Please, don’t mind her. She doesn’t do most of the things she says.”


    “Most of them!” He looked torn between fascination and horror.


    “I’ll explain them later,” I promised him. “Let’s not allow the priests to outpace us.”


    My elven guards were studying the knights with interest... and knights I had to call them, for they wore dark gray armor beneath surcoats emblazoned with the Church’s cup and edged in its gold and sanguine. Swords hung from their hips, and spears were racked across their saddles, though not one of them struck me as sinister, somehow, as the staff I carried across mine. They looked effective nonetheless.


    The leader of the human warriors, a massive man with skin like polished ebony, considered Last with both reserve and respect; they seemed more akin in that moment than I did to any elf despite my new skin.


    “We trained as best we could,” the human said at last in a deep bass. “But we lacked targets.”


    Last tilted his head, then said in his accented Lit, “We will ride together, and talk.”


    Just that easily, they had an accord, and ranged themselves around the back of our party. Chester chivvied my classmates forward, leaving me with the last of our party, bless him, and how glad I was to rest my eyes on her. I had half-hoped Ivy would stay in Evertrue, where she would be safe, but seeing her I knew I would have felt her absence painfully. She belonged with me; more than that, she belonged with us. But because I feared for her, I made one attempt to dissuade her.


    “You could have stayed home,” I said softly.


    “I could not!” She wrinkled her nose at me, and my heart contracted. Her every expression endeared her further to me. Truly my cause was hopeless. “If the Vessel can ride off among a passel of men to do great deeds, then I may as well.”


    I hesitated. “But... you’re not moving?”


    Ivy cleared her throat. “I do not know how to ride.”


    I reached over and looped my hand through the reins, tugging her horse into motion. The beast was of such placid temperament it didn’t seem to notice the drake was some other species, so I fell in alongside. “You sit with such grace that it hadn’t occurred to me that you might not know what you were about.”


    She shook her head. “Really, Morgan. Where would my family find the money for a horse?”


    Nowhere, and I should have known. I glanced at the animal. “Chester’s?”


    “He fetched me forth earlier and helped me onto her back before sending me off with Guy and Radburn to await you at the gate. I’m just relieved she requires so little direction. I am half afraid I’ll fall if she starts moving any faster.” She glanced at the drake. “I like your mount far more. He is a handsome creature! Some elven beast, then?”


    “He is, yes, and a good companion.” I paused, then added, “The individual in front of me is Kelu, and behind me are Almond and the two Black Pearls, who have not yet chosen their names.”


    Ivy glanced at the genets and smiled at them. “I am glad to make your acquaintances. Any friend of Morgan’s is welcome in my company.”


    Almond peeked past me at her. “Oh,” she said, hushed. “She really is pretty, Master!”


    Ivy blushed, and Almond blushed back, and I looked away to hide my smile.


    “I have heard about you from Morgan,” Ivy was saying. “Of your bravery and fidelity to him during his travails.”


    “Bravery and fidelity,” Kelu repeated, one ear flopping.


    “He is our master,” Almond said in earnest. “We live to serve.”


    “We all live to serve,” Ivy agreed. “It is why we must choose our masters wisely.”


    I glanced at her sharply, but she was continuing, “Morgan... I fear I didn’t have time to go to the orphanage.”


    “The answers will keep,” I said. “If indeed, there are any answers left after over two decades. They might have forgotten my provenance by now.”


    “You might have looked a human infant, but your mother was surely not. And no one who sees someone like you forgets you. But you’re right. It will keep.” She shifted in the saddle, wincing. “I don’t suppose you know how long we’ll be riding.”


    “I don’t,” I say. “But I would be surprised if we stopped soon.”
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    The Vessel held our procession to a walk for the two hours before sunrise; we plodded past the city limits and into the farmland encircling it, and past it to where the wild bordered the road. A pastoral wilderness, that; I could sense it in my veins, the temper of it, the sweetness, the way the brush rambled through the trees, and the sparse copses gave way to broad fields soaked in cold dew. My shoulders prickled with the wet coolth of it beneath my coat; its smell seemed impregnated in my blood, clean and autumnal and rich.


    When the first white rays pooled in those fields, the priests broke from their easy pace. Two of them galloped down the road, vanishing as the knights alongside us strung square banners on their spears and locked them upright on their saddles. They spread out to flank us on both sides and urged their mounts into a canter. Last and his men pulled in around me, and we rode encircled in pageantry, hooves drumming on the road. The pace seemed impossible to sustain, but the priests alternated between a canter and a walk, allowing the horses to catch their wind before urging their mounts into a fresh lope.


    Ivy, of course, was no horsewoman. Guy and Radburn were well enough off to know how to ride, though I didn’t know if they kept their own beasts, and I couldn’t guess how accustomed Eyre was to spending hours in the saddle. I thought only Chester might have been able to maintain such a pace without difficulty, but even he eventually lost interest in conversation and rode alongside Radburn with grim determination. By the time we stopped in the early evening, I sincerely doubted there was an early morning in our future. I guided the drake to the Vessel’s side and said, “A word, Honored.”


    She canted her head, reminding me of her fleshless sparrow. I suppressed my shiver. “Our party needs more consideration of its frailties.”


    The priestess glanced past me at Chester, who was helping Ivy off her borrowed mare. Looking at me again, she said, “There is no time to waste.”


    “No,” I said. “But I will not go north without them.”


    Some cloud passed over her features then. “It is not yet time, my lord—”


    For what, I wondered? I repeated myself. “I will not go north without them.”


    Behind me, Ivy made a sound I hoped never to hear from her lips again, a whimper swallowed against the loss of dignity. The Vessel closed her eyes, dark fingers knotting in the reins of her mount. When she opened them again, she took in the sight of the genets wilted against my back, then slid out of her own saddle. Touching her palms together, she bowed her head to me, then glided toward the others.


    Curious, I dismounted, careful not to overset the genets. Leading the drake with a hand on its shoulder, I followed.


    The area the priests had led us to had been used as a campsite before; it was some distance from the road behind a sheltering line of trees, and there was a broad apron of cleared grass, with a firepit and old logs set around it for seats. My friends were standing together, helping Ivy who did not seem to know whether she wanted to sit or stand.


    It was into this group that the Vessel intruded. She studied Ivy’s body, then her face. “You have pain.”


    “Of course she does,” Chester said for her with unwonted asperity, and then continued, chastened. “I beg your pardon, Honored One. But she hasn’t ridden before and this day’s labors have been sufficient to tax those of us accustomed to it. Its toll on those who aren’t....”


    The priestess glanced at Radburn and Guy. “You also.”


    “We’re fine,” Guy said at the same time Radburn said, “Maybe a little—”


    A faint twitch tugged the corner of the priestess’s mouth. She reached to Ivy and set a palm to her brow. “Do you believe, sister?”


    “In the Covenant?” Ivy asked. “With all my heart.”


    The priestess marked her brow with a circle and then her throat, then crouched and began to pull Ivy’s shoes off. We all stared, wondering what she was about but unwilling to question a woman of her position.


    Having exposed Ivy’s feet, the priestess marked them with the circle as well, then rose again, dusting off her robes. Pressing her hands together, she began to murmur a soft prayer in the unintelligible language the Church used for its high rites—


    —which was when I became aware the unintelligible language was, in fact, the Angel’s Gift.


    “...bless this heart, mend her spirit, and heal her wounds,” the priestess was finishing. And then she opened her palms, kissed them, and reached to transfer that kiss to Ivy’s brow. My skin prickled as if someone had spilled blood.


    Ivy gasped and stumbled back. All the awkwardness had left her limbs. She lifted a knee, shocked, then the other, shifted from foot to foot, then glanced up at the priestess, her lips open in a little ‘o’ of astonishment.


    “What did you do?” Guy asked, frowning.


    “I have expressed the promise of the Covenant,” the priestess said. When no one spoke, she finished, “I healed her.”


    “How?” Radburn said, though it had to be obvious. Surely they had all felt it and like me were reeling from the implications.


    The Vessel said, simply, “With magic.”


    Silence. A cool, moist wind shivered the leaves of the trees.


    “I think,” I said, “it is time we heard the full story of the Church, Honored Vessel.”


    “Yes,” she said. “I think it is.”
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    “You all know the Covenant,” the priestess said later.


    We were seated on the logs, fire licking our limbs with its dim light and drying our exposed skin with its heat. We’d made camp with uncommon alacrity for such a large party, spurred no doubt by our desire to be done with chores and discover how it was that a human woman could perform the impossible feat of expressing a talent hitherto reserved to a different species. Chester and Ivy sat on either side of me, with Radburn and Guy on the ends of the log; the genets were arranged in front of us. Eyre was on the very end of our log, and Last stood behind me—had insisted, in fact, after assigning his men to the patrol of the grounds in tandem with their human counterparts. I had not expected them to work so well together. Now I was beginning to suspect there were other reasons the knights of the Church were predisposed to cooperation with their elven peers.


    “Saint Winifred,” Chester said at last. “Asked an angel for a boon on behalf of the human race. To save us from darkness and sin, and give us forever a path toward the light.”


    The priestess’s hands were resting on her robed knees, but the fabric between her fingers was too deeply creased for someone relaxed. She had said it was not yet time... for this revelation, presumably. If the enormity of what she’d already divulged was any indication, we would never be ready. “Did you wonder what darkness she feared? Or why an angel answered her call?”


    Silence. Ivy met Chester’s gaze past me. She stammered, “We assumed it was her purity of spirit that merited the attention of the Divine.”


    “And that the darkness was some historical event,” Guy offered. Did nothing faze him? He seemed no more than mildly interested in the discussion. “The plague, perhaps. Or one of the wars.”


    The priestess looked past them at Last. “Were you there?”


    He paused before replying. “No.”


    “There where?” Radburn asked.


    “The battle,” I said, quiet. “After the enchantment had bound the elves. Was that Winifred’s darkness, then?”


    “Saint Winifred,” Chester muttered.


    “Winifred,” the priestess said, “was born Frederica Winifred Moreland, the daughter of King Cyril III.”


    “King Cyril’s daughter’s name was Anastasia,” Eyre said.


    “His other daughter,” the priestess said. “The one he conceived out of wedlock with a lady of the court. She was allowed to attend the princess Ana as a courtesy; if you are students of history, as you appear to be, you will recall it being mentioned now and then that she had a boon companion her own age.”


    “That was well done of the King,” Ivy murmured.


    “Oddly, since Cyril was a bastard in every other way,” Guy said.


    “Would you stop interrupting her?” Chester said, irritated. And added to the priestess, “Apologies, Honored One.”


    Her brows lifted, and again the edge of her mouth flickered. She said to Eyre, “This undisciplined pack of thinkers is your responsibility?”


    “I’m afraid Locke’s the only one I can claim.” Eyre’s smile was wary. “But we do encourage a certain... lack of respect for authority, I’m afraid. When seeking truth one must often question common wisdom.”


    “How did Saint Winifred summon the angel, Honored One?” Ivy asked.


    The priestess resumed her narrative. “From her sister, Winifred learned how the king conspired with demons to bind the elves, and this struck her as unfair. Once the battle commenced—” Her gaze flicked toward me, “—it also struck her as dangerous. But there was little enough any human could do in a fight so deeply dependent on magic. Humanity has never had the aptitude for the manipulation of the unseen powers, that most probably being the lever by which the demon had pried open the soul of a king.


    “Winifred could do nothing to aid the elves, nor to affect the outcome of the battle, so she resigned herself to the role of witness. She was there when the elves at last sealed away the demon and the legions of the walking dead with the help of an angel, from which they’d requested that boon.


    “Winifred was deeply affected by the suffering of the elves, and was horrified when her father sent the remainder of them into exile. She was also deeply afraid, for she knew we had thrown from our breast our sole protection from the very menace we had only barely survived. She returned to the battlefield and called on an angel. She drew her own blood as a gift. She offered God anything, anything at all, if only she could do something.”


    Now we were all silent. The others might not have had my recent experiences with the dangers of promises made without constraints to the powerful, but they were all well-versed in folklore and history and law. And as the story of the elves proved, there were things worse than death.


    “The angel came,” the priestess continued, leaning over to prod the nearest log in the fire until it caught again. “Not because she believed, for faith is nothing when one has witnessed the impossible and the indescribable. But because she was willing to be that sacrifice. She was asked what it was she sought. Justice? Safety for humanity? Succor for the elves? And Winifred judged it was too late for the latter, as they had been sent away. She feared the return of demons, to whisper again into human ears and speak their devastating lies. The last such lie had condemned a race to an eternal life without purpose or power. What would the next such lie do? Particularly now that humanity was without its champion in the elder race?” The priestess studied the fire, then tossed her stick in it. “She asked instead for help, that humanity might have some form of resistance against evil, now that the elves had been vanquished. She asked that we might become, in some small way, kin to them in the fight against demons.”


    “She asked for magic,” Chester breathed.


    “Not directly.” The priestess rested her hands on her knees again. “She entrusted that decision to the angel. She wrote later that she had seen that it was unwise to force an angel to do one’s bidding, and that better things came to those who trusted God. So she trusted, and asked what she must do in order to secure that future for us. The angel changed her and sent her away. She was the first human being who could work some small magics... and with them, she founded the Church.”


    Eyre said, “The angel... changed... her? That’s it? No more detail?”


    The priestess shook her head. “No. Perhaps she didn’t write it down, or perhaps some things are not given us to know. But this we do know: the change was communicable. All her heirs had the ability, and with it came a slight resistance against evil. We do not hear the whispers of demons so easily anymore.”


    “Oh! The blood ladders!” Almond exclaimed, covering her mouth. This won her everyone’s attention, which flattened her ears and caused her to cower into my knees.


    Kelu spoke for her. “It is how the genets were made. We were changed from animals using enchantments to the blood ladders.”


    “Are those enchantments communicable?” Eyre asked her. “Do your kind breed true?”


    “We don’t know,” Kelu said dryly. “There not being any males for us to try it with.”


    Ivy started. “No males? At all?”


    One of the Black Pearls—Nine, still wearing her necklace—said, “They’re considered ugly. An awkward look in profile.”


    “The parts show,” Seven said. “They interrupt the lines.”


    A pause here as the people around the fire, predominately male, contemplated the amputation of their entire sex for the sin of having external genitalia. The looks on their faces....


    Guy recovered first. “But Winifred’s change was communicable from parent to child.”


    “And, we later discovered, through blood transfer as well.”


    “Oh,” Chester said, hushed. “The Cup of the Covenant.”


    “The Cup, yes,” the priestess said. “In the beginning, Winifred’s priesthood was charged with spreading its progeny far and wide—that would be why there were rumors of bacchanalia in the early Church. Our goal was to create as many children with this ability as we could possibly sow. Once we realized the change could be propagated via the transfer of fluids, we began adding drops of our own blood to the Cup of the Covenant. Sharing it among the congregation passed the change on.”


    “But that means...” Chester said.


    “That all of us are capable of this?” Radburn finished, wide-eyed. “We could all wreak magic?”


    “In theory,” the priestess said. “In practice, some are more capable than others, and some have no capability at all, though nearly all humans now can sense the working of magic, and have the protection against the seductions of demons.”


    “And this ability is conferred by angels,” Eyre said.


    She dipped her head in assent.


    “So magic... is a sign of divinity.” Radburn glanced at me, unease in his eyes.


    The priestess waved a hand, curt. “Magic is a proof of the passage of God through our blood and bone. To own it is not to be divine. We are—” She paused and smiled a self-conscious smile. “Vessels. Those of us who are easier with allowing the Master to handle the pouring do better than those of us who wish to keep the power for ourselves. It is not meant to be kept.” She lifted her brows at me. “As the elves themselves would tell you.”


    I thought of Amhric and said nothing.


    “Does this mean we could fight the demons without the elves?” Guy asked. “Do we even need Morgan at all? No offense, Morgan, but you were never that handy with a sword.”


    I wondered what he would have thought of me impaling my brother’s enemy. “None taken.”


    The priestess shook her head. “There is more at work here than the shaping of our future. The past walks among us as well, and the ripples of the events of that last battle are echoing forward now. There are matters to resolve, and all of the principals of that first battle must be present at the last, humans, elves—”


    “And demons,” I said.


    She held my eyes. “And demons.”


    “Then no matter how quickly we ride, it will already be too late,” I said.


    “We must make our appointment with destiny, my lord. And no matter how well the knights of the Church have trained, and for how many generations, our zeal will not substitute for experience. Also—” She folded her hands on her knee. “The demons will not be satisfied with our sacrifice alone, so long as there are elves in the world. They find us entertaining. You, they hate.”


    “Naturally,” I murmured, trying not to feel the too-close memory of their caresses, of their tongues at my ear. Was that why I’d hallucinated them? Because I was not human, and thus lacked the small protection Winifred had won against hearing their whispers? Or was it some flaw of the royal gifts, or the elven blood ladders? Perhaps we really were as corruptible as I’d feared.


    “I’m not sure what astonishes me more,” Eyre said. “That humanity has apparently been contaminated with foreign blood for centuries, or that the Church has been busily at work procuring this future for us, will us, nil us. How much of the population do you estimate you have affected, madam? Is the Church’s waning influence a reflection of their having mostly fulfilled the mission of sharing droplets of Winifred’s spit with all the world?”


    Chester was aghast at this disrespect, but the Vessel only smiled that enigmatic smile and lifted her dark brows. “You are perspicacious, sir.”


    “Then why,” I asked, “did you say it was too soon?”


    “We are not ready for the knowledge of what we can now do and the responsibilities those powers bring with them.” She glanced at Eyre, and I could have sworn that look was sly. But surely not in a priestess. “We shall say I am not confident of academicians keeping a secret of this magnitude.”


    “While what?” Eyre asked, baffled. “You arrange a new world order?” When she didn’t answer, he bristled. “You think we would allow a shadow power to undo all the last wars have done for freedom, justice, equality?”


    “The Church is hardly a shadow power,” Guy remarked, droll.


    “It is when it conceals its agenda from the rest of us while pursuing aims it does not share that also affect us.”


    “Professor,” the priestess said, more gently, “You are presumably a learned man, well acquainted with history. What do you suppose will occur when we make it known that humanity can now work magic? But not equally, mind you. Some are better at it than others. And by the by, there are demons, also. And an entire nation of elves, whom we banished for being too beautiful and perfect—” Her eyes glided over me again before returning to Eyre, “—but we swear are as fair in manner now as they are in face, despite any past wrongs committed, and despite the insanity they are no doubt fighting as a result of the ensorcelment we wrought on them lo those many years ago. Tell me, sir. How do you suppose the common man will find that?”


    “And there’s a plan,” Radburn said, but he sounded unconvinced. “For us to make an orderly transition from victims of fate to masters of our own destiny.”


    “Yes. If—” She gathered us with her words, “—and only if you keep this knowledge to yourself.”


    “We can make no such promise,” Eyre said. “Not without hearing the particulars. For all we know, you wish to impose another tyranny, a religious one. We did not spill blood to be rid of the monarchy only to bow our heads to a theocracy.”


    “There will be no need for a theocracy or a Church,” she said. “At least, not in the form it has existed until now. The Covenant has been fulfilled. All we plan is to create roles for those with magical aptitude to cleave toward. Knights, and healers, and scholars of the written spell.” She glanced at Eyre. “Surely this is not objectionable.”


    “That would depend entirely on how it is implemented—”


    Guy sighed. “This discussion could take weeks. I’m for my bed. Such as it is.”


    I glanced at Eyre, who by all signs was only just warming to the debate. “You’re right. We should all rest, if we are to keep this pace for the entirety of our journey.”


    We decamped from the fireside, leaving the guards to their patrol and the professor to his argument. As we set out our bedrolls, Guy said, “I give it two weeks.”


    “Two weeks?” I asked.


    He nodded his head toward the fire. “Before those two have a torrid affair.”


    “Guy!” Ivy exclaimed, but her eyes were merry.


    “I don’t know,” I said. “They don’t seem much alike.”


    “As if you would know,” Guy said. “It takes a swift thump to the head to make you see the obvious when it’s front of you, Morgan, and that’s a fact.”


    “Is it now,” I murmured.


    “Count on it.” He yawned and wiggled under his blanket. “Wake me when you must, and not a moment before.”


    “He’s incorrigible,” Ivy whispered to me as we left.


    “But is he right?”


    She smiled and shook her head. “He fancies himself a great master of observation, my dear, but like most men he suffers from a certain... predilection for assuming all interactions must lead inevitably to a bedchamber. Things are rarely that simple.”


    “Ah,” I said. “But are they that simple in this particular case?”


    She considered Eyre, lit by the fire as he bent toward the Vessel. I recognized the pose: he was lecturing. “Guy is right—such passion does transfer from argument to affection. But I don’t think that will happen here. The signs seem wrong. In fact, if you were to press me, I would wonder if perhaps Professor Eyre’s heart was already given elsewhere.”


    The thought of Eyre hiding a flame was startling. I had assumed him to be wedded to his work. Perhaps he was so because he had given up some other romance?


    Ivy touched my hand. “Radburn’s gotten himself a dry corner, I see. Chester as well. You’ll be fine, Morgan?”


    I dared a caress, the back of one of my fingers against her jaw. We both shivered, but I spoke first. “I’ll be fine. You’re healed? Truly?” When she nodded, somber, I said, “Miraculous.”


    “Literally so,” she murmured. She rose on her toes and kissed my cheek. “Good night, Morgan.”


    How long I stood there, I couldn’t say: it felt like forever and was probably less than a heartbeat. But Kelu roused me with an exasperated sigh. “That big friend of yours is right, you know. About you if not about your teacher. You really are oblivious.”


    “I am a scholar,” I replied, prim. “My mind is often preoccupied with lofty thoughts.”


    “Oh, sure. Lofty thoughts of tumbling that woman.” Kelu grabbed my wrist and dragged me away. “First time I’ve ever heard anything like that called ‘lofty’.”


    I let the genets settle me in my bedroll, exhaled in gratitude as they tucked their warm, small bodies around mine, gave separate thanks for Chester, who’d packed for the journey; I did not own a bedroll at all, much less any of the other things he’d hung on the spare horses he’d brought. As my eyes drifted closed, I heard Almond said to Kelu, “I’m sure his thoughts of Mistress Ivy are pure.”


    One could hear the heavenward roll of Kelu’s eyes in her voice. “Oh yes. Very pure.”


    But for all that, Almond was right. I slept, and my dreams were sweet, and there was nothing in them but the warmth of Ivy’s palm against mine, and the perfume of her hair.
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    In the morning we were all consumed with our aches, save Ivy, but not one of us was willing to admit to it; besides, by the time we’d broken our fast with dried fruit cakes, we were busy with other concerns, as one might expect of students abruptly displaced from their studies. We were on the road with the Church’s outriders long since departed and its knights around us, but the university might as well have come with us.


    “The world’s gone topsy-turvy, and no mistake,” Radburn said from his saddle, irritated. “Demons are real. Morgan’s been hiding his true nature from us, and also, he’s another species. Humans can now work magic, but we know not how. The Church, which I had supposed to be a peddler of harmless delusions, is in fact planning social revolution following the culmination of centuries of eugenics. What more?”


    “Animals talk,” Kelu said dryly from her perch in front of me.


    “That I cannot object to,” he said. “When the animals are so well-spoken.” He dipped his head to her, one hand over his heart. And without falling off his horse—I was impressed.


    “Did he call you well-spoken?” Seven whispered to Kelu, incredulous.


    Kelu flattened her ears and sniffed.


    “What I want to know,” Radburn concluded, “is what does it all mean, at the end of the day?”


    “It means change,” Chester murmured.


    “None of it signifies,” Guy opined. “Change is the law of history. If it wasn’t this, it would be something else. Cannons that can shoot balls across continents that magically guide themselves to their targets. Ships that can sail to the moon and bring back pale foreigners with weirdling bodies. Women becoming capable of bringing forth children without men.”


    “That hardly sounds fun,” Radburn said.


    “I don’t know,” Ivy said. “Men hardly help with the difficult part of the process anyway—”


    I listened with only part of my attention, feeling a warm comfort at their nearness, and Eyre’s; how I had missed this when I was sojourning amid depravity and danger in the Archipelago! And yet when Last drew abreast of me, I was not discomfited; he too was part of my comfort, linking me back to Kemses, and through Kemses to Amhric.


    “What do you think of all of this?” I asked in the Angel’s Gift, keeping my voice low.


    “All of... what?” He glanced at me. “The matter with humans doing magic?” At my nod, he said, “I am relieved to have aid of any kind if we are to meet a demon in battle. And I am curious to meet the human king.”


    “King?”


    “Of course.” He tilted his head, the sun falling down the tiger’s-eye brilliance of his hair. “If there is magic, there must be a king to rule those magics, lest they attract demons. It is natural law. Where there is too much light, the darkness comes.”


    My heart gave a great double-beat, choking my breath in me.


    “Lord Locke?” He leaned from the saddle, hand outstretched, but Almond was already stroking my arm and whispering assurances. Between the two of them, I found my equilibrium, though my thoughts remained shattered.


    “I had not thought the matter through,” I admitted at last. “That magic implies a hierarchy of powers. I find myself hoping it will not; that the system is specific to the elves, and that humans will develop some other method. They will not take kindly to the concept of an authority chosen by nature, rather than themselves. Our entire history has primed us to despise a monarchy.”


    “Perhaps it will not be needed,” Last offered. “The land here is dry. We have all noted it, how little magic there is around us. Even if we cannot draw on it, we should be able to sense it, but we do not.”


    “And yet the land is healthy.” Remembering how the lack of magic had seemed to drain the vitality out of the humans and elves I’d seen, I frowned. A swift look off the road showed a world in the grip of harvest’s splendors, a glorious gradient of coppers and browns painting the autumnal trees, faint frost tipping the sleeping grass, and in the distance, the orchards, and the smell of apples crisp and sweet on the wind.


    “Is it? I had assumed it was not viable. There are no people. Not on the road, and not near it either.”


    ...and there weren’t. Perplexed, I said in Lit, “There are no people.”


    I had apparently interrupted a conversation. Everyone glanced at me, over their shoulders or past other people’s mounts.


    “I beg your pardon?” Ivy said.


    “Why have we not been seen?” I asked. “Where are the travelers? I know it’s autumn, but surely commerce does not cease with a little chill.”


    “The Vessel is riding,” Chester replied, surprised. At my obvious bafflement, he blew a breath upwards, ruffling his hair. “Didn’t I tell you once, long ago? When we were discussing arrangements for your trip to Far Horizon. When the Church’s officials ride on errantry, their heralds clear the road. Else we would have run someone down by now, at the pace the Vessel is insisting on.”


    I had some vague recollection of such a comment, but so much had happened since.... “I see.” To Last, in Angel’s Gift, “The towns are somewhat off the road anyways. But no, the land here is healthy. I can feel it.”


    “Most peculiar,” he said. “Healthy land should create magic for the use of its people.”


    “Most peculiar,” I agreed.


    Guy was questioning Eyre now about the Vessel’s plans. I listened without full attention, choosing instead to reach for the land, sink through the crust of frozen dew and into the moist soil. With every pulse of my heart, I spread further into the surrounding earth, and in every way it was vivifying, dense. The richness of it pearled like beads beneath my skin and liquefied, settling into the skein of my veins. I quivered once, allowing Almond to steady me again, and concentrated....


    ...and woke, abruptly, my skin prickling.


    “Master?” Almond asked.


    “Pardon me,” I said to my friends, hiding my distress. “I’ll be back in a moment.” I urged the drake forward, breaking through the heated debate Eyre, Radburn, and Guy were enjoying but hearing it reform behind me as I joined the Vessel. “Milady... a question, if you would.”


    “You need not call me ‘milady,’ sir,” she said, glancing at me. She rode her horse easily, like a woman of gentle birth... or perhaps one who’d been trained since youth for the role she was now undertaking. I wondered who she’d been before her investiture; her skin was dark enough to suggest foreign blood, but that was not surprising: the Church knew no political boundaries and elected its highest officials from among its entire body. “I expect no titles from you. Your kind stand outside our laws.”


    “I was human until very recently,” I replied. “Permit me my excess of courtesy.”


    She smiled, a real smile, one that made her look much younger. “But then who will call me by my name?” My expression must not have been promising, because she schooled her mirth and said more seriously, “What was it you wished, then, sir?”


    “I was touching the land....” I paused, wondering if she would know what I meant; she seemed unfazed, so I continued, “And reaching forward, I find... a wrongness. I have heard this is what demon taint feels like.”


    “A wrongness.” She nodded. “As good a description as any. You say you were reaching forward?” At my nod, she said, “And what did it feel like to you, beyond wrong?”


    “Cold,” I said. My skin stippled. “Old. Grief, a great deal. An exhaustion... for me to touch it, I mean. Like winter. But threaded through with glass knives.”


    “You could be more dramatic about it,” Kelu muttered. Behind me, Almond shivered.


    “You feel the battlefield, my lord.” The priestess transferred her gaze back to the road before us, winding down into a shallow bend around copses of evergreens and trees turning gold and red. “Where evil is done, great evil, the memory sinks into the world and clings there.”


    “Like ghosts?” I said, disturbed.


    “It was what gave rise to the idea of them.” She flashed me another of those smiles. “There are no records in the Church’s history of actual ghosts.”


    “I thought the saint was forever returning in the texts,” I replied without thinking.


    A sagacious nod. “Oh, of course. But those were visitations. Very different from hauntings.”


    Was she teasing me? She was. “The battlefield,” I repeated.


    “Threnody-Calling-Forward, we name it now. Originally it was known as the Imperial Sward.”


    “Was it! Quite a change.”


    “It was somewhat less forbidding then, they say.”


    “So the closer we ride to this place....”


    “The more you will feel it.” She nodded. “It will not be comfortable, my lord. But at very least you can rest at ease: the battlefield is sick with desolation and memory, but it is not a site of active evil anymore.”


    I drew in a breath. “That will have to do, then. Thank you, milady.”


    “Rose,” she said. At my quizzical look, she said, “My name is Rose. You may use it as pleases you. Someone should.”


    “Vessel Rose,” I said, earning a huff of irritation. I tried a grin on her and received a quelling look and counted myself well pleased.


    As I let the drake drop back, she added, “We’ll be staying in a town church four nights hence, my lord. Tell your friends. I’m sure they’ll be pleased to hear it.”


    “No doubt,” I said, and let her take the lead again.


    When I returned to our group, they were still debating the ordering of a society reshaped by magic. I set the drake to gliding alongside Ivy’s mare, which remained unmoved by the drake’s scent. The other horses had the sense to eye him with equine suspicion.


    “Ivy?” I ventured. “Have I missed so much?” I glanced at the others. “The conversation seems to be continuing apace, but you seem... distracted. Did Guy offend your sensibilities again?”


    She laughed. “Not for want of trying, I think. No, Morgan. Had I been so easily offended I would have lasted not longer than a week at Leigh. I’m fine.” She glanced toward the trees. “It is just that I have been given a great deal to think about. Not bad, just... a very great deal. God and saints, but magic!” She bit her lip, which I observed with worry and what I fear was besotted adoration—how could such an expression be so endearing? But then she knotted her hand in her reins and cautiously reached toward me; the drake sidestepped, putting me close enough to touch fingers to hers. “I am sorry I am not better company.”


    “You are always good company. Even when we don’t speak.”


    Her shy smile was softer than the Vessel’s, but somehow more intimate. I blushed.


    “All of this is a useless exercise without knowing more about what magic does,” Chester said, voice carrying into the silence between us. He turned in his saddle, steadying himself on the cantle, and finished, “How about it, Locke? What exactly does magic do?”


    “I... I don’t know precisely,” I admitted.


    “How can you not know?” Guy let his horse drop back abreast of Ivy’s. “You were on an island full of magic-wielding elves.”


    “I saw very little magic wielded,” I said. “The enchantment performed its effects via magic, but it was the enchantment that was doing the performing. Most elves cannot cast magic anymore, having been trapped by the spell. They call it Dissipation; when the magic one has access to is immediately appropriated by the enchantment to fuel the immortality, and one no longer has any power for anything else.”


    “Most elves, you say,” Chester said. “But not all. Yes? What about your sorcerer?”


    What about him? “I don’t know,” I said. “He floated a tower. He changed the shape of his body. But he is an exception... is he not?” I glanced at Last, who remained my faithful shadow. Switching to Angel’s Gift, I said, “Have you understood the discussion?”


    “Yes,” he said. “Though I would not trust myself to answer in the human tongue. You may tell them that the magic done by the priestess is a very common exemplar of woman’s magic. For a man’s... Lord Sedetnet’s lifting of the tower, that is an uncommon example.”


    “Men and women do different magics?” I said, startled. “But why?”


    Last shrugged, a liquescent motion across the yoke of his shoulders. “Why are women born with wombs, and men without? We are different, Lord Locke. In magic as well as in form. Men’s magic affects the external world. Women’s magic, the internal. The shapechange, the healing, the magic of the blood... that is a woman’s talent. Men make their swords burn when they strike with them, or fly without wings, or bring storms.”


    “Fly... without wings?”


    “Of course,” he said. “Women fly with them, if they wish to fly. They make wings for themselves.” He paused. “Am I explaining this well?”


    “Yes,” I said. “I am just... surprised, is all. I had no idea there was this stratification within elven society. Does it go all the way through?”


    “I don’t understand your meaning?” Last shifted on his horse, hands folded over the pommel. “There have always been roles solely allowed to women, or to men. To be guards, for instance... that is the work of men. If a woman wishes to do it, she must give up her womanhood and live as a man.”


    “I... I beg your pardon?”


    Last tilted his head. “You did not know? Two of your guards were women, Lord Locke.”


    He could not have astonished me more had he sprouted these mythical wings we’d been discussing. I glanced back, but the elves were part of the outriders now, and only Last remained with me as bodyguard. “But how is this accomplished?”


    “Morgan?” Guy said dryly. “This is a reminder that we were having a discussion, and are awaiting your contribution to it.”


    “We will talk more of this later, I hope,” I said to Last, and switched back to Lit. “I’m afraid this is a topic on which my ignorance is so vast that it’s hard to begin to shed any illumination at all. But to heal, as the priestess does, that is a common example. As apparently is weather-working, and manipulation of the body and the environment.”


    Radburn stared at me. “That... covers just about everything. What’s the limit on the power to change things?”


    I glanced at Last, who said in painstaking Lit, “The person’s ability.”


    “Wonderful,” Radburn said. “We’re back to some people having more power over others, and no way for anyone to change that. And you want to make an equitable society out of this? The notion is ludicrous.”


    “People aren’t equal now,” Guy pointed out. “Some are more talented. Some are born with more wealth. Some are more attractive—”


    “There is a vast difference between ‘I was born with more money’ and ‘I was born able to call hurricanes,’“ Radburn replied, lip curled.


    “Is there?” Guy asked. “The man with more money can buy all the cargo space on the ships going overseas, thereby preventing the man with less from utilizing them just as effectively as the man who stops the ships by anchoring a storm over the harbor.”


    “But the man with money depends on others in order to enact his tyrannies—”


    “What do you think of all this, sir?” I asked Eyre quietly.


    He rode in silence a little while longer, listening to the debate grow more vociferous. At length, he said, “I think the Vessel was right. We’re not ready.”


    In his accented Lit, Last offered, “One is never ready for power.”


    “No,” Eyre agreed. “But Radburn is correct. This is a sort of power we are ill-equipped to wield, and I think we are due for a great deal of grief as we assimilate the changes.”


    “We will make shift,” Chester said, breaking his silence. “We needed parity.”


    “Parity?” Radburn asked, confused. “With whom? The Church?”


    But Ivy was peering at him, frowning. “With the elves? But no one knows they exist save in folklore.”


    “We might not have known the elves were missing,” Chester said to her. “But we felt their absence in our spirits and our understanding of the world nonetheless.”


    I glanced at him sharply, but he said nothing more… and the priestess called for a canter, and we settled into the rhythm of riding for the day.
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    For obvious reasons, I had never been much of a traveler. An invalid is confined to a narrow world, not just bodily, but mentally as well, for one rarely has the wherewithal to conjure up fantasies when all one’s living energy is focused on the bare rudiments of survival. With the sole exception of my (admittedly exceptional) adventure to the Archipelago, I had never set foot outside Evertrue. The city has some parks, and the university campus itself is a lovely site. But with senses made vulnerable by the royal gifts, I found myself conquered entirely by the beauty of the countryside, a beauty that was not merely visual, but involved every sense. There is a smell to fertile earth just after dawn, when the dew is still cool; a scent, deep and old, that every fiber in one’s body recognizes as good. The distant smell of burning firewood and fresh-cut hay and leafmold seemed to open my lungs, whispered a thousand stories of plenty and comfort.


    The land itself dipped into shallow bowls and rose as it bent around hill and furrow, an undulation that delighted the eye, and all of it felted with grass ranging from olive green to rust brown. The trees showed the same variance: evergreens straight as lances furred with bright needles; oaks and birches, larches and maples, flame-crowned and smelling nutty and brittle as the wind of our passing rustled their boughs. Now and then the woods broke away to reveal the ordered squares of farms with their neat stacks of hay, or wild fields tangled through with low brush or cut with silver streams.


    It was all enchanting, and more than adequate distraction from the Vessel’s pace, which remained punishing. The elves took it without complaint, unsurprisingly; I doubted an exercise this moderate would discommode elves trained to Kemses’s standards. Or perhaps there was some other reason, for it took me well into the second day to realize that I did not suffer from galls myself. I’d assumed that to be the drake’s doing; that some combination of its smooth motion and the warmth it exuded had saved me from the worst of my companions’ miseries... but observing Last’s indefatigable endurance made me wonder if our bodies were simply healing our injuries as they developed.


    “Do you suffer from the ride?” I asked the genets when we’d halted at midday to dismount and stretch our legs for a few moments. One of the Pearls had vanished, presumably to make use of the shrubs, but the other three remained at my side.


    “You mean does it rub us raw?” Kelu glanced at Radburn, who was tottering away to one of those handy bushes himself. “It might, if we sat on horses the way you people do. But we change position too much.”


    “Our tailbones hurt,” the Pearl offered: Nine, wearing her necklace. “But it isn’t bad. We just sit crosslegged for a while, or pull our feet up.”


    I had observed them to shift thus, and thought little of it. Now I wondered if I might manage to sit crosslegged on the drake’s back: I rather doubted it. I was not quite so limber, light, or perfectly balanced as the genets.


    Seven had not been using the shrubs, it seemed, or at least not solely, for she returned with an ancient horseshoe, crusted with dirt. “Look, I found something,” she said, offering it to me. She frowned, puzzled. “Only I don’t know what it is. What is it, Master?”


    “A horseshoe,” I said. “They keep the hooves of the horses from damage.”


    “How do they stay on?” Seven asked.


    “Nails,” I said. “I think.” All of the genets stared at me then and I hastened to add, “The horses don’t feel it. The shoes go through the hooves, which are like our fingernails or your claws. There’s no sensation there. They don’t feel pain.”


    Seven sighed in relief, then added, “Would you like it, Master?”


    What would I do with a horseshoe? And yet she was so proud of it. “I’d be pleased.”


    The horseshoe went into one of the drake’s panniers, the genets went up after, and we resumed the journey. I wondered at Seven, who had first led me to the secret that would unlock the cage that had been holding us all prisoned; then she’d found the autumn flower I’d hoped to bring to Ivy as a peace offering. She seemed to have a talent for finding things—the right things—so keeping the horseshoe seemed prudent. Or was I making too much of a series of coincidences?


    I knew the genets were inherently magical, bred from the deep wells of enchantment that formed an elven king, formed by spellcraft and created for the purpose of fueling greater magery. Was all that potential locked away from their own use? Or did they have some access to it, if only instinctively?


    This puzzle occupied me for the remainder of the day’s journey, which was well, as none of my companions were in any way interested or able to sustain conversation. By the time we found our campsite, Ivy was not the only one suffering. All my friends, and Eyre as well, presented themselves to the priestess in hope of relief, though all with rather different attitudes; I saw in Guy and Eyre an almost scientific interest, and Radburn a wariness, and of course, Ivy and Chester more humble when they asked. But all of them shed their shoes and were given individual attention, and unsurprisingly the effects catalyzed a new debate. Eyre and Guy immediately set to dissecting the sensations and the efficacy of the spell, comparing each other’s rate of healing and depth of relief and positing hypotheses on why the differences existed. Radburn added a comment now and then, but he mostly listened with folded arms and a mulish expression, as if reluctant to admit that he’d felt anything at all.


    Ivy had come to sit beside me after her receipt of the priestess’s attentions. She slipped her hand into mine and leaned on me, and this I found precious almost beyond bearing... the weight of her head on my shoulder, the smell of her, recognizable even without the violet-scented soap she’d left behind, and above all, the trust in her silences.


    But Chester, whom I’d expected to join the debate—if only to mediate its excesses—did not once he and Rose were done. I’d watched him undergo the spell, able to see his back from where I sat with Ivy: the dipped head, the tense lift of the shoulders... their sag when the healing came. They spoke, quiet words I did not strain to hear, and then she left him, and for some time he didn’t move, not even to raise his head. Then he stole from the camp toward the trees, and not one of our peers noted it. I lifted my head and frowned, and this caused Ivy to look up at me.


    “Something’s wrong with Chester,” I murmured to her. “Do you mind...?”


    She squeezed my hand. “Go.”


    I brought her fingers to my cheek, then rose and went in search.


    Chester had not gone far; just deep enough into the shadows cast by the oaks to find concealment at the base of one of them, and there he was sitting all but invisible to normal sight. I picked him out quite clearly by the faint vespertine light still tinting the sky in the west, and before I saw the wet gleam on his cheeks I smelled the salt of his tears.


    Quietly I crouched in front of him. The old Morgan Locke of a thousand years ago, before all I’d been through and all the changes it had wrought, would have found the sight of him in such pathos uncomfortable, and left him to compose himself in solitude. That act would have been equal parts cowardice and exhaustion: I had been suffering so much myself, and using all my strength merely to act normal, that I could not expend any power on anyone else’s behalf. I would have told myself this was courtesy, that it was only good manners to look away from someone who surely did not want his weakness witnessed.


    I knew a little better now, I hoped. Our desire not to have our weaknesses witnessed was born out of our desire not to see them used against us, and out of a horror of asking for help. In such fashion, we insulated ourselves from one another, and ensured our safety, and our isolation.


    The elves had shown me very clearly that isolation bred degeneracy. We were none of us meant to be alone. Not completely.


    He had perhaps expected to be followed. He did not expect my hand on his knee, for he glanced at it with the bewilderment one might have expressed at the sight of a bird lighting on one’s hand. I said nothing; it was not my purpose to force him to speak before time, only to let him know that he need not suffer alone. When he did not withdraw, I resettled myself beside him in the hollow of the oak’s roots, left my hand on him, and together we watched the last of the light drain from the sky and heard the first peepings of the night insects, each of which seemed to summon a star from the firmament.


    At some point, Chester rested his hand on mine. He had the hand of a scholar, and a gentleman: fine-skinned gold, but callused to sword and pen. So might my hand have been, had I been hale enough to take up the more physical arts to which our class was heir. I was very aware of its humanness: the warmth of it, and the solid weight, though Chester was a lean rather than large man.


    “It’s the truth,” he said at last, his voice breaking on the first word and then steadying. “The truth has always struck me to the quick.”


    “And so you became a scholar, so that you could be wounded over and over again?” I asked, which was, I thought, almost teasing. It worked, because he smiled a little.


    “Something like that. But you’ll observe there isn’t much truth in scholarship, Morgan. A great deal of knowledge, yes, but they aren’t the same thing.”


    “I know.” And I did, very intimately.


    “Real truth, the sort that wisdom gathers... that is a rarity, and when it comes, it’s like...” He looked toward the narrow break in the trees through which we’d been watching the night deepen. “Like the first warmth after winter, that makes a single drop of ice melt from the thinnest twig of a branch. Its poignancy pierces, and one senses its power behind it, though that power is not expressed in that moment.” He brushed at his eyes with his free hand. “Truth exists through time. We recognize it in that moment it comes, but it extends forwards and backwards from that point, and that is how long it takes for us to truly understand it.”


    “You have seen one of these truths,” I said, quiet.


    He lifted his chin, eyes closed. “The highest priestess in all Troth can do magic, Morgan. Magic. And she touched me, and it was real, and all the stories that have been part of my life, all of my life... they really were true. And they were true not just for the fortunate and beautiful, but for all of us.” He looked at me then, lashes still spangled with tears. “We can do magic.”


    What could I say to that? Here was a man of faith who had seen all his prayers answered in his lifetime, the fulfillment of his religion. He did not have Ivy’s easy acceptance of such things, for like me she’d been born with constraints against which she could not fight in our society and win. Confronted with the impossible made real, she could let it into her heart with less trouble than someone like Chester, who had been able to have anything, and so those things he couldn’t had seemed tautologically unattainable. Did I need any greater illustration of how deeply the Church’s revelations would affect the most sensitive of its believers, I had it now.


    I cupped his face and dipped it, and kissed his brow, because for some things words were an obfuscation. His skin was warm beneath my lips, and in that moment some part of him became kin. Maybe he knew it, because he accepted the attention, eyes closing and shoulders growing loose.


    “You have changed,” is what he said at last, when the moment passed.


    “Unavoidably. Much of what I was before was a creation of my illness,” I said. “I arranged my life around the need to seem normal, and fought with exhaustion and sickness to be as personable as possible, and that not as much as I might have been without it. Now... now I suppose I’m free to find out who I might be without the constant pain.”


    “Will you be so much different? We would miss you, you know.”


    “Miss me! Where do you suppose I’ll go?” I snorted. “Abandon my friends of long-standing? For what?”


    “For an elven kingdom?” Chester smiled lopsidedly. “I would think that would require your attention.”


    “The elven kingdom was not originally sited on the Archipelago,” I said, realizing it even as I said it. “That is the place of their exile, not their home. We used to live together, humans and elves, if the histories Eyre showed me were right.”


    “I wonder if the elves will still want to live among us once we are no longer their weaker younger siblings,” Chester murmured.


    “So weak you bound them in magical chains and forced them south, completely off the continent,” I observed.


    “With the help of demons, though. What will they feel now that we have the blessings of angels?”


    He said it with such wonder that I couldn’t begrudge him the line of questioning. “I hope,” I said, “they’ll feel joy at the reunion.” He glanced at me sharply, with such an incisive expression, that I sighed and finished, “What I suspect is that it will be as unsightly a mess as any as everyone attempts to untangle their resentments, angers, and fears.”


    Chester laughed. “If you’re involved, perhaps we’ll manage. Someone who is neither human nor elven entirely.”


    “And completely unsuited to the mediation of personalities.” I managed a rueful smile. “I would much rather have a book in hand.”


    “Well we know it. You are not so different after all.” He touched my shoulder, a hesitant brush, but I caught his hand in both of mine and squeezed it before letting it fall.


    “Better enough to return?”


    “Yes. And thank you, Locke.”


    Having once again become my surname, I was assured of his temper. I left him to compose himself in superficial ways, to wipe his eyes and straighten his clothes.


    On my return, I found Ivy had set her pallet near mine and was already in it. My arrival caused her to lift her head with a quizzical expression. I murmured, “He’s fine,” and she nodded and resumed her repose. The genets were a little less easily accommodated, but I managed to find a comfortable hole in the middle of them to lay my body down. One of the Pearls draped herself over me, like a blanket, and I resigned myself to being smothered in fur for the rest of their natural lives.


    Once they started purring, it didn’t seem that terrible a durance.
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    It was less pleasing in the morning when I woke to mayhem, and on top of my body to boot: a knot of snarling fur and yelling people, and Last trying to interpose himself between all the flailing arms and none of it making any sense until I felt Kelu’s teeth graze my arm. “Last! Last! Your knife!” I shouted, and hoped I’d said it in the right language, and I must have for I felt the haft shoved into my lifted palm. I sliced a long ragged line along the back of one arm, droplets of blood fragrant and hot fanning from the skin as I thrust it across my chest to protect my throat. A muzzle locked onto it and I said in Lit, “Let her go! Let her!”


    “Locke!”


    “Morgan!”


    “Let her go!” I repeated, and Last finally interposed himself between my well-meaning rescuers and my magic-addled genet. Genets, by then, for the Pearls had crept closer in Kelu’s wake, and I nodded to them. Only Almond remained apart, trembling with want but unable to attack or even discommode me without express permission. I reached for her with my free arm and she came, hesitant and shivering.


    “I need not, Master,” she whispered.


    I kissed her on her nose, making her ears flush. “And if it is my gift to make, and I wish to make it to you?”


    She looked at her sisters, feeding on me, which had the unwelcome effect of making me more aware of it myself. The Pearls were delicate, not having Kelu’s need... but Kelu’s need made her savage, and she pulled from my vein as if to exsanguinate me. There was no pleasure in it for any of us this time, though I found it more distressing than painful. But it remained my duty... and only Almond allowed me to execute it with some grace. She curled into my arm and rested her face against the crook of my neck, waiting until the others were done. By then the wounds had closed, so as the other genets knelt back, licking their bloody mouths, I used Last’s dagger on my palm and offered it to her, and she leaned forward and licked it, delicate and exact, and the warm wet swipes of her tongue raised the hair on the back of my neck. I might have put the cut elsewhere, but to have it on the hand I wrote with, and grasped the staff… that seemed important. If blood-binding we must observe with these creatures we had made, we could surely do worse than to turn it into an act of intimacy and trust.


    When the wound closed over, she rubbed her cheek against my hand and I hugged her, and reached for the others and held them too—even prickly Kelu, whose draught at my arm had rendered her limp and, for the moment, willing to be embraced. Only then, when I had them all tucked against my chest, did I look up and see the crowd encircling me, and their expressions, each according to their natures. Radburn horrified; Guy narrow-eyed and considering; Eyre and Ivy both distressed but showing some measure of trust in me, that I would not do such a thing for no reason; Chester... Chester, pale but composed. And Rose, the Vessel, unsurprised but stiff with reserve hiding what, I wondered.


    “Thank you,” I said to Last, and gave him back his dagger. “I would clean it but—”


    “I would be honored to,” he said, bowing to me.


    Drawing in a breath, I looked over the furry heads and said to my human audience, “You know now that there is magic in the blood. The genets were created by magic, and all of them thirst for the magic in blood. Some of them need it to maintain their sanity.”


    Appalled, Radburn said, “Who would do such a thing?”


    “Which thing?” Guy wondered. “Having the hubris to make thinking creatures out of animals, or making them vampiric?”


    Ivy shot him a stern look. “Really, Guy. Have you no manners at all?” She advanced on us and knelt beside Kelu. Taking out her handkerchief, she proffered it to the astonished genet, who accepted it more out of surprise than desire. Having done so, though, she resigned herself to patting her mouth and nose with it before hesitating; at Ivy’s gesture, she passed it to Seven, who tidied herself with the fastidiousness of a cat. Nine did the same, and Almond, who took it last, folded it and handed it back to Ivy, not needing it. She was a neat drinker.


    “I didn’t think you believed in God, to worry that we might attain to the privileges of creation,” Chester said to Guy.


    “One can put aside petty superstitions while still acknowledging that some ideas are ill-advised.”


    “Petty superstition,” Kelu said, dry. “Like, say, human princesses who called down the blood of angels into human beings.” She flicked her ears. “If I savage you, human, will I find what I need in your blood ladders?”


    Radburn laughed. “Ha! Well said. She has you there, Guy, fairly. God a superstition... like angels?”


    “Wait, blood? Did we say anything about angelic blood?” Eyre asked, puzzled.


    “What else could it be?” Kelu asked, ears flicking back. “What do you think carries magic from one person to another, anyway?”


    No one looked at Rose, which was well, because she neither confirmed nor denied Kelu’s guess. Which left us all contemplating the uncomfortable notion that we might have literally been infused with divinity.


    “Elves are obviously real, and magic,” Guy said, breaking the silence. “I’ll believe in angels when I see one.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Can humans feed whatever need it is these creations have? Or is our borrowed divinity—blood-carried or not—too weak?”


    “They’re mine to feed,” I said, not knowing that I would speak, and yet when I did I knew I could have done no else.


    “Surely in the name of science—”


    “Some things are more important than science,” I said.


    Silence. The priestess smiled and glided off to see to her people’s preparations for the day’s ride. Last, of course, interjected nothing. What was science to the elven culture, which was still mired in fairy tale and magic? But my friends were looking at me as if I’d grown horns. Even Chester seemed taken aback. Not upset, certainly, but... surprised.


    “The study of the natural sciences brought us to where we are,” Eyre said finally for them. “Without them, we would still be mired in the ignorance of the past and the fruits that ignorance bore. That was a grim harvest, my student.”


    “I would not say otherwise,” I said. “But I have a responsibility to these four, and I will not relinquish it so that we may make study of their suffering.”


    Another silence, more uncomfortable, which was broken surprisingly by Almond, who said, “It’s all right, Master. We live to serve you, even in our suffering.”


    “God!” Radburn exclaimed. “No. You’re entirely correct, Morgan. Even if saying so makes it obvious just how different you’ve become.”


    I snorted. “And the bellsong voice and moon-sparkle skin are not enough to make that clear.”


    “A man can change on the outside and still be the same on the inside,” Radburn said.


    “And sometimes,” Chester murmured, “A man can finally be free to be revealed as he is.”


    Guy sighed, exasperated. “This is sentimentality, and frivolous. I will leave you all to it.”


    After he’d left, dragging the others behind him, Ivy said to me, “That was well done. They become too enthusiastic sometimes.”


    “Sometimes?” I replied, chagrined, remembering when I had been as likely as any of them to call for similar measures.


    She kissed my cheek, then delighted Almond by petting her. “Also, I’m not sure they understand that your friends here are people. Once they do, they will no longer think of suggesting such callous treatment.”


    Grudgingly, Kelu said, “You’re kind to think so. But in my experience, people who look very different from other people are never treated well.”


    Surprisingly, Last said from above us, “The genet is right, Lady. You will see soon enough.”
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    The two were prescient, for the debate began that very afternoon, when everyone was enjoying the slight respite of an hour’s walk to rest the horses before our next push.


    “What makes a person?” Radburn wondered. “I mean, how do you know if something has a soul?”


    “Presuming souls exist,” Guy put in.


    “Souls exist.” Chester sounded more resigned than offended, but then this was a variation on a discourse we’d whiled away hours in the opining; Ivy and Chester had forever been on the Church’s side, with Guy and Radburn arguing against, which had landed me in the position of poking holes in the arguments tendered on either side. We had never succeeded in adding anything to the study of ontology that had not already been far more elegantly stated by the metaphysical philosophers, but when had that ever stopped a student? “If souls did not, nothing would animate the body, and bodies are most certainly animate.”


    “By that definition, animals are persons,” Radburn pointed out. “Real ones, I mean. That don’t reason.” He glanced at Kelu apologetically. “No offense intended.”


    “Why should I be offended?” Kelu asked with dangerous politeness. “I am an animal. So are you.”


    “We’re not animals!” Radburn exclaimed.


    “To the elves you are,” she said, tail flicking over the side of the drake’s ribs. “Mere food to most of them. No better than cows.” She smiled thinly. “So if the elves think humans are animals, does that mean they have no souls?”


    “We should admit her to the program,” Guy said. “Professor, you will oblige us when we return, eh?”


    “Only if she so desires,” Eyre said, and I couldn’t tell if this was jest or promise, probably because he wasn’t sure either. “The parallel is not without merit. The genet—”


    “Kelu,” I offered.


    “Miss Kelu is obviously a reasoning creature,” Eyre continued. “Why should she not have a soul?”


    Behind me, Last said in the Angel’s Gift, “They are constructs.”


    “Last?” I said, startled. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Constructs are not people,” Last said. “They do not reproduce. They must be created. The genets are complex and admirable creations, Lord Locke, but the elves would never consider them people, as they cannot sustain themselves without aid.”


    “So are humans people?” I asked.


    “Humans are chattel, to most elves.”


    I frowned.


    “Morgan?” Radburn asked.


    “Last says that most elves consider humans chattel; perhaps that is unavoidable, given historical precedent. It’s hard to imagine them being willing to elevate us to some more dignified position when we so recently betrayed them.”


    “Betrayed you,” Eyre said gently. “You not being one of us anymore.”


    I flushed, but chose not to address the point, lest it distract from the argument. “The elves seem also to make distinctions between creatures which must be constructed and cannot be maintained without outside aid, and those which can reproduce without that aid. I find this distinction unconvincing, however. We ourselves were created by a being with greater power than our own.”


    “Presupposing a God, which I suppose we must these days,” Guy said. “Though I think even that is debatable. Even given that initial act of creation, we fail the second criterion, because we sustain ourselves without aid.”


    Ivy said, “Only because of women. If the women were to be unavailable, or die, then the race would die with them. Humans have vulnerabilities—in the right situation, we too, would be unable to sustain ourselves.” She sniffed. “Besides, it was not so long ago that men were convinced that women were not reasoning creatures either. It should not surprise me that men might again be unwilling to extend the basic courtesy of a soul to other reasoning creatures.”


    Guy touched his chest. “I believe I am bleeding.”


    “A good touch,” Chester agreed, grinning at Ivy.


    “Your honor has been defended, I believe,” Radburn told Kelu, who flicked her ears back.


    “Am I supposed to be grateful after listening to you talking about us as if we’re not here?”


    Nine murmured, “It was an interesting thing to listen.”


    Kelu rolled her eyes. “You would think so. You were only lately in a cage, and probably happy about it.”


    “We are not the Almonds,” Seven said, putting her ears back. “We do not like cages. We’re used to them, that’s all.”


    “You don’t expect better,” Nine agreed. “There’s no use pining for it.”


    My human compatriots were now listening to them. Radburn said, appalled, “You lived in cages?”


    I could sense the Pearls exchanging glances behind my back. Nine replied, “All genets live in cages. Stacks of cages, separated by breed.”


    “Outdoors,” Kelu added, disgusted. “Because it’s easier to let the rain wash us than to bathe us each individually.”


    “Oh, Kelu,” Almond said, ears sagging. “You know that’s not it at all! It’s just that there are so many of us. It would be a great inconvenience to ask our creators to bathe and brush us all. We exist to serve, not to be served.”


    “A noble sentiment,” Eyre said. “But only if practiced amongst the like-minded, and the service is not coerced.”


    “Oh but it isn’t!” Almond exclaimed simultaneously with Kelu’s, “What else would it be?”


    The Pearls did not opine.


    “It looks like we’re stopping,” Chester said. “Time to stretch the legs.”


    An exquisite sense of timing, had Chester. The genets slid off the back of the drake and found themselves the object of Radburn’s curiosity, but since it seemed a harmless interaction I left them to it. Ivy was hovering near Almond and Kelu, so I trusted her to mediate any overly effusive emotion on Radburn’s part. Radburn had been puzzling me, in fact; I had recalled him to be a touch sensitive, but his reactions lately bordered on the histrionic. Was it the distress of being thrown headlong into a life of change? And yet, Ivy and Chester seemed to be taking it well; Guy, indefatigable as always, would probably be unmoved the day an angel touched earth, but surely the others would have provided models for appropriate behavior.


    I wondered if it would be my lot as elven prince to adjudicate over the ruffled tempers of a court full of elves. God help me if so. Perhaps I could prevail on Chester to teach me some of whatever it was he’d absorbed in his training as heir to economic empire, or Ivy might give me lessons in graciousness when under siege by a society insistent on her inferiority. I sighed and went to attend to myself and to check on my elves, and afterwards found the Vessel consulting with one of her knights beside a horse. Their conversation seemed more urgent than I thought natural, so I drifted closer to listen.


    And found myself astonished. At the earliest opportunity, I said, “Did I hear you had need of a shoe?”


    The knight and the priestess both looked up at me. “Yes?” the former said. “For a horse. My horse has thrown hers.”


    “Hold a moment,” I said, and made haste back to the drake. While the others continued their debate, I went through the panniers until I found the horseshoe, then brought it back and proffered it. “Will this one serve?”


    “You have a spare?” the knight said, frowning. “But our horses are heavier than palfreys, and not likely to fit a smaller….” He trailed off, examining it. “Saints preserve.”


    “It will, won’t it,” I said, suppressing my excitement.


    “It looks so similar as to seem it came off her,” he said, stunned. “But of course that can't be. Either way, I will give it to Evan, who serves us as farrier, and we will see what he can make of it.” He met my eyes. “My lord, thank you. I don’t know how you came to have something as plebian as a horseshoe in your possession, but I’m grateful.”


    “It’s nothing.”


    The Vessel said to the knight, “The saint is pleased with our progress and would be aggrieved if you didn’t complete the journey with us. See to your steed, sir.”


    “Gladly, Holy One.”


    Drawing me away, Rose canted her head. “You really did have a horseshoe in your pack?”


    “One of my genets found it on the road.”


    “Serendipitous,” she murmured.


    Serendipity? Or something else? “Perhaps you’re right about the saint.”


    “I know I am,” she said with another of those unexpected grins, and left me.


    I thought again of magic. A genet who came into the right things at the right time? Were they then like elves and apparently humans? Or could they be, if they too were freed from the bizarre circumstances of their creation? Was the ability to change the world within them, but the impetus to act conditioned from them by their masters?


    The others were already on their horses when I returned to mount the drake, and the discussion had evolved in my absence.


    “Start again?” I said as the train began to move forward. “How is it that we have come to posit a society with mobility between the social classes of magic-wielders?”


    “By their being able to change their magical aptitude,” Radburn said, with too studied an innocence for my tastes.


    I looked at Guy, who said, “Presuming that the ingestion of divine blood creates that aptitude, we have a source, or will soon. This being theoretical of course, as we have been unable to divine if the ingestion of the proper blood actually creates magical ability, or if this is some fever dream advanced by a vampire with an interest in exsanguination.”


    Kelu sniffed, but I thought this description did not displease her.


    “It is obviously a blessing that cannot be bestowed by humans,” Chester said to me. “Or else Saint Winifred would not have needed to call down an angel to make it possible.”


    Eyre said, “But it is an interesting thought exercise, to consider whether we could create an equitable society by elevating those of poor talent.”


    I held up a hand. “Stop. You are meaning to tell me you are speculating on a society in which humans advance based on their predation on... what? Angels?”


    “No,” Radburn said. “On elves.”


    “God!” I exclaimed. “Are you mad? Do you want to create the viciousness I have lately escaped?”


    “Ah, but elves wouldn’t be allowed to prey on humanity in our new society,” Guy said.


    “But humans preying on elves is somehow justifiable.” I glanced at Chester. “And you? Support this?”


    “None of us support it,” Chester said, unruffled by my vehemence. “As the professor said, it’s merely an exercise. I don’t believe aptitude is conveyed by elven blood, or you would have created an entire race of magicians in your genet companions... and they are obviously not sorcerers—pardon me, ladies. I should say sorceresses, as there are no males among you.”


    The genets were listening. I wondered if only Almond noticed my tension at the offhand comment about genet magic.


    Guy was eyeing me. “This has you sincerely disturbed, does it. Do you think that to speak of it is to make it happen? Be reasonable, Morgan. Whatever our faults, we aren’t in favor of human—or any other creature’s—sacrifice.”


    They didn’t know. Couldn’t know. Even Ivy, to whom I’d spoken of everything that befell me, had been spared an account of what it was like to be supped on magically. I had not wanted to linger on the memory, had not thought it necessary. To blame them for my sensitivity on the matter was unfair. I marshaled my thoughts, hoping to be able to make explanation, wondering if I would be able.


    Surprisingly, Kelu spoke for me. “Anyone who’s been used for food would hate to do it to someone else. Even I hate it. And I hate elves and wish every horrible thing for them.” She patted my arm. “No offense, as your red-haired friend says.”


    “Radburn,” Radburn supplied.


    “Right. Him.”


    “I’m not offended,” I said, and I wasn’t. Her reluctance to attack me, and her shame that she was forced to rely on elves for sustenance, was clear in her every word and act. And I knew her well enough to think that she was lying, at least a little, about hating every elf.


    “It would be awful to have to feed on someone,” Almond agreed, her ears sagging. “That should be something shared out of love. The way our masters show their love by sharing their blood with us.”


    “There you are,” Guy said to Chester. “An equitable society created by elven blood-letting, performed solely by volunteers.”


    “To the worthy,” Radburn added.


    “How does one determine who is worthy?” Eyre asked, with the air of a professor putting forth a question for the class.


    “A hypothetical premise,” Chester said. “As we have no proof that elven blood accomplishes anything, and no, before anyone asks, we shall not be asking Locke to make the proof. If we will not suffer the genets to be experimented on, we cannot also put their masters to the test.”


    “Who’d want to drink blood anyway,” Radburn said with a shudder.


    “The Church also passed the blessing through the kiss,” Ivy offered with a mischievous tone. “Or so it was said in the rite.”


    “Kissing, that I could see. Even if it meant kissing you, Morgan,” Guy said.


    “I would hate to think that every kiss I gave bestowed divine favor!”


    “Why?” Guy asked, grinning. “Have you left a trail of kissed people behind you we might examine for magical aptitude?”


    “We’d have to have some measurement of their ability before the kiss to make any sense of the data,” Chester said.


    I suppressed the urge to cover my face with my hand. I thought Kelu was snickering, and worse, Ivy blushing. Smiling through the blush, at least, but still...!


    “So we are back where we started,” Radburn complained. “An inequitable society.”


    “And our society now is so equitable,” Ivy observed, which set them off again.


    I mulled my own thoughts in silence, aware of the discussion but not following it. Last was riding at my flank, as always, so I said to him in Angel’s Gift, “Does our blood bestow divine gifts?”


    “An arrogant belief,” Last said. “We are not God.”


    I heard the words he didn’t say. “But we do give something.”


    “The genets seek the magic in your blood. In Kelu’s case, to fuel the enchantment that maintains her sanity, or prevents it from seeping away… in the case of the others, because it refills the wells of their souls. These wells are what we draw on to create magic, Lord Locke. One cannot make the well larger or smaller. But one can pour water into it, if it is empty.”


    “With blood,” I said, surprised.


    “Or kisses. Or tears.” He nodded. “The flesh even. There were once animals whose flesh, when consumed, yielded those waters.”


    “You are saying they’re right,” I said. “At least in part.”


    “In no part that matters.” Last shook his head like a horse shying. “They wish to create a society where people can be permanently improved by magic. But to do that requires more than blood. It requires blood enchantments, and female spells. It is not a minor thing.”


    I thought of the enchantment that had bound the elves in the first place. “Was it a woman who created the immortality spell, then?”


    Last grimaced. “It was demon-made, my prince. Demons are the infernal counterpart of angels. Their powers do not know the limitations of embodiment.”


    I glanced at the back of Kelu’s head. “And the genets?”


    “Certainly a spell enacted by a woman. Though a man could have done the research, as presumably the sorcerer did when he answered Suleris’s request.”


    I frowned. “And yet so few people have power past Dissipation. Who then was strong enough to empower this spell? What woman?”


    “That, I do not know.”


    Chester has fallen back to ride alongside me, leaving the conversational baton to Ivy, who was arguing with Radburn about something real rather than theoretical—the actual inequalities suffered by women, and whether these could be addressed, or did anyone care that women could hardly attend the university or learn trade when they were burdened with the majority of the childcare duties. Guy let Radburn do battle for him, wisely I thought, for this was a subject on which Ivy was justly passionate. I pitied anyone with the audacity to disagree with her. It was a pleasure to ride beside Last, and with Chester at my near side, in that quiet.


    “Either way,” Last said presently, “Some things are not wise to share.” When I glanced at him sharply, he said, “My work is to guard you. I make my life more difficult if I tell your companions that there is some virtue, no matter how fleeting, in your blood, or your tears.”


    “I trust these people with my life,” I said quietly.


    “It is my job to trust no one with it, so that you may continue to do so.”


    I nodded after a moment. “Kemses chose you well, Captain.”


    His pleasure was palpable and carried some hint of embarrassment at the praise. I didn’t press, and in fact could not for Kelu had somehow joined the conversation at large, leaving me unable to ignore it. “Did you just say that men seemed like too much trouble to you?”


    “No,” Radburn said for the genet. “For God’s sake, Morgan, use your ears, they’re long enough now. She said she didn’t understand the purpose of the division of the sexes, if it creates dissent in society.”


    “Maybe your way isn’t the best way,” Kelu said to me when I glanced down at her. “Maybe we should all be women. Or men. I think it would be interesting to be male.”


    “Why?” Ivy asked, appalled.


    “Because men seem to have everything, and women nothing, if I’m hearing you correctly.”


    “Lord,” Chester muttered. “We have scarcely met new species of intelligent creatures and we are already contaminating them with our diseases.”


    “I would hardly wish to posit a society where I didn’t exist,” Radburn said.


    “Oh, you’d exist,” Ivy said. “Just as a woman.”


    Guy started snickering.


    “I hope we’ll be starting the cantering portion of our day soon,” Chester said mournfully.


    Eyre laughed. “Let us find a new thought exercise, lest we make full half our companions glum.”


    This we did, until the Vessel called for her gallop, and then we gave ourselves to the task of riding. I spent the hours with attention divided between the ever-present discussion, my appreciation of the countryside, and my consideration of Last’s commentary.


    It was the latter that prompted me to seek him after we’d made camp, and I took with me the staff.


    “Lord Locke?” he said, glancing at it, then at me.


    “It is your task to keep me safe,” I said, grave. “It is my task to make that work easier. May we resume our lessons, Captain?”


    My request pleased him even more than my compliment earlier. “Of course. We might use this area here, where there are fewer trees. For now.”


    “For now?” I repeated.


    “You will have to learn how to handle obstacles,” Last observed. “Few enemies are so courteous as to ensure you have a level field and every advantage.”


    “Truth,” I said with a sigh and smiled faintly. “Well, let us improve my education.”


    Our sparring incited curiosity, but less than I anticipated; only the Vessel’s aid made it comfortable for my companions to sustain her pace, and even healed they needed rest. My own affliction was not a product of physical exertion; rather I was restless, longed to be apart from the drake’s saddle and on my own feet. The exercise soothed me more than lying down would have, though by the end of my session with Last I was quite prepared to go to my bedroll. When I did, Chester was the only one still awake, sitting in a pyramid of blankets.


    “You watched all of my disgrace,” I guessed.


    “Not so much of a disgrace, given that you must have begun lessons all of half a year ago, at best.”


    “Try a month and a half ago.”


    He laughed. “Then you’re doing excellently. Guy and I were dissecting your technique before he gave in and went to his pillow.”


    “God help me.” I gently rearranged one of the Pearls—Seven, the finder of things—and discovered my blanket under her, which I found appropriate; even asleep, she was helping uncover the missing. “I’m glad I acquitted myself competently.”


    “I wouldn’t go that far. But you’re coming along.” Chester grinned at the rueful expression I flashed him. “Having said that, however… your captain is superb. I don’t suppose he might be willing to take on an additional student?”


    Surprised, I said, “I don’t know. But I can ask.”


    “Thank you,” Chester said. “This ride is destroying me, but we’re only a few days into it, and there won’t be any toughening up if I don’t make the effort.”


    I could only hope it worked that way. Having only recently come into a body that worked, only to discover it worked in ways oblique to humankind thanks to the enchantment, I had to trust his regimen would not make him worse.


    “I’ll ask,” I promised.
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    But in the morning, there was no asking, for we woke before dawn to the patter of a cold rain. I felt the first few droplets on my cheek, hard and quick as someone flicking my skin. Then several more on my shoulder, soaking through the fabric of my shirt where the vest exposed the seam. I lifted my head and squinted into a sky gone dim and low with clouds.


    “Up with you, Locke.” Chester was packing his bedroll. “The Vessel’s sent her knights around once already. We will be late.”


    “Late,” came a grumpy mutter from the Radburn-shaped lump near me. “Late for what?”


    “The Vessel’s grand drama, apparently,” Guy opined with a yawn and threw off his blanket.


    I pushed my blanket back, dislodging Nine. “At least it’s only light rain.”


    “Now you’ve done it,” Radburn said, disgusted. At my quizzical look, he said, “You’ve cursed us. Now it’s going to pour.”


    “Magical thinking,” Guy observed. “And in one of your advanced education and purported erudition. Disgraceful.”


    “Just watch. When it starts coming down in sheets, I’ll blame Morgan.”


    “Quickly, sir,” Chester said to Eyre, “give them an insolvable philosophy problem, or they’ll be bickering and complaining all day.”


    “All day?” Eyre said, amused.


    “All day. Because Radburn’s right. Once it starts raining in autumn, it doesn’t stop.”


    We made haste to break camp, resigning ourselves to cold forage, but even in the short time we needed to pack and make for our mounts, the sprinkle became a cold drizzle. As I helped Ivy onto her horse, I said softly, “Would you like my cloak?”


    She smiled and touched my hand. “And deprive you of it? Your new body doesn’t keep you dry the way it heals you of wounds.”


    “That it does not, no. But it should put paid to any catarrh I might be thinking of catching.”


    She laughed. “Very handy that!” She curled her fingers around mine and squeezed before letting my hand go. “I’ll be fine. I like rain.” She turned her face up into it, eyes closed. “It’s like a benison from the sky.”


    “If you’re sure—”


    “Keep your cloak,” she said. “We need you and the elves concealed, just in case the heralds fail to clear the road for our passage.”


    Ivy needn’t have worried. As Chester predicted, the rain not only didn’t stop, it grew thicker, and I was forced to endure Radburn’s gimlet gaze. I found the chill didn’t bother me as much as I anticipated, yet another shocking change; in the past, cold or rain had been sufficient to confine me to my bed or risk wracking illness or joint inflammation or both. The two together would have been a prescription for lasting misery. To find it merely inconvenient was novel.


    Alas, this was not the case for my companions. The genets were so pathetic that I covered the ones behind me with my cloak. Kelu, too large to fit under it with the others, made do by plastering herself to my chest, and I bent over her to keep what rain I could from her fur… very little, given the wind. The drake seemed unmoved by the weather, though I caught it once trying to lick drops of rain as they fell; that was the one charming moment of the day, and an image poignant enough that it lingered for a very long time. So much sinuous power in the sleek, scaled neck, the long, draconic head, the enormous, burning-ember eyes, the open mouth revealing rows of tremendous carnassial teeth… and that tongue, flicking, curious and persistent, like a child hoping for the taste of snowflakes.


    My human companions were also miserable; even had they found the energy for debate, there was no making conversation amid the drumming noise of the rain, and so we had no distraction from our physical state. And our pace was greatly delayed, for while the road was paved with stones, there’d been a layer of dirt over it that obligingly turned to mud and sucked at the hooves of the party’s horses. I feared there would be no cantering for the Vessel today, no matter our appointment with grand drama.


    When we stopped at midday, I helped Ivy down from her horse and was distressed to find her trembling. This I felt in my hands as I cupped her elbows, for it was hard to see her in the downpour.


    “It’s nothing,” she said, leaning close to be heard. “If you’ll hold my cloak over us?”


    “You’re taking it off!” I exclaimed, horrified.


    She laughed softly. “Only to put on my coat.” She peeled it off her shoulders and handed it to me, and I hastily made a ceiling for her with its folds. As I watched, she rifled through her bag until she’d found her coat, tucked herself into it, then drew her cloak back on. “There. That’s better.”


    I thought she looked wan and bedraggled and wanted nothing more than to cast some magic that erected a permanent tent over her, but her spirits were high and seeing them, I smiled. “You still love rain.”


    “One does not stop loving something when it becomes somewhat troublesome,” she replied with a laugh, and kissed my cheek. My thoughts evanesced, much to her obvious delight. She cupped my wet face, smiling up at me, and my thoughts stayed rather scattered. In fact, I was not at all conscious of having any, only a welling feeling of glee that she was looking at me that way.


    Remembering myself, I turned my face enough to kiss her palm, and that shiver, I hoped, was not the rain.


    “Will you send one of your genets to ride with me?” she asked. “I doubt my horse would mind, and the three of them barely fit under your cloak.”


    “Kindly thought,” I said. “I will ask.”


    I lost one of the Pearls to Ivy’s mount, then, and Almond and the other hunched under my cloak with somewhat more comfort. Somewhat.


    “Can you get sick?” I asked Almond as I caressed her muzzle, concerned at the limpness of her ears and the slump of her thin shoulders.


    “No, Master,” she said. “At least, I have never heard of a sick genet.”


    “We have sat in cages outside in worse weather,” Seven said.


    “But not in this cold, I wager.” I sighed. “I hope there is nothing in your constitution to permit disease. Up then. If I remember right, tonight we stay in town.”


    “In town!” Almond whispered, eyes lighting. “We’ll be dry?”


    “We will.”
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    Far too many hours later we saw lights interrupting the gloom. This, I discovered later for there was no talking to be had in the weather, nor among people so miserable, was the town of Saintly, and the last large settlement north of Evertrue. From here on we would be limited to small villages or Church properties until we reached the remains of Vigil, where the amenities of a small town had accreted around the outpost of scholars and philosophers who’d gathered to excavate the site.


    Saintly was a town of considerable size, and from what we saw of it approaching, a prosperous one. I sensed its weight on the landscape more than discerned its buildings, for between the vespertine gloom and the rain there was no seeing them in any detail. My impression instead was of a place slumbering, battened tightly against the wind and weather, and empty gray streets lit by only the few street lamps that had not yet blown out behind their glass shields.


    Saintly’s church complex was not the size of the Cathedral in Evertrue, but it wasn’t much smaller; perched on the edge of town, it claimed more acreage than the Cathedral, and I had the impression of many small buildings when the Vessel guided us into their yard. From there we were hustled indoors, lightning flashing over our backs as we turned them on the rain at last. I worried about the drake, but it suffered itself to be led away and the ostler who took it showed no surprise at the sight of it. The situation would have to do.


    The stone hall into which we were led would have been beautiful even had we not been desperate for shelter: a stern beauty, and its austerity lent itself to that impression. When there was little to distract the eye, one’s attention was drawn to the single thing that mattered, and in this tall gray hall, without ornament or statuary, it was the distant ceiling: enormous rows of small lancet windows with colored panes, cobalt blue, royal purple, frosted white, clear glass, the latter now the dark gray of storms, occasionally bled white by lightning.


    “Thank God we got here before that really got the bit in its teeth,” Eyre said, looking up at the windows. “Or we’d have been hard-pressed to find safe shelter at all, for us or the horses.”


    “I don’t know a horse that would have suffered this weather,” Chester said.


    “Ivy’s maybe,” Radburn said, for by now her mare’s placidity had been noted by everyone.


    “Would that we were all so indefatigable,” Eyre said, mouth twitching. “But I find I for one am grateful for the roof.”


    Divine Vessel Rose was speaking softly with someone in a high priest’s robes, their faces lit by candle-glow. When they finished, the priest glanced at Last and the other elves—and me—and then back at her. He didn’t speak, but there was resolve in his face. He looked a little like his hall, and I thought of Amhric and hurt.


    “This way,” someone said, pulling me from my thoughts.


    We were led upstairs, into what appeared to be one of the church’s towers, for it was studded with dormitories for the knights and priests, and for the petitioners who came seeking retreat. Each of us was assigned a cell; its small size was a blessing, for the two fat candles and the brazier in each room were more than adequate to warm it. A novice came for my wet clothes and left me with a nightrail and a tray: slabs of dense, brown bread spread with butter and honey, a wedge of cheese, and sliced baked apples redolent of nutmeg and cinnamon, and hot mulled cider.


    I looked from my new dry nightclothes to the damp genets and stripped back off. “Sit in front of the brazier,” I said to Kelu. As she glowered, I went through my pack until I found my brush. “Sit,” I said again, and this time she did.


    Brushing them all took time. A great deal of time. But I couldn’t leave them untended.


    “You’ve lost all your human prudery,” Kelu observed, watching me work on Nine.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “You’re sitting here naked while combing us?” Kelu snorted. “We could barely get you to bare your chest back in Serala, where you needed it to keep from having sun-sickness.”


    I began to retort... and couldn’t. “I’m not completely naked,” I said at last, dragging the brush carefully so as not to fray Nine’s necklace. “I do have on smallclothes.”


    “And your name,” Almond murmured.


    The pendant seemed so much a part of me that I rarely thought of it anymore. The cord was long enough that it usually hung near my navel; bending over Nine’s shoulders lowered it so that it rested in my lap. The steel was warm, a reminder of promises I had yet to keep. “And my name.”


    “Still mostly naked.” Kelu was sitting with her back to one of the walls, hugging her knees. “What changed?”


    What indeed? “I still wouldn’t go bare-chested in casual company.”


    “Oh!” Almond exclaimed, wide-eyed. “Are you... you’re saying we are not casual company!”


    What were they? Mine? I felt so, or at least, that they were my responsibility. Should I call them family? They shared my blood through my brother, had been crafted of his magic, of the royal blood gifts.


    Perhaps they were all of these things. And more importantly, I cared about them. “No,” I said, quiet. “You are not casual company.”


    “And we are less wet company now,” Nine observed, spreading the fur over her belly. “Thank you, Master.”


    Almond was last, because she’d insisted the others be tended first. As I brushed her, Nine asked, “Where will we sleep? This bed is very small.”


    “Why is this bed so small? Is it for children?” Seven added.


    “This is a place for people to seek solitude, pray, return to simpler things,” I said, running the brush down Almond’s back. The room now smelled a little like wet fur as well as mulled cider, but I didn’t mind. “The bed is small because one is not supposed to find it luxurious. Luxury is of this world. It is distraction.”


    “That is very wise,” Almond said.


    “That is ridiculous.” Kelu snorted. “You try to sleep with your feet hanging off the bottom of your bed, and the wood presses into your skin and gives you bruises and you twist and turn and try to get comfortable all night and can’t, and then you wake up sore and cranky. How are you going to not be distracted by the world?”


    “Discomfort is of this world too,” Seven agreed.


    “Is there any other world?” Nine wondered.


    I looked up.


    “If there is another world,” Kelu said, “We’re probably not welcome in it. We’re not even welcome in this one.” Almond’s ears were back. At the sight, Kelu said, “Admit it.”


    The smaller genet shook her head and answered, “We make our own welcome. If you don’t open the door to others, no one will come in.”


    “Opening the door to others lets in bad people,” Nine said, more curious than upset. “So closing the door is good.”


    “Which is it?” Seven asked, looking at me. “Should the door be open or closed?”


    All four sets of ears twitched toward me as I pulled the brush through Almond’s tail. The rhythmic strokes calmed me as much as it did her. I counted them as I let the question settle. Open door, open heart; closed door, safe heart. Partaking in history, or reading about it. Accepting the love of an unexpected brother... suffering the violence of his unexpected captors.


    Acknowledging that those captors were my own people. Being willing to continue on anyway.


    “I don’t think there’s such a thing as safety,” I said finally. “If the bad will come to you no matter what you do, you might as well leave the door open for the good.”


    Grudgingly, Kelu said, “That’s probably the smartest thing I’ve heard you say.”


    “Have no fear,” I said. “I’ll soon lapse back into ignorance and confusion and you’ll be able to return to mocking me.”


    She eyed me, ears flat, and I laughed.


    “Fine,” she said. “I guess I’ve earned that.”


    “You are not kind to our master,” Nine observed, studying Kelu.


    “Is it because he doesn’t punish you?” Seven added. “That doesn’t make sense. A master who doesn’t punish you is the master you should be kind to.”


    “Is it because he is safe to be unkind to?” Nine narrowed her turquoise eyes. “Yes?”


    Kelu stared at them, then pushed herself up. “I am going to go for a walk. There is far too much cutting wisdom floating around in here for me.”


    “That’s right,” Seven said, nodding. “You prefer biting wisdom.”


    Kelu stopped on her way to the door, then laughed. “All right, that was funny.”


    Seven grinned; it was the first such expression I could remember seeing on her face, and it animated her. “Can we come with you? There is only one blanket on this bed. There are five of us.”


    “Five blankets for a person is luxury,” Nine said. “One blanket for five people is something else.”


    “Cruelty,” Seven offered.


    “Difficult,” Almond murmured.


    “Funny,” Kelu said. “With everyone fighting for it and squirming and getting elbows in one another’s faces.”


    Nine wrinkled her nose. “We should sleep on the floor.”


    “For that we definitely need more blankets,” Seven said. She rose. “Master, may we?”


    “Find blankets?” I smiled. “Of course.” Thinking of magic, I added, “If you find anything else that seems useful, you may bring it back also.”


    All three genets vanished, leaving me with Almond, who by the sway of her body was already drowsing. I finished off her tail and pulled her into my lap, savoring the sweetness of her scent and her trust. The Pearls were right: I was the elf Kelu could abuse because I wouldn’t punish her. That they all knew it, that even Kelu with her damaged spirit knew it, soothed me. Becoming an elf had not changed my essential nature.


    I supposed that would make a good topic for tomorrow’s ride. Had my essential nature been subject to change by the removal of the enchantment that had made me look human? Or had I been born with my character, and the enchantment’s effect on my body been irrelevant? We could delve into everyone’s belief that I had changed, and not changed. It would be amusing, and less fraught than a discussion of whether bleeding me might fill the empty souls of my friends until they overflowed with magical potential.


    I had a few sips of the now lukewarm cider and watched the candle flame until I too drowsed, and there I might have remained all night had not the genets returned with a blanket... and someone wearing it.


    “We found a blanket,” Seven said, ears perked. “And something useful.”


    Ivy blushed, her eyes sparkling. She wore the blanket as a cloak, closed over her breast with a hand, and none of that kept me from noticing her feet in their pale stockings and the fringe of the nightrail that brushed her calves above the ankle. I had seen naked elven women of pulchritude fit to shame angels, had even tumbled one if one could count a shapechanging sorcerer who’d spent half the night as some woman or another... and not one of them had affected me the way the sight of those little toes in their filmy white socks did.


    “We’re going to go use her bed for the night,” Kelu said as one of the Pearls roused Almond.


    “I beg your pardon?” I said, startled. I had risen at some point, because one did when ladies entered a room, but ladies who entered rooms were generally more dressed and I found this impaired my thinking considerably.


    “She’d like to spend some time with you,” Nine said. “So we are going to go lie down in her bed while she does that.”


    “Spend some time with—”


    “That is a very good idea.” Almond sat up sleepily, rubbing her eyes. She smiled up at me with such happiness that I found it impossible to deny her. “You should spend some time with Lady Ivy, somewhere warm and dry.”


    “And private,” Seven murmured.


    “With a bed,” Kelu finished, grinning with teeth. “Good night, ‘Master’.” She chivvied the other Pearls out. Almond, rising more slowly, stopped to hug me.


    “Thank you for brushing me.”


    “You’re welcome—” I began, and stopped when I realized I was on the verge of asking her to remain. A furry chaperone? Not likely! She would be more apt to curl up at the foot of the bed and radiate her contentment at our first kisses, and later confess to being honored at being allowed to stay while we made love.


    I was perhaps rushing ahead of the situation. Feeling the bright flush on my cheeks, I kissed the top of Almond’s head and said, “Come by if any of you need anything.”


    “We will knock, Master,” she said, and left.


    Ivy watched the door close, then turned to me with a laugh. “They are precious, your friends. I daresay they came seeking me, all ready to matchmake on our behalf.”


    I collapsed back into the space I’d been lately warming and covered my face with my hands. “Please tell me they did not steal into your room and insist you place yourself in a compromising position in order to oblige me....”


    The mattress above me crinkled beneath her weight as she sat. “Is that what you think, then? That I am in a compromising position?”


    “You are alone with an unmarried man in a bedroom—”


    “In a church,” she said, cheeks dimpling.


    “In a nightgown!”


    “True,” she said, pursing her lips. “I had thought to leave it off before arriving, but judged the journey through the halls would be too cold with only the blanket and my stockings.”


    “Ivy!” I exclaimed, torn between horror and a surge of want so dizzying I thought I might faint.


    Her laugh then was kind. “Oh, Morgan. I’ve loved you so long. Do you blame me?”


    “Of course not—”


    “Then sit up here with me, please? I don’t fancy discussing this with the top of your head.”


    But if I sat on the bed, I would be able to touch her. And if I touched her, I might not stop touching her. I hesitated, then reluctantly rose and sat on the edge of the bed, leaving a palm’s width between us.


    “Better,” she said. “Now we can work this out properly.”


    “I’m not certain there is anything to work out....”


    As I spoke, she leaned across the distance and set her palms on my shoulders. The blanket slid down to her lap, leaving her upper body shrouded only by a nightrail washed so often it had become diaphanous. I could see the shadows gathering beneath her collarbones through the fabric, and if I looked lower I could only imagine what I’d see next. I focused instead on the chain that hung just above her breastbone and sought words. “Ivy—”


    She was tracing the length of my neck with one fingernail.


    “We were going to have a discussion,” I said as a last effort to preserve us from sin.


    “No,” she said, touching my chin with that finger. “We were going to work this out properly. That doesn’t necessitate conversation.”


    She brushed her lips against mine, dry satin chafing, and my senses shattered. Nor did she stop, until I could barely move for the sensation, for the sweetness and the heat and the fact that it was Ivy, Ivy whom I’d wanted for so long, gentle, intelligent Ivy with her tea-brown hair and eyes....


    I broke it off, shaking, and said, “You’re asking me to ruin you...!”


    “Oh, Morgan,” she said, stroking my lower lip with her finger. “I’ve been ruined for anyone else since I met you.”


    This time, when she kissed me, I didn’t stop her.


    In a single, endless night, Sedetnet had schooled me in every form of intimacy available between two people, from the most innocent to the most perverse. When I’d dared imagine this moment, I had envisioned myself using that knowledge to make the experience good for Ivy... to teach her only the best of what two people could be to one another, for one another. In those dreams, she had exclaimed over my tenderness, and the experience that let her feel nothing but pleasure and comfort in my arms. I had assumed I had nothing left to learn.


    How wrong I was.


    Not about all of it, for my experience did allow me to make it comfortable for her. But that I had nothing left to learn, and that my experiences in the bed of a stranger for whom I’d felt no connection would prepare me for someone I loved... I had no idea how different it would be. How much better. That we would weep, and kiss the tears off one another’s cheeks. That we would laugh, and smother our laughter against one another’s necks. That she would be ticklish. That I would be conquered by her simplest touch, at the look in her eyes. That I could melt and be on fire simultaneously; be overjoyed and rent by the poignancy of it.


    That love would transfigure the act so completely.


    I had known that rape and sex were different. I learned that love-making was as different again as the first two are from one another.
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    “Can we talk now?” I said later, when we were replete and she was tucked against me with her head on my chest.


    “Only if you will not harangue me for allowing myself to cavort with an unwed man.”


    I stared at the ceiling. “I am finding it difficult to muster the requisite disapproval when I am the fortunate man in question.”


    Her giggle was muffled against my skin, and I was grateful I was too tired to react to it. She began winding her finger through the cord of my pendant. “Good. As I have no regrets, and will not, even if we never marry.”


    “I would marry you in a heartbeat,” I whispered.


    “Would you?” She looked up at me. “You hardly know your responsibilities, my dear. What if elven princes must marry for state, as human princes do? What if you are expected to have heirs?”


    “What if none of those things apply?” I kissed her brow. “I want no other. Must I use my life to lie about it?”


    A shudder traveled her spine. I stroked her back to still it. We did not enjoy that silence, I thought, but we found comfort in one another nonetheless.


    A tug at my neck brought my eyes down to where she was handling my pendant. “Do you ever take it off?”


    “Not by choice.” I watched the black cord slowly wrapping her finger. “It seems a part of me. Clothing I’ll doff but this stays on.”


    She smiled. “My ring is like that for me.”


    “And yet I have never seen it?”


    “Oh no.” She shifted to look down at it, cheek dragging against the skin of my chest. “It is not a thing I would casually share; I keep it hidden. It is my great-grandfather’s ring, and before you ask, I didn’t meet him or my great-grandmother, who is responsible for keeping it. But she was a heroic figure in the family, so I took it for my own from the family treasures my mother offered me.” She resumed winding her finger in my necklace. “Great-grandmother married a man who was called off to the war a year later, and decided it was no use staying home while her husband was off saving the country for lovers of democracy. She packed her bags for the front and put herself to work in the hospital tents, and became a more than passable nurse.”


    “A strong-willed woman,” I observed.


    “She was fearless, if what few entries she left in her journal were any indication,” Ivy said. “Well, they came home from the war—him minus a leg, and she’d overseen the amputation herself as aid to the surgeon!—and had the usual run of children. He died some fifteen years later, leaving her widowed at what she considered to be a prime age. So she went to work doing accounts for a doctor while crusading for the rights of injured soldiers and the women who worked in their camps. And she lived to a grand old age, almost ninety, surrounded by her horde of grandchildren and still speaking for the disenfranchised.”


    I lifted the ring now, turning it in my fingers. The metal looked old, scuffed and dim. It also felt old to my touch, like distant memories of mountains. “A model ancestress.”


    “My grandmother thought her outrageous,” Ivy confessed. “But I think she was secretly proud of her. My family has always had a tradition of strong-willed women, no matter how well-mannered we might appear on the exterior.” She propped her chin on my chest and grinned at me. “As you have just experienced, when there is something we want, we rarely allow anyone to stop us.”


    “I may have observed so, yes.” I ran a finger down one of her curls framing her face, now limp. “And if I have not said so, I am grateful.”


    “Grateful.” She brushed her lips over my chest. “Somehow a woman wants to hear a little more than that after being made love to….”


    “Shattered. Astonished. Overmastered. Flattened—”


    “Better!” she said, laughing. “Better.” Pulling herself up, she kissed me, and in that kiss was a gentleness that could reshape worlds. Did reshape mine, until I could not think of a world without her. I thought of the promises that my name represented, the steel that had been used to break skin and expose the blood of vows, thought of the promises she had spoken of when we met beneath the tree and she saw my true face.


    “Will you wear it?” I asked suddenly. “My necklace.”


    She looked at me. “Your name. The name that you never remove by choice.”


    “My name,” I said. “Yes. That I never remove by choice. But would, if I thought the recipient half of my heart. In such case, I am not removing it at all, am I? Merely transferring it from one part of my flesh to another.”


    Such a tender smile then. She touched my cheekbone, just beneath the eye. “Of course.”


    On her, the pendant hung well down to the cradle of her pelvis. “That will never do,” she murmured. Gathering the cord, she knotted it so that the slip of metal rested on her breastbone. “There. Now it won’t be trapped in my stays.”


    The crimson of the tassel seemed to burn against her skin, there where it stretched near translucent over the bone. I drew my fingers along it, bringing forth a shiver from us both.


    “Except now I am wearing too much jewelry,” she said, and undid the clasp of her necklace. She paused, and for the first time since my return I saw uncertainty in her. “Unless it is too much?”


    Because, of course, it was a wedding ring, and whether we were pledging ourselves formally or not it was still a symbol of promise. But had I not said that she was like my own flesh? What was that, if not a commitment, and a line taken complete from the vows of matrimony we would have spoken in the formal ceremony? It seemed right that we would trade our jewelry as symbol of our vows, even if the church we’d shared them in had been witness only in secret.


    “I’d be honored to wear it,” I said, and let her put it on me; the chain was short enough that it sat in the notch between my collarbones, and she stroked it with a considered look.


    “You are all winter colors,” she said. “And here a piece of golden summer. Not at all a harmonious match.”


    Thinking of Amhric’s autumnal splendor, and Ivy’s warm hair and eyes, I said, “Perhaps not. But it will remind me of the people I love.” I stroked the hair back from her face. “Should you not repair to your own chamber?”


    She huffed. “I doubt being found there in the morning will fool anyone as to our status.” She cuddled against me, and perforce I sank back down onto the narrow mattress. “The only one surprised that we might have consummated our feelings is you, my dearest.”


    “The Vessel might find it distressing.”


    “The Vessel,” Ivy said with a yawn, “heads a religion that once sponsored bacchanals, apparently expressly for the purpose of men spreading their seed and women sharing their wombs as widely as possible. Any pressure society has exerted on women not to dally with men comes solely from mothers who do not want to see their daughters raising children without a man’s financial support… or fathers who do not want to see their sons muddy the succession with children they may or may not know are theirs. And I do not much care what they think right now. What I would care to do is to sleep in your arms, Morgan, on the occasion of my first night with my lover.”


    I slid my arms around her and murmured, “So would I.”


    So we did.
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    In the morning, Almond slipped into the room and woke me with her nuzzle, damp nose to cheek. “Master,” she whispered. “The others are stirring.”


    Ivy opened sleepy eyes and stiffened, then relaxed at the sight of the genet. I merely leaned to kiss between the two earnest lilac eyes and said, “Thank you, Almond. We’ll rise now.”


    By the time one of the Vessel’s priests arrived to summon us to our breakfast, we were both presentable, though the look in Ivy’s eye when she met mine boded poorly for anyone who would take issue with the intimacy she plainly did not plan to hide. I thought it a lost cause myself. Having touched her, I felt as if some part of her remained in me still… I could sense her clearly from across the room, and half-felt we were breathing in tandem.


    Concealing it was also plainly useless because somehow it was written all over my body. Guy had one look at me and grinned. “Good night, eh?”


    “Very good,” I said, with what I hoped was some dignity.


    Chester hid a smile behind a hand. Radburn sniffed—was he offended? I couldn’t tell.


    Eyre merely clasped my shoulder and pointed me at the table. “Eat, my student. I sense this may be the last formal table we use between now and Vigil.”


    The food was plain but I could taste the world in it: the sun coaxing the sap through the maples, the freshness of the soil nourishing the oats, the taste of the grass in the milk and the butter. I grew drunk on it, spilling my soul into everything around me, until I swayed and Last was forced to steady me and murmur, “Lord Locke. Do not lose yourself.”


    Fortunately, no one else had noted my lapse, and I applied myself to eating the food rather than soaking through it into the world. My exertions the previous evening had given me a good appetite, at least.


    When they were bringing our mounts around, I asked Last what it signified, my episode over the porridge. He said, quiet, “You have the prince-gifts.”


    “I thought I was bound by the immortality enchantment, as all elves are.”


    “You are. But a man powerful enough to inherit the royal gifts usually has some power past Dissipation. You may be coming into yours, now that you’ve been released from your human seeming.”


    I pondered that, watching the Vessel and her knights as they brought their mounts from the stables and began packing them with the gifts offered by Saintly’s high priest. “I feel no different.”


    “You may not, if the worldsense is drawing all the well has to give,” Last said. “But the worldsense can be a great power on its own. Do not dismiss it.”


    I closed my eyes, sensing the weight of human presence defining the circumference of Saintly by the pressure it exerted on the soil... reached past it to feel the sore of the ancient battlefield toward which we journeyed. I tasted autumn in the slowing of the vital earth, and it had a bouquet like wine I could feel on my tongue, in my blood. “I shan’t.”
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    The day was not promising; the sky loured, dim and gray and close, and there was a bitter, moist wind, a capricious one that announced itself by slapping exposed skin. I tugged my cloak closer as the ostler brought my friends their mounts, and mine came last of all. The drake was glad to see me, resting its narrow head against mine, hot, scaled brow to my cheek. Glad of the warmth, I tightened my arms around it and sighed. It felt strange to let others care for it, but I guessed my time with my mount was the least of the things I would be forced to relinquish in the days to come as I grappled with the responsibilities I had apparently inherited.


    Nine returned to Ivy to ride with her; but Ivy was a part of me, and I didn’t mind it. I was however somewhat nonplussed when Seven asked to ride with Radburn, of all people.


    “Has he requested you?” I asked, confused.


    “No,” she said. “But I think he would like to talk. May I ask, Master?”


    “Of course.”


    Watching the dark genet make her way to Radburn’s side, Kelu said, “They really do have minds of their own after all.”


    “All people do,” I said. “Even when they allow other people to make them up for them, most days.”


    “He said ‘yes’,” Kelu said, ears flicking back. Radburn was helping the Pearl into his saddle. “I’m surprised. I expected him to say no.”


    I had not, but I was surprised to find I’d been hoping for a rejection. I trusted Radburn, but the genets had been my responsibility for so long that it was strange to surrender the responsibility of their safety and well-being, even temporarily. “You are all very charming company,” I said. “Speaking of which, you should go up in the saddle. If, of course, you’re riding with me...?”


    “I’m used to you,” Kelu said, and grasped the pommel of the drake’s saddle. As she scrabbled up, I helped Almond, who preferred to be boosted to her seat.


    “Used to me,” I said, when I’d settled between the two of them. “I suppose it could be worse.”


    “Everything can be worse,” Kelu said. And added, “You stink like sex.”


    Primly, I replied, “So don’t press your nose in my hair.”


    This garnered me no reply, which I thought was for the best.
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    The day lived up to the promise of its inauspicious beginning. We had a vague cold drizzle within an hour of setting out from Saintly, and it stopped only because the capricious wind swept the clouds to dark froth further down the road. The chill grew more distinct, and several more squalls chased us as the sun labored overhead. We ate a wet lunch huddled beneath the uncertain shelter of a few trees bordering the road, and even having fresh victuals from the church kitchen didn’t raise anyone’s spirits.


    There was little conversation, and what there was of it was subdued. We showed our solidarity by riding close to one another. Ivy and Nine had my left side; my right side was claimed either by Eyre or Chester, with Last dogging my rear right flank. Guy and Radburn changed positions as pleased them, the latter I thought only when he noticed, for Seven kept him occupied. Even when their talk dwindled, I noted him staring down at the arms clasping his waist. Perhaps, like me, he found the silky fur astonishing on a creature who could also speak her mind.


    Evening found us in a barn on a large farm owned apparently by a convent, visible in the distance as a huddle of buildings. The Vessel replied to my questions with her usual tranquility, and only toward the end did a spark of humor light her deep eyes. “Did you suppose we relied on charity for our food?” she asked at last.


    “You could have,” I said. “There are not so many of you in compare, yes?”


    “Better to be self-sufficient,” she replied as she untacked her horse, sidestepping the question neatly. “Then what charity we receive, we can distribute to those in need.”


    I took this back to the others. “And here,” I concluded, “is where someone tells me about the power of the Church as land-holders.”


    “And here is where we tell you that you are ill-informed,” Guy said. “The Church has always held land.”


    “The government gave it to them in large chunks, even, after the Revolutionary War broke up the Vow Empire,” Chester said. “As a way of stripping power from the aristocracy.”


    “Not that it helped,” Radburn said. “As taking power from the aristocracy merely concentrated it in the new merchant class.”


    “You’re complaining about this why?” Guy said dryly. “As your family was the beneficiary of this transfer of power? The St. Clarys were born to their wealth and parlayed their hoard into a position of continued primacy in the new world order... but you and I would have been peons in the old system.”


    “I don’t want to go back,” Radburn said. “I’m pointing out that we have not solved the problems of social justice. We’ve merely moved the injustice around.”


    “There will always be a hierarchy.” Chester was belting on his sword. “We liberated it from inheritance and made it available to anyone with the will to obtain it. Surely that is an improvement.”


    “That assumes that everyone with the will to obtain it is able,” Radburn said. “But we know that to be untrue. As Ivy herself would tell us, for instance; when one is saddled with childcare by social custom, one is hardly able to chase one’s fortunes.”


    “Save by marrying,” Guy drawled.


    “What do you think, Professor?” Radburn asked.


    Eyre had taken a seat on one of the benches in the barn. “I think perfect fairness is available only to those who dwell in Heaven.”


    “So we shouldn’t strive for it?” Radburn insisted. I noticed Nine listening very closely.


    “Of course we should,” Eyre said. “But we should perhaps be more forgiving when we fail. And we will fail, Mister Douglas.”


    Forgiveness… and failure… and the concentration of power in the hands of the few. I thought of kings and mortal magic, and my thoughts scattered, chasing shadows.


    “Shall we importune your guards, Locke?”


    I found Chester before me, wearing his sword. Shaking my head clear, I said, “Yes. Let us ask.”


    “Ask what?” Radburn said.


    “They want to go play with swords and staves,” Guy said. “And I will leave them to it. It looks likely to rain again, and it’s already cold.”


    “May I attend?” Eyre asked.


    “If you wish,” I said.


    Kelu and Almond also chose to follow us, so we five went in search of Last. The captain was ensuring the security of the barn with the help of his human counterpart, whom I’d learned was named Samuel; the two of them were conferring by the fence that bordered the convent’s lands, and I waited until they’d finished before advancing Chester’s request. Last had a look at him, at his determination and the sword at his hip. Then he said to me, in the Angel’s Gift, “He looks likely. Is it your wish that he be trained?”


    This sounded more serious than sparring. “Trained?”


    “To defend against the unnatural armies brought forth by demons.” He glanced at Chester again. “We do not spar for pleasure, nor will I waste my men in pointless exercise. If he wishes to join us, it will be real training.”


    “He’s good for it,” I said.


    Last tilted his head. “You say this without asking him.”


    “I know him,” I said. “I trust his commitment. He is not a man to take responsibilities lightly.”


    Last considered us both, then nodded. To Chester in accented Lit, he said, “I will send for someone to teach you.”


    Chester pressed his palm to his heart and inclined his head. “Thank you for the tutelage.”


    As Last strode away to make the summons, I murmured, “It does not concern you to be taught?”


    “When I have had armsmasters all my life?” Chester smiled. “Don’t fear, Locke. I am well accustomed to being chased around a field and left to nurse my bruises after.”


    “That was different,” I said. “You were the heir to the St. Clary fortune. Your tutors were rather more careful of you, I imagine. And it was to learn a skill that you should not have needed to use.”


    Something flickered in his eyes, almost too quickly for me to see: a ghost of regret and melancholy. “No. There was no need for the sword in our world, was there, Locke? Nor would I ever have been allowed to be a soldier.” He smiled whimsically. “The heir to the St. Clary fortune would not have been allowed to cast off his title and join the footmen who carried the Revolution to its successful conclusion.”


    Had he been born too late, I wondered suddenly, and could not bear to ask. There was pain there and I had no desire to prick it to the surface. “So long as you wish it, then. Fair warning, though... Last is not a kind teacher.”


    Chester chuckled “No armsmaster is, if he is to impart his craft. Besides, it would be a bad sign. If I earn no bruises, then a teacher has nothing to teach me. And I know for a fact that I haven’t learned everything yet.”


    Eyre, who had been standing nearby, spoke. “If in the future you find yourself in need of a new master professor, Mister St. Clary, know that I will be glad to take you in. A student who is willing to admit to ignorance is precious and rare.”


    Chester considered him. “You knew of the elves.”


    Eyre nodded.


    “It may be,” Chester said, meeting my eyes, “that it will be easier to cleave to one another on our return.”


    “If we return,” I said.


    I expected him to express surprise that I might doubt our desire to finish our education... or to protest my pessimism, if he interpreted that as a comment on our chances of survival. But he said only, “If we return.”
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    Eyre repaired to the grass beneath the eaves of the barn, his bedroll blanket tugged around him against the chill. Kelu and Almond sat on either side of him, and I wondered what he thought of their company. They seemed quite comfortable, however, so I felt no need to intervene.


    Chester was assigned one of Last’s men, Sabaf. I studied Sabaf anew as they were introduced, wondering if he was one of these women-turned-men, but if he was I saw no sign of it… only the usual elven perfection, this time with pale blue hair over skin that had both the faint glitter of silver and the cool ivory of a peach in shadows. The two bowed to one another and began discussing Chester’s prior training. Last left them to it, rejoining me.


    “They will suit,” he said. “Yon man seated by the wall was your mentor?”


    “He was,” I said. “And I think of him so yet.”


    Last’s mouth twitched. “Will he take it amiss when I throw you?”


    “Was that a challenge, my captain?” I said, lifting the staff.


    “It would only be a challenge if I thought there was some chance of you preventing it.” Last grinned. “Come. The field is nicely sticky. You will learn a great deal on this terrain.”


    Most of what I learned involved how it felt to strike it from various angles. I’d expected mud to anchor me; certainly it had slowed the horses. I discovered instead that mud is slippery, and that the temperature of the rain and the air informs its composition. Cold mud is very uncomfortable.


    Chester and Sabaf had finished their work before Last was done with me, though I didn’t know it until I slid in the mud one more time and found myself reluctant to rise. From repose, I had ample opportunity to espy Chester’s rueful expression. The guard, of course, wore an impeccable mask. I knew him from the ship to have something of a sense of humor, so I appreciated his repression of it.


    “Enough for the night,” Last said and added to Sabaf, “Off with you. Tomorrow again, if your human is not whelmed by the ride.”


    Sabaf inclined his head to Last, bowed to me, and jogged off. I envied his suppleness, wondering whether I would develop it or if the habits of a lifetime of sickness had forever habituated me to checking my movements. With a sigh, I dug the staff into the ground and used it to drag myself upright. “Captain,” I said. “As usual, your efforts are appreciated.”


    “Lord Locke. Tomorrow, again.”


    “Hopefully with less mud.”


    Last’s mouth twitched. “We will pray for what will serve you best.”


    Which struck me as wiser than what I’d planned, which had been to pray for what was easiest.


    On the way back into the barn, Chester plucked the glasses off my nose and cleaned them with the edge of his scarf. “Took it like a man, Locke.”


    “As opposed to like a ponce?” I asked, amused.


    “Or a woman?” Kelu wondered, ears flicking back.


    “Now,” Eyre said, “You are in trouble.”


    Chester sighed.
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    For several days the weather gave no quarter, alternating between rainy and merely moist, but always chill. The Vessel pressed us north at the pace the horses could withstand, and we labored in her wake, reduced to grim endurance. In the evenings, while the knights erected our camp, she offered healing, and my comrades availed themselves of the gift more often than not. Once we were settled, whether it was clear or fog-swept or raining, I gave myself to Last’s attentions and learned to pit myself against his greater skill. Most of those evenings, Chester accompanied me, and if the weather permitted, we had company: sometimes our classmates, sometimes just Eyre or one of the genets. I tasted more mud than I liked to recall… but the weight of the staff in my hand was another promise, one I’d made to my brother, and through him to the genets and everyone else whose life had been marred by history and its betrayals. I soldiered on.


    I was not the only one who felt the strain. Following one such practice, after the others had repaired to their bedrolls, I went for a walk to dispel the restlessness brought on by my inadequacy only to find the priestess seated by herself beneath a tree, her smooth brown face lifted to Heaven and her lashes dark against her cheeks.


    “Vessel Rose,” I said. “You have wandered afield from your flock.”


    “Prince Morgan,” she replied. “Priestesses do have need of solitude. More than ordinary folk, even.”


    “Do I inconvenience?” I asked. “I will withdraw if so.”


    “No….” She sighed. “No. You are one of the few whose company would not vex me.” With a smile that seemed more tired than mysterious, she added, “Sit, if you wish. The earth feels good.”


    “Does it?” I asked. Joining her I settled my limbs. “I feel the sickness before us. And an agitation besides. The soil feels good to me, but there is… a congestion I cannot fathom. Do you suppose it to be the weather?”


    She rested her head back against the trunk, dark hands loosely clasped in her lap. “It may be the reverse, actually. That the weather is a reflection of the congestion. It often is.”


    “Do you feel it?” I wondered.


    “The way you do?” She shook her head. “I doubt it, my lord. Humans may have magic, but it is a very thin water we collect. I have read the accounts of the battle at Threnody-Calling-Forward. The magics of the elves are peerless. My little healing spells, which so quickly use up my vital powers, are small indeed in compare to women who can unmake the diseases that afflict a child at birth, or who can breathe underwater.”


    “Breathe underwater!”


    She laughed. “Yes, I always liked that story. If you had wondered where our fanciful tales of merfolk and sirens come from, you have only to look as far as female elves, remaking themselves so they can seek the treasures of the sea floor.”


    I reflected on the many ways my world would be reshaped by the knowledge I had stumbled onto: mer-elves indeed. “You do not seem taxed by your spellcasting, if I may be bold.”


    “Discipline,” she said, one hand twitching, as if she wished to wave it but had not the energy. “One learns not to show fatigue before one’s people. It disheartens them.”


    “A lie?” I suggested.


    “A wisdom.” She lifted her brows. “We are all of us affected by our fellow men and women. We are affected by ourselves, and our own beliefs about ourselves. To wallow in despair creates a spell of its own, my lord. It reproduces its effects in all those who enter its aegis.”


    My own long history of falsifying my health rose like the unquiet dead. “One cannot ask for help without admitting to weakness. Some would suggest that accepting aid has its own beneficent effect on those around one.”


    “True.” When I looked at her, she laughed. “Who said life was simply navigated? If the answers were easy, sir, we would have them all already, and then what would we do with ourselves?”


    I thought of the elves, wasting away from ennui and madness. “Very little we would be proud of.”


    “You are certainly correct.” She sighed. “Thinking on it, I should pray.”


    I rose and bowed. “Vessel. I leave you to your solitude.”


    It wasn’t until I was bedding down alongside Ivy that I wondered if I could have somehow fed the empty well in the priestess and restored some of her vital energy to her. Would she have welcomed it? Would I have had to bleed into her, as I did with the genets? Or would a kiss have sufficed? Did I really want to kiss another woman after having kissed Ivy?


    I looked across the ground and met Ivy’s impish smile, her face almost entirely shrouded in her blanket. A very easy question to answer, that.
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    We rode north, and as we did I experimented, reaching for the land, the sky, the distant battlefield. The thickness and closeness I’d sensed never faltered, and it made my skin ache. I felt it as confinement, and found my breath tight in my throat.


    “It continues to chafe me,” I said to Last. “That I cannot do more magic. I thought the royal gifts would be stronger than the needs of the immortality enchantment.” We were riding just behind Ivy and Chester during one of the spells where it was merely gusty and wet rather than actively raining. I steeled myself to ask the final question, glad that I was speaking a language none of my friends could understand. “Am I weaker than most royals?”


    “I would not know,” Last admitted. “For I have never met another. You and Lord Amhric are the only elves I’ve known with the royal gifts.”


    “Were you born after the exile?” I guessed, and at his nod frowned. “I was told by my brother and Lord Kemses that those with the gifts never rose again, or were perhaps destroyed. It seems hard to believe to me, still. That you might never have met an elf with the gifts.”


    “And yet it is so,” Last said. “The last elven king we were certain of fell here, amid the humans, on the battlefield the priestess mentioned. His prince vanished, presumed lost as well. The two of them drew off the living dead and were never heard from again. Since our exile, we have had the council of elders... formed from the blood-flag lords of Nudain, Ekadet, and Suleris. They said that as a people we could no longer support the royalty, for we no longer had enough magic to share. What use someone to tend the garden of magic in our souls? We should not be surprised then, that no one with the gifts had come forth to lead us.”


    I glanced at him. “And you believe this?”


    Last’s mouth twitched down, but this was the sole expression of skepticism he allowed himself. “Lord Locke, I was trained to guard a blood-flag... because such elves are necessary. Where there is power in Serala, there are elves who want it for themselves.” He glanced at me. “I think it far more likely that the council has been ensuring the convenient lack of kings.”


    Since this was exactly what Kemses and Amhric had suggested, the theory was not surprising. What was surprising was Last’s holding with it.


    “And no one has cared?” I said. “No one thought to question them?”


    He grimaced. “Why would they? They have seen no evidence that contradicts the claim. In its absence, it is easier to believe. And more pleasing as well, as it allows for the accumulation of power. The council offered reasonable explanations, explanations we were eager to accept in the wake of our exile. Most elves now believe that immortality robbed us of our royalty.” He glanced at the people riding in front of us. “Some blamed humans for that as well. That it was not enough that they stole our deaths from us; they stole our consciences as well.”


    “Is that what we are,” I murmured.


    “So Lord Kemses has said.”


    And he would, for he had dealt with the lawlessness and cruelties of elven society for longer than either I or Last had been alive. How easily he had accepted Amhric, though, and me! “How do you know?” I asked suddenly. “That Amhric is your sovereign, and I his prince?”


    “I know because Lord Kemses knows, and the pinnacle of a blood-flag is often privy to truths more sublime than the rest of us are capable of apprehending.”


    “On faith.” I glanced at him. “You have accepted me on faith.”


    “Trust, rather,” Last replied. “I trust my lord. He trusts you.”


    After Last had withdrawn, Almond whispered, “It’s obvious to us, Master.”


    “Is it?” I glanced over my shoulder at her, saw only the top of her head, her hair a grim gray in what light the overcast sky diffused.


    “Your blood tastes different.”


    In front of me, Kelu nodded. “She’s right. Even when you tasted sick and damaged from the mask spell, you were different.”


    “I suppose that’s something,” I said, but I wondered. Had all the other kings and princes been culled, as Last and Kemses believed? Or had the immortality enchantment prevented the rise of all but the most powerful of gifts? Perhaps it was because so few children were born to the elves that there was so little opportunity for the gifts to manifest, but if so, why Amhric’s late onset? Had it taken years for his magic to struggle past the thorned chains that wound us round? And yet, if we were truly the king and prince, why did we not have power, and to spare? It was almost as if something was holding us in abeyance.


    Why did I feel as if I was missing some part of the puzzle?
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    At the midday break, Kelu asked to ride with Radburn.


    “Why?” I asked. “I thought you were used to me.”


    “I am,” she said. “But Seven is spending a lot of time with him, and I’d like to know why.”


    “You are serving as chaperone?” I asked, amused.


    Kelu glowered at me, ears flattened to her hair.


    “Go on,” I said. “Almond and I will keep Seven entertained.”


    Radburn seemed delighted to be approached by Kelu. Watching their interaction made it clear that he hadn’t been himself in some time—not since I’d returned, at very least, if not longer. I was still frowning in his direction when Guy walked past on the way to his mount. He stopped, looking at me and then following the direction of my gaze. And sighed. “God Almighty, but you are daft.”


    “What?” I said, startled.


    “Dumb as a post when it comes to people.”


    “And you are such an expert,” I said, but I was feeling less belligerence and more bewilderment. “What am I missing, then? What burr has Radburn got under his saddle?”


    “The idiot thinks he’s in love with you, and is all over jealousy that you are with Ivy, and embarrassment because you can’t possibly want him, now that you’ve come back fancy.”


    “What!”


    “Don’t let it bother you,” Guy said, droll. “He’s not actually in love with you. Fond of you, certainly. But the man will swive anything that’ll hold still for it, and has mistakenly judged that to indicate he is destined to love men and only men for the remainder of his natural life. He half believes himself a rake. It’s ridiculous. He doesn’t have a heart cold enough to be a rake. He’s a swooning poet in search of a muse.”


    All this was so stunning that I credited myself for being capable of responding at all. “Radburn. In love with me.”


    “Radburn, thinking he’s in love with you, but not. Give him some time, he’ll sort it out. Now Chester…” Guy grimaced. “Likely will marry Minda and never know why his life revolves around a melancholy he cannot understand or solve. Treat him with care. He really is in love with you.” With an airy salute that married poorly with the wry regret in his eyes, he went to his mount.


    And left me shocked speechless in his wake. The drake nudged me when I failed to climb into the saddle, like all the others were doing, but it took Almond’s gentle hand on mine to recall me to myself. I boosted her up and then Seven, both of them preferring to ride behind me, and then hauled myself after them.


    Ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous. Chester was a fast friend, and no one could ask for finer. And he certainly didn’t love Minda, but that merely meant the woman he was meant to marry had not come for him yet. Thinking back over our years of association, I could not remember him speaking with any eagerness about a woman, but then, neither could I recall him doing so about some man. Not that he would, since such things were considered perverse. Would he have been capable of hiding it?


    For several minutes I occupied myself, scouring my memory for any incident that might prove out Guy’s hypothesis, but I found nothing. The only times I’d ever seen Chester truly animated was when chasing his love of languages, and speaking of history. Surely that suggested Guy was wrong?


    Glancing at Ivy, who was talking with animation to Nine, I wondered if I was the one engaging in willful denial. I had been an incurable romantic for as long as I could remember, and not even my illness had been able to crush that impulse completely from me. I had loved fairy stories and tales of epic deeds, particularly mythical ones, for as long as I could remember, and the stories of true love had shaped my aspirations. But Ivy herself would tell me that most people did not marry for love, and few could expect to find it in their lifetimes.


    I wanted that for Chester, and if Guy was right, he would never have it. And I would be complicit in that tragedy.
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    “Master?”


    The ride was barely three hours old and I was already weary of it. The oppression of the gray sky and the knot in my sense of it were only the smallest parts of that fatigue. “Yes, Almond?”


    “Do we have souls?”


    Startled out of my despond, I said, “Of course you do.”


    “Even though we’re constructs?” she asked, hesitant.


    The word sounded horrible in her mouth. That gentle soprano confessing to doubt over its owner’s soul! But surprisingly, it was not my voice that answered, but Eyre’s.


    “You should not allow the enthusiasm of young men and women eager to question everything to sway you, Miss Almond. They live to debate abstractions; in their zeal they occasionally forget that their words may be taken amiss by those without their training.”


    Almond was clinging to me now, as startled by Eyre’s approach as I had been. And, no doubt, by the form of address: Miss Almond! I rather liked the sound of it, and smiled.


    “Do you think I have a soul, sir?” she asked him. And added, shy, “You are Master’s teacher. Surely you are wise.”


    “I don’t know about that,” Eyre said, smiling faintly. “I think we all believe we are wiser than we are, unless we are old enough to know better. But I have no doubt on the matter. No creature with eyes like yours is soulless.”


    Almond tucked her face against my back, pressing it there. To Eyre, I said, “It does begin to seem....” I trailed off, seeking words.


    “Impractical?” Eyre offered.


    “A luxury,” I said. “To discuss philosophy as if it was something abstract, and without answer.”


    “Does philosophy have an answer?”


    I eyed him, mouth trying to form a smile. “And now you will default to dialectics?”


    “An honest question, my student.”


    “I think if our philosophies do not prepare us to answer the challenges of our lives, then they are nothing more than words.” I touched Almond’s arm at my waist. “The genets have souls, because to think otherwise would be to treat them in a way that dishonors their right to choose their own destinies, and to be taken as seriously as any man. Right is right because it serves the good of others, and fosters righteousness in oneself. Evil is evil because it destroys, casts down, and unmakes.”


    “We glorify God because if we don’t, demons will eat us.”


    His tone was serious; his eyes amused. Because it was a gentle amusement, I said with a lopsided smile, “I suppose I have ended up a pragmatist.”


    “When angels lend their divinity to humans in order to protect them from the depredations of demons, then being a fantasist is pragmatism.”


    I couldn’t help it… I laughed. “Is that the route you have taken, then? Did your knowledge that elves once existed make your morality?”


    “It didn’t make it, but it surely shaped it. As does everything we experience. We either become more sure of our premises, or we find them wanting and seek new ones.” Eyre glanced at Radburn, having a spirited conversation with Kelu in front of him in the saddle. “Sometimes with grace. Sometimes, not so much so.”


    “It seems like it should be simple,” I said. “To be good.”


    “And yet people are complicated, and life more so.” Eyre nodded. “So the philosophers engage in their endless debates, and young and impressionable students arrive to sit at their knees and absorb what they believe to be wisdom, but what is actually the uncertainty of their mentors.”


    I frowned. “You sound as if you question the system.” He grinned at me until I saw my error and relented, laughing. “All right. It is your duty to question the system. I should say you sound as if you have serious reservations about it.”


    “I do, yes.”


    “And yet you teach?”


    He laughed. “What can I do, ah? I love teaching.” He let the amusement go, and what settled on him then was a resignation that I liked not at all. “But I can’t say we are creating a nation of thinkers. It is too easy to create believers.”


    “What’s wrong with believing, sir?” Almond asked hesitantly.


    “Nothing, Miss Almond,” Eyre said. “It is the trick of knowing what to believe that is the problem.”


    “Is that so hard?” She pet her own arm where she had them linked around my waist, thinking. “The sun is good, and so is light. Kindness is good, and gentleness. Helping others is good. Hurting them is bad. God is good—angels are divine. Demons are terrible. What else is there?”


    Eyre rode in silence for some time. Then he said, “Not much.”
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    Since there was neither rain nor wind, I put the question to my companions later. “How does a man do right?”


    Ivy said, “Men don’t, as women will often tell you.”


    Guy snorted. “Feel better now?”


    “It had to be said,” she answered, laughing.


    “And having said it, we can leave it behind.” Guy adjusted his scarf, covering more of his throat. “So. Our invalid prince is concerned about moral action.”


    “Better that than he be unconcerned with it,” Radburn muttered.


    “Now we’re all jokers, I see.” Guy shook his head.


    “I think Ivy has the right of it,” Chester said. “Men do right badly. And not often enough.” At Radburn’s repressive noise, he added, “Women also.”


    “Is there universal right, though?” I asked.


    Radburn glanced my way. “Why, are you seeking a moral code that applies to both elves and humans?”


    “And magical constructs,” Guy drawled.


    “I like biting people,” Kelu said. “You can keep your moral codes to yourselves.”


    A rash of laughter.


    “How do we do right, when we do wrong so easily and so often?” I asked. “If the right course is so obvious, why do we not do it? Or is it that it is rarely obvious, and so we don’t?”


    “You speak as if the world is mostly immoral,” Ivy said. “I think you tarry yet in the Archipelago. If men were all so evil as that, we would live in a far less fair world.”


    “And yet the world isn’t fair,” Radburn said.


    “Life isn’t fair,” Guy said. “What of it?”


    I glanced at Eyre, who held up a hand. “I will leave the homiletic proclamations to someone else.”


    “‘Life isn’t fair’ is the first thing you people have said that makes sense,” Kelu said.


    “Perhaps it’s good that life isn’t fair,” Chester said. “If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t have a chance to help others. And then how would we be good?”


    “True. You can’t have good without evil,” Radburn said, satisfied. Before anyone could object, he said, “Don’t even start. We live in a world of demons and angels—”


    “Maybe,” Guy interjected.


    “—so there must be poles of behavior.”


    “Is it behavior or nature?” Eyre offered.


    There was nothing for it but that this should inspire a whole new ruction, and everyone had a piece of it this time… even Kelu threw her own barbs into the arena, and took the ones directed at her sportingly. The whole thing made Almond cringe against my back… during one of the more violent exchanges, I patted her arm and said to her in Angel’s Gift, “Do not fear. I agree more with you than them.”


    “Then why did you ask?” she wondered.


    “Because,” I said, realizing. “I really wanted to know the answer.”
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    That evening was cold, with a thin quick wind that existed only to sting water from one’s eyes. We camped at the base of a hill not far from the road, and for my drill that night Last ran me up and down it. The bruises he dealt me healed within heartbeats; this was the only reason I could think of that he would grant me so many of them. To train at violence as an elf was a mental exercise that most nights I could only partially understand. Pain and damage could not stop me, unless I gave in to them. I could feel fatigue, but the utter exhaustion that oppressed my companions was unavailable to me. Perhaps I had not worked this body hard enough to find its limits?


    Humans, I knew, trained until they were exhausted and their bodies could not handle more work. Or because they were too damaged to continue. I experienced neither condition. We stopped when Last decided.


    “How do you know?” I asked. “When to end the lesson.”


    “When you need time to learn,” he said. “Then I send you to sleep.” At my patent confusion, he said, “Your mind is involved in these lessons. When the mind is open and ready, it is flexible and retains what it perceives. When you have been beaten on long enough that your thoughts no longer give, then we must stop. Everything else will fail to take.” He considered me, composed and perfect as all elves were, and he was in particular despite our exertions. “Your greatest weakness, Lord Locke, is your mind. You don’t believe yourself capable of what you could do or be. Your body hears you, and obeys.”


    Stunned, I said, “Captain?”


    “You learn. But slowly.” He shook his head and bowed to me, and I let him go.
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    The following day we made little progress, forced to halt several times to wait out a clot of weather even the destriers ridden by the Church’s knights refused to push through. I hated the inactivity; it made me far too aware of the thickness that was pooled around us, stagnant and close. I barely felt the rain for the weight of it. How dearly I longed to be free! And my companions shared my desire, if their huddled shapes and hung heads were any indication. Even the elves glowed with a febrile light, unable to muster a beauty less raw in the stormlight that barely filtered through the cloud-cover. By the time we reached our campsite for the night, none of us were up to conversation. My spar with Last was a bitter thing, more felt than seen as I struggled to find him through the cold sheets of water falling on us. Chester did not even try, preferring to hide under the paltry shelter of the tents we’d taken to erecting when a better site was unavailable.


    In the morning, the rain subsided, leaving us again with a peaceless, moist wind. I suffered it in silence, aware of but not actively listening to the murmur of conversation the others were conducting in front of me.


    What Ivy and Nine managed at our noon stop was no less than an ambush, then, for all the preparation I’d had for it.


    “I want a name,” said the genet.


    Kelu’s ears stood so straight they trembled. Even Almond came around from behind me, wide-eyed.


    “Of course?” I said. I managed a smile. “I was not hoping to call you Nine for the remainder of your life.”


    Her dark ears sagged, then pricked forward through an effort. “I said that wrong. I have a name I’d like to be called. If you would allow it.”


    I glanced at Ivy, who said, “We’ve been talking about it on our rides.”


    “And what is it you want to be known as?” I asked the Pearl.


    She lifted her chin. She was bedraggled from the constant rain, and her necklace had suffered for its long use, the pine needles nearly all gone. But in that moment she looked every inch a queen. This was her moment. Her moment of self-determination, of agency, of choice. “I want to be called Emily.”


    A brief and utter silence. Then Kelu said, “That’s not a genet name.”


    “What is a genet name?” the Pearl—Emily—said.


    Seven, who’d been sitting beside the drake, said, “Nine is a genet name. And Kelu. The kind of names you give animals.” She glanced at Kelu. “Should we all call ourselves Kelu? Maybe we can use the human word for it so they know what they’re naming you every time they call for you.”


    Kelu’s ears flushed red, the silver inked moon and stars on their insides showing in sharp relief. Her name meant “slave” in the Angel’s Gift. She’d kept it in defiance of any attempt to dismiss or soften her status. “We don’t name ourselves after humans.”


    “Why not?” Emily asked. “I like the name Emily. It’s pretty. It doesn’t remind me of the cages. It’s a person’s name.”


    “Exactly,” Kelu said. “It’s a human name. We’re not humans. Or elves. We should come up with our own names. All you’ve done is go from letting an elf name you to letting a human name you.”


    Both Pearls put their ears back at that. Emily said, “You are just envious, because you still let elves call you slave. You wish you were as brave as I am, to no longer let that affect me.”


    “If you think we’re no longer elven slaves, think again,” Kelu answered, showing teeth. “As long as we’re forced to rely on them to beget more of us, we’ll always be their slaves. Anything else is wishful thinking.”


    The genet sniffed and looked at me. “Will you call me Emily, Master?”


    “If that’s the name you’ve chosen, of course.”


    She nodded. More hesitant, she glanced at Seven, who said, “I like the name.”


    Relieved, the genet smiled, ears pricking up. “May I ride again with Mistress Ivy, Master?”


    “If the two of you wish?”


    Ivy smiled. “I like the company.”


    Emily’s purr was audible even from a distance. “I will make the horse ready.” She trotted off, tail swinging behind her.


    “Ridiculous,” Kelu muttered.


    “I thought you would be pleased?” Almond said, tentative. “You didn’t think she would have the initiative to make a choice.”


    “She didn’t make that choice,” Kelu said. “She heard some fancy story from a human who treated her kindly and latched onto it.” Her tail lashed. “It’s just exchanging one master for the other.”


    “I don’t think so,” Seven said, slowly. “I think she could have chosen not to take a name. Or she could have asked the Master for a new name. But she didn’t. Even if the Mistress suggested it, she decided it was a good suggestion.”


    “Of course she did,” Kelu said. “And you yourself have explained why.” At our looks, she pointed after Ivy and said, “The Mistress.” And then she padded off, still seething, to find Radburn and... God knew. Inflict herself on him in some violent debate. Hopefully he’d accommodate her. I rubbed my brow, wishing the sky wouldn’t lour so.


    “Do you think she’s right?” Seven asked Almond. “Do you think we are trading one master for another?”


    Almond shook her head.


    “Master?” Seven asked.


    “I think Kelu is correct,” I said. “Whether or not Emily made her choice freely, so long as you rely upon us to thrive, you will never be free.”


    Much later, after we’d resumed our ride, Almond squeezed my middle gently and whispered, “Don’t worry, Master. We know you will be kind to us, and never withhold what we need to survive.”


    I rested my hand on her arm, but felt no better for the reassurance.
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    Another few days of riding through the grim rain, camping in the open, reduced us all. When Ivy dragged her bedroll over to mine I had no heart to object for propriety’s sake, but slept with her under my arm, nose in her hair, needing the warmth. My companions were so exhausted none of them commented, save Guy, who managed a halfhearted, “Hell, I’d sleep in your bedroll if you could magic your skin to emit heat.”


    Radburn had looked momentarily wistful, but I’d said, “I’m afraid I haven’t a “Morgan becomes a campfire” spell in me.”


    “More’s the pity. Only way you’ll get me to sleep with you.”


    That won him one guffaw—Chester, I thought, too tired to keep from reacting to a joke that would otherwise have struck him as too vulgar. Even Radburn huffed once, and I heard the smile in it.


    Riding through yet another drizzle, I found Eyre at my side and commented, “You are regretting accompanying me, no doubt.”


    “Me?” He smiled. “No. Though I have had less arduous journeys.” He laughed at my sour look and said, “Muster your resolve, my student. Making history is rarely comfortable.”


    I said, suddenly, “My captain believes that my mind is inflexible, and that this is impeding my learning.”


    “He said that?”


    I nodded, trying to keep the rim of my hood from dripping water into my eyes. “He is speaking of my physical education, but... I fear it may be applicable to my magical one as well. I am purportedly the prince of elves, sir, and with that title comes power that should be manifesting despite the immortality. And yet here I am, and I can do no magic. I have a staff—” I glanced behind the cloak hiding the genets from the weather, seeing it tied onto the back of the saddle. “—and I cannot wield it. What if he’s right? What if I am holding on to being human in a fashion that prevents me from accepting....”


    “The inconceivable?” he suggested.


    “The inevitable.”


    “That being your descent into tyranny and depravity?”


    Should I have been stunned that he might see to the heart of my fears so accurately? I shuddered. “You have not met the elves.”


    “No,” Eyre agreed. “And perhaps power does corrupt. I think it more likely the effect you’re observing has more to do with a society forced abruptly to seek meaning in a life without death.”


    “You think merely not dying is enough to render people insane?” I asked. “Most people, on consultation, would probably prefer not to die.”


    “They think of the alternative and fear the unknown. Life is preferable to the uncertainty of death for those who have less than perfect confidence in the Church’s promises... and even for those who have, change is distressing.” Eyre shook his head. “No, Morgan. You are the one with the observational evidence. You tell me how those who have immortality feel about it.”


    I thought of Kemses. “The sane ones long for endings.”


    Eyre nodded. “Taking counsel of your fears is not necessarily ill-advised. It is when you take no other counsel in addition that you suffer. You are clearly seeking reassurance that a moral life is still open to you... I hope you don’t find it presumptuous if I suggest that this choice is, and always will be, yours to decide. So long as you strive to uphold your principles, you are doing as much as any other upright man.”


    “And if I fail....”


    “Then you fail. Like the rest of us.” He sighed. “Permit me a suggestion?” When I didn’t say anything, he offered, voice gentle, “You allow this fear to trammel you, my student. So long as you are afraid to be an elf, you will have access to none of their advantages. Is placating your fears so important that you would willingly entertain that loss?”


    My fingers spasmed on the pommel. Was that what I was doing? Holding back from embracing magic because of what it might turn me into? And yet the royal gifts were so much more powerful than an average elf’s. What sort of monster might I become, if monster I became, with the gift to compel in my arsenal?


    “As usual,” I said, “you have given me a great deal to consider.”


    “Then I will allow you the opportunity to do so. But you should know that you have my every confidence.”


    I looked up at him, found him considering me with a gratifying lack of awe. I might have presented him with the culmination of all his scholarly aims, but I had become, once again, Morgan Locke, student and apprentice folklorist. I breathed out a long sigh as he urged his mount ahead. While I was not pleased at the possibility that I was sabotaging my own progress in matters magical, I found myself reassured. If Eyre could return to treating me as the man I’d been so quickly, surely all was not lost.
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    The rain returned in force and by evening we were once again reduced to shivering and huddling together for warmth. Even Guy and Radburn dragged their bedrolls close. I slept with Ivy pressed up against my chest, but the genets chose to distribute their damp attentions: Emily to Ivy’s back, and Seven to Chester, surprising me. Kelu decided to prevail upon Radburn’s charity.


    Almond, of course, would not leave me.


    “I feel it too, Master,” she whispered to me as I settled her.


    “Feel what?”


    “The way nothing is flowing.” Her shoulders were hunched, and rain streamed off her nose in rivulets that excited my pity. As miserable as the rest of us were, at least skin dried faster than fur. “Everything is clenched like a fist.”


    I sighed and tucked her beneath my cloak. “It will pass. It must.”
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    The following morning we had a respite from the rain, if not the clouds, and this revived my companions, though not to the level of discourse to which we’d become accustomed. I was nursing a headache, eyes half-closed, when Radburn began it.


    “We cannot arrive at Vigil soon enough. When this adventure was advanced to me, I had no idea I’d be spending most of it sodden with a back stiff from sleeping on the ground day after day. I can’t believe the faculty made this trip in such discomfort.”


    “Believe it,” Eyre said. “We did not have even the courtesy of the barn the Vessel procured for us. Once you leave Saintly behind, you can expect few comforts. The north has been abandoned to itself, and there is little to commend it to anyone who might want it.”


    I could sense my companions’ puzzlement, but unlike them I had senses capable of corroborating Eyre’s pronouncement. To the eye, the land seemed wild but not overtly wrong; one had to scrutinize it to see that the only shrubs growing on the hills were the same species, hard and thorned. The trees did not seem stunted, but looking into their eaves one spotted branches grown into strange shapes, or that sported dead spots without obvious sign of disease.


    “I wouldn’t want to live here,” Ivy said, casting her gaze around her. “Everything feels awry.”


    Or perhaps I underestimated human senses.


    “It no longer invites habitation,” Eyre said. “No doubt the Vessel could supply you with reasons as to why that might be. Suffice to say I have spent many a trip north as afflicted as you, Mister Douglas... and with several more decades to excuse my stiffness of joint than I believe you can claim.”


    Guffaws there. Radburn scowled but took the critique without attempt at defense.


    “Though I don’t mind roughing it—” Guy grinned at Radburn’s sour expression. “—I’m looking forward to our arrival as well. There presumably being libations more exciting than cold stream water, if not wenches.” Ivy sighed loudly, and Guy said, “Very well, then, wenches and men of loose morals, for the lady.”


    “Are you serious?” Kelu asked, peering at him from behind Radburn. “You want to get to Vigil so you can have sex? Why don’t you just make arrangements with one of your friends? Then you could be having sex all the way there.”


    A long pause. I cleared my throat and said, “Humans don’t have casual liaisons, as a matter of course.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Radburn said. “Humans have casual liaisons all over the place, Morgan. It’s men tumbling men that humans won’t admit to. Or women tumbling women, I suppose, but no one believes women to be interested in sex so they never posit the existence of carnal relationships between them.”


    Kelu’s ears drooped in such astonishment that I could read it despite my headache and my position on the other side of Ivy’s horse. The genet twisted in the saddle until she could meet my eyes and said to me, “They can’t be serious.”


    “I’m afraid they’re quite in earnest,” I said.


    “In denial, maybe, but in earnest?” Kelu jabbed Radburn in the back, drawing a yelp from him.


    “I suppose in dissipated tropical cultures, people will swive anything that moves,” Guy said. “Sounds good to me. When can we go there?”


    “We,” I said, “are going north. To Vigil. Hopefully without any swiving, given that we have more important things to do.”


    “Such a killjoy,” Guy said.


    “Are you looking forward to your return, Professor?” Chester asked, ignoring the conversation pointedly.


    “I am, yes.”


    But I had been his student too long to miss the hesitation, despite its brevity. “But?”


    He shifted in his saddle. “I had hoped to bring my colleagues with me. Coming alone will be....”


    We were all listening now as he sought the right word. At last, he finished, “Difficult.”


    “Difficult,” Radburn repeated.


    “Alone?” Chester asked.


    “Ah. I meant from a professional standpoint.” Eyre’s smile was decidedly wintry. “You must understand: Vigil is a site of great interest to a plethora of scholars. There are learned men from over half a dozen universities working there, with the inevitable jostling for hierarchy and use of resources. It can be a very... competitive... situation. I would have preferred to arrive with more support.”


    “We don’t count?” Radburn guessed.


    “I’m guessing no one counts except other professors,” Ivy said.


    “What about the priests?” Chester asked.


    Eyre suppressed his flinch masterfully, I thought. If his horse hadn’t twitched, it might have gone unnoticed. “I am afraid arriving in the vanguard of a host of priests who would like their goals to take precedence over the research currently in progress will not endear me to them.”


    “Wonderful,” Guy said. “A man wants ale, wenches, and a world free of demons, and instead he receives petty politics.”


    “Life in a nutshell,” Chester agreed.


    “Your life, maybe,” Ivy said.


    “Or a man’s,” Kelu said, grinning over the back of Radburn’s horse at her.


    “Are you truly allowing your retinue to be contaminated by women’s suffrage?” Guy said to me.


    “They are women,” I said. “For some reason I can’t imagine, women’s suffrage seems to be relevant to them.”


    “We’re not women,” Almond murmured. “We’re genets.”


    “We come in only one sex,” Seven agreed. “That makes us different.”


    “Not that different,” Emily said from behind Ivy.


    “God help us,” Radburn said, but he was smiling. “An entire new race of scholars, and mouthy ones.”


    The conversation rambled on from there, with Ivy holding forth—and holding her own—against Radburn and Guy, and Chester opining now and then as a mostly neutral power; I thought his position in society had given him a different perspective on the rights of women than our friends’. The wealthy could afford to buy themselves advantages the less well-heeled could not, but they were also subject to customs held over from the aristocracy. In some ways, Duchess Minda (or perhaps I should say Princess by now) had fewer choices than Ivy. Watching the latter arguing her point to Radburn while Emily leaned over to listen, furred ears trembling with interest, I gave thanks that the choices she did have had led her here.


    “Politics,” Chester said to me quietly, distracting me. I glanced at him and he said, “That’s bound to be trouble.”


    “Do you think?”


    Chester rubbed his thumb over the leather of his reins. “Do you recall two years ago, when they unearthed that stela from the time of the War of Annexation?”


    “I heard something about it,” I said. “But history isn’t my field, so it fell from mind, I’m afraid.”


    He nodded. “Let us just say that the competition amid scholars to bring home the most important finds is… bitter.”


    “And what are we,” I muttered.


    “Precisely.”
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    That evening, Last had a look at me and folded his arms. “You are not well, Lord Locke.”


    “I have a touch of a headache,” I answered, which made little of something that was inspiring my eyes to water. I removed my spectacles and polished the droplets that my lashes had spattered on their inner surfaces. “But I have suffered a great deal more pain in my life, Last, and the staff will not learn to fight itself. Please.”


    Was that approval? I hoped. God knew my course was ill-advised, particularly since I had no idea what might cause an elf to have persistent pain. It seemed the sort of thing that would heal itself, given the enchantment.


    Or perhaps not. The enchantment cared little for pain. It healed with little regard for how it felt to the person suffering that healing.


    I followed Last away from our camp, hidden among the trees off the road. The terrain here was a slowly swelling hill, and there was a field adjacent to our copse, which is where he led me. Perhaps he thought to spare me the difficulties of fighting around the trees, but what he succeeded in was making my head worse. Something about the sky with its dense clouds, close and dark, made the sensation so intense I had to force myself to keep walking.


    Chester followed, intent on his own lessons. Ivy trailed after, with Almond and Emily. I didn’t usually begrudge them the sight of me failing to best my guard captain exchange after exchange, but tonight I wished they had chosen to stay behind... particularly Ivy, who rarely spectated. Perhaps Last had some magic to read thoughts, for he sent Chester and Sabaf off toward the trees and politely asked ‘Lady Ivy’ if she would accompany them for now. She glanced at me and I managed a lopsided smile. “He perhaps would prefer me without distraction,” I told her, and this convinced her to join Chester, the genets trailing.


    “You are not well,” Last repeated when at last we were alone. “You do not need an audience.”


    “No,” I said. “But I will give it my best.”


    He nodded, tapped my staff with his weapon, and we set to work.


    Every night, Last drilled me against some different attack. He demonstrated how a man without weapons might disarm a man with a staff and then beat him with it. He showed me how a better-trained man with a staff might drop a poorly-trained man with a staff to the dirt with a well-timed swipe. Tonight it was how a man with a sword could still beat a man with a staff whose reach should have made such an exercise perilous. But very little was perilous for an elf. We fought with uncapped steel and Last rarely pulled blows. I sprouted punctures that healed themselves, leaving streamers of blood down my arms. Something about this was a relief, as if there was a pressure inside my body that needed release.


    As we worked, I felt the cold less and the pain more, until I fought with my eyes closed, accepting the wounds and answering blows by rote. Last was speaking, but I didn’t hear him… the clouds were too close—so close—


    The heat that swept through me was the Archipelago’s, eternal summer on a bright ocean breeze, pricking all the hair up along my neck and scattering my pain. I gasped and looked south, joy rising, shocking, perfect.


    He was coming! My brother was moving, was free—


    “Lord Locke!” Last barked, yanking me back into my body. I heard glass shatter and felt steel, and my sight dissolved into motes of spinning color. I fell forward, stumbled back, and in desperation grabbed to keep from falling.


    But not with my hands.


    The power in Last leaped to me, flooding my nerves until they sang. Everything skewed toward me, as if I had become the sun and all the world desperate for warmth. I had one fleeting moment of perfect elation and then I gasped, leaping for Last as he crumpled. “No, no, Captain, no!” I said, sensing the guttering of his heart as the enchantment struggled to maintain itself in the absence of the magic I’d stolen. I poured it back in, quickly, too quickly, and he shuddered in my arms, hiding his face so I wouldn’t see what it did to him, the reprieve, the glory of it. Grimacing, I pressed my eyes against his hair and held him, willing my heart to slow. “Last,” I said, stroking his hair. “Last. My apologies. I am clumsy, I did not mean to—”


    His trembling hand flattened against my chest and I quieted. He did not speak for so long I feared I had horrified him past bearing, but when he did his voice was low with awe. “No.”


    Carefully he pushed himself onto his knees and I allowed it, though I saw his face streaked with tears and it was abomination. Yet again, he shook his head, reached and grasped my shoulder carefully.


    “No,” he said. “My prince.”


    All the weeks of ‘Lord Locke’ fell away, and I felt suddenly how distant he’d been, how carefully he’d stressed the gulf between us. I had accepted the title without realizing how it had alienated us from one another.


    But now… now he believed. I was no longer his lord’s assignment. I was the prince of elves. His prince. I had used my powers on him, and he’d felt it in every sinew. I had compelled, and he had answered, and I had given him back his life.


    I fell silent and allowed him the moment. I allowed it to myself as well, for I was still shaken by how casually I’d commanded the elemental spark that animated him. Had I kept that power, I could have starved him of the enchantment’s fuel and killed him, for he was not like Kemses and Thameis and the other blood-flags. He did not have the magic to spare for anything beyond the maintenance of his immortality. That I had this power... that it was what would make me prince... sent a frisson of fear down my spine. I knew that Eyre believed in my rectitude, and perhaps he was right to have that faith. But the thought that the royal gifts must have been capable of manifestation in the existing elven society, among people who would have found it very useful for reasons nowhere near so noble as designed....


    Was it luck that had seen the prince-gifts rise in a man raised among humans, in a world slowly moving toward liberty and equality? Or did it constitute destiny? And who was I, to receive such a mantle?


    Last brought me from my anxious reverie with a touch, this one less awed and more focused: he was tilting my face to one side. “Can you see again?”


    Again? “Yes…?”


    Carefully he unhooked the spectacles from behind my ears. “I’m afraid these will be less easily mended than the eye.”


    The left lens had shattered and was drenched in blood. A few limp shards edged in rubine clung to the inside curve of the frame. Touching them, I said, “What happened?”


    “I expected you to duck,” Last said, rueful. He flaked the remaining bits of glass from the inside of the frame, leaving one lens whole and the other gone. “You didn’t, and the sword went—”


    “Into my eye?” I said, suppressing a flinch.


    “Into the lens, and skidded to one side,” Last said. “But your eye is fine now.” He squinted, studying the lashes. “No pieces in it, I assume, or you’d be blinking?”


    “God, no,” I said, touching it gingerly. Nothing, not so much as glass powder. I sighed as he placed the spectacles in my hands. Putting them back on, I found it strange to see more clearly out of the emptied side than out of the side with the lens. “I am grateful not to have lost the eye. Thank God I am not human, or these lessons would be the death of me.”


    “If you were human, we wouldn’t be practicing with live steel.” He studied my face for injury, saw none, brushed at the streaks of sticky blood fanning from my eye. “What was it that had you distracted, if I may ask, my prince?”


    In the shock and urgency of tending to Last, I had set it aside… but his words brought my gaze back to it, and my heart surged with a joy untainted by the theft of someone else’s energy. “My brother,” I said. “My brother is free. And he’s close. He’s coming toward us.”


    “Close?” Last straightened. “Close enough that we should wait?”


    “I… no.” I scanned the horizon, found myself surprised by the sight of a star or two, visible now from behind clouds that were tearing beneath a cold wind. “But the sea is no longer between us.”


    That clear wind, the harbinger wind, was tousling my guard captain’s hair around his throat as he stared into the horizon with a frown. Tilting his head, he looked at me and said, “Does that mean the sorcerer is also moving?”


    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Yet I can’t imagine what would have inspired him to release Amhric, save perhaps caprice.”


    “Caprice he is capable of,” Last said, rising and offering me a hand. “Yet I think it a mistake to believe him incapable of any other motive.”


    “I do too.” I accepted the help up, dusting off my pants. “I suppose we will find out when he joins us.”


    “Will he?”


    “Yes,” I said, certain of it. “He can find me. He knows where I am, and he… he is coming.”


    Last’s sigh was relief, I thought. “Let us find your man and repair to our beds. There is work to be done.”


    “Yes.”


    Chester was still working against Sabaf; this was the first opportunity I’d had to watch, as Last typically exercised me longer. I’d known Chester had been in lessons since he was old enough to walk; dueling was no longer legal, but the aristocratic habit of raising male children to the sword lingered in the upper class.


    I said the obvious. “He’s good.”


    “He will be good,” Last corrected, absent. “Once Sabaf trains all the sport out of him.” At my quizzical look, he said, “Your companion was taught a game. One used to see it, when we could still be hurt, that there were those who learned weaponry as a competition with rules. But there are no rules on a battlefield, save what kills one’s opponent. He seeks to score points. It is a bloodless understanding.”


    I considered Chester from this perspective, trying to see whatever it was Last found so obvious, but the clues remained opaque to me. All I saw was a man who could die fighting with a blade, and doing it well. I sensed the breath in his throat, the flash of a quickened pulse, the heat of muscles. I saw confidence and attention. I found it beautiful.


    “Enough,” Last called to Sabaf in the Gift. “He tires.”


    Sabaf halted, saluted Chester and received a salute in return.


    “Go you with your people, my prince,” Last said. “I will tell your guard that the King comes.”


    “Thank you,” I said, and went to collect Chester, Ivy, and Almond, and I got halfway to them before Ivy leaped to her feet and ran for me, distress written in every motion.


    “Morgan!” she exclaimed, touching my face. “You’re….”


    “Not harmed,” I said, leaning down so she could see. “I pledge it.”


    Behind her, Chester said, “Not harmed anymore, you mean to say. What shattered your spectacles?”


    “A blow I failed to duck,” I said ruefully.


    Chester frowned. “He pushes you hard.”


    “And he must. I have a great deal to learn, little time, and a body that will permit it.” I tamped down my shiver of delight. “My brother comes. He’s crossed the sea.”


    “Already?” Ivy asked. “I thought the sorcerer had him imprisoned. And that it was a voyage of at least a month by ship!”


    “I don’t know how he has managed it,” I said. I crouched so that I could face Almond and offered her my face. She quivered, then leaned forward and delicately lapped at the dried blood. I closed my eyes for her ministrations. “I just know that he has, and that he won’t be long. We might meet in Vigil.”


    “If the weather clears,” Chester murmured.


    “The weather will clear.” I felt it now, in my joints, in the air moving through my body, like a bright salt wind. “We’ll have no more rain.”


    “That would be a kindness,” Ivy said ruefully. “I was trying not to complain, but sleeping damp every day was unpleasant.”


    I sought her hand and clasped it, laughing. “If all you have to say about it is that it was unpleasant, you are far less given to complaint than Radburn.”


    “Poor Douglas,” Chester said, shaking his head. “He’s not suited to rustication. He prefers the city.”


    “We’ll have shelter soon enough at Vigil, and with my brother’s aid we’ll find what we need and put paid to our task.” I breathed out. “It won’t be long now.”


    Almond finished her work, leaving my temple cool and damp. I kissed her cheek and murmured, “Well with you?”


    “Master,” she whispered, hugging me tightly. I straightened, pressing her head to my side.


    “Is it really worth it?” Chester asked, quiet. He set his finger to the underside of my spectacles, on the empty side. “Working so hard for this brother.”


    “You have only to meet him,” I said. I thought of the royal gifts, and how easily they might be abused... and how astonishing it was that they might not be. “You’ll know then. Human kings might be one matter, Chester. An elven king is another altogether.”


    “I’m looking forward to it,” Ivy said. “So let’s to bed, the sooner to greet that day.”


    On our way back to our bedrolls, Chester murmured, “It would be something… to have a man worthy of one’s trust. One’s work.”


    I glanced at him, wondering at the odd tone in his voice. Perhaps I was as oblivious as everyone declared, because I could not unriddle his expression, save to think it too grave, and perhaps too melancholic.


    What had Amhric told me in the Fount’s cage? That what he needed was a connection to this world, a touch to make it real? I dared to draw close, brush Chester’s shoulder. When he didn’t object, I put an arm around Ivy’s waist and rested a tentative hand on Chester’s back, and this did not earn me a rebuff. He glanced at me with a winsome smile, wan but less distant, and I thought that permission, and an improvement. Almond took Ivy’s free hand, and so we returned. I missed Amhric still, but I thought I could grow accustomed to what was developing here, among my friends.
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    The following morning, I reached for my glasses out of habit and had them on my nose before I remembered that they were useless, and for this I have given thanks many times over, for had I set them aside I might never have discovered—


    “They work.”


    Ivy sat up, rubbing her eyes, and then peered at them. “They’re missing a lens. One you don’t need anymore, at that.”


    “But they work,” I said, baffled. The glass lens remained hazy; I’d gotten into the habit of looking over the rims, and had long since stopped attending to the trouble of it. But the missing lens was not just clear: it had infused some of the sleeping bodies around me with an unmistakably eldritch glow.


    “I suppose it would make sense,” Ivy was saying. “You can see better without the lens rather than with them. Should we pop the other out? Perhaps Chester could find a way to do so without breaking the frames.”


    “No,” I said, stilling her with a hand. She had that faint aura too, something I noticed only when she turned so that part of her body was in shadow. “No, I don’t know why it’s working, but I would rather not jeopardize the side that is.” Her expression made it clear I hadn’t explained myself yet. “The empty side is giving everyone a halo.”


    “Are you sure it’s not the sun?” she asked. “For once it’s up.”


    It was… and a finer autumn morning I would have been hard-pressed to recall, a cold, dry day with a gentle breeze that smelled of apples. I shivered, closing my eyes at the benison of the light on my brow. “Ah. No. I don’t think it’s the sun.” I offered them to her. “Can you see it?”


    Perplexed, she took them and set them on her nose, closing the eye on the side with the glass and squinting through the empty one. “Nothing? Perhaps it is something that needs magic.”


    “Perhaps,” I said, accepting them back from her. Once again, I spotted the faint illumination wreathing my companions. Living things seemed more vital when they were not drained of their magic. Could this glow be related? Perhaps it indicated magical aptitude? I could hope.
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    Explaining the state of my spectacles brought me in for the predictable ribbing about vanity, or my inability to duck a blow like a proper man. I gave back on that one, not seeing Radburn or Guy exercising themselves on the field against my guard, but Guy shrugged that riposte off with a laugh: “I’m not eager to put myself on the dueling ground with a man who can’t die.”


    “Really, Morgan,” Eyre said. “I know you have some attachment to them, but they seem beyond recovery. Why are you still wearing them?”


    I slipped them from my face and offered them to a puzzled Last. In the Angel’s Gift, I said, “Do you see anything when you look through them?”


    The captain lifted them and gazed through them without setting them on his face, the skin around his eyes wrinkling. “No,” he said, handing them back. “But they have changed.”


    “Changed how?”


    “They are charged,” Last said. “As your staff is.”


    And my staff had been blooded. So had the spectacles. Was that the link? Magic to blood and back? I rolled the thin wire leg between my fingertips, sensing something. A tingle against skin. In Lit, I said, “The frame shows me things now that one of the lenses is missing.”


    I had all their attention now.


    “Did it work for your captain?” Chester asked.


    “No. But he can tell they’ve been…” I sought words. Enchanted seemed hyperbolic. “Energized. Magically.”


    “So what is it you see?” Guy asked.


    I set them on my nose, looked again at my human companions. They all nurtured their small glows, each and every one of them. With effort, I could discern differences: Chester was strong, and Ivy. Guy more than Radburn, who was somehow more diffuse than any of the others. Eyre was a deep banked heat, glowing like coals. The genets burned too, Kelu and the Pearls less than Almond. Even the drake smoldered.


    I looked out further: the human knights that fringed our group were vague to my new sight, but the Vessel was bright. Not, I was surprised to find, as bright as some of my companions. “I see light,” I said finally.


    “We all see light, Morgan,” Guy said dryly. “It’s how our eyes work.”


    “I see light in you,” I amended. “In all of you. Not so bright that it occludes your features; it doesn’t appear to be physical, and when I look directly at you I don’t see it the way I see your face. I….” I grimaced. “There’s no word. It’s not taste or sound or the way your skin feels heat, but there is something of all those things in it.”


    “Light,” Radburn repeated, uncertain.


    “I think it may be magic.”


    “You’re seeing divinity?” Guy asked, and I couldn’t tell now if he was teasing or not. I noticed the Vessel listening from in front of us.


    “I’m seeing something,” I said. “Which I suspect may be… the magic in all of you. But hell if I know, Guy. There was nothing in my studies about enchanted spectacles. The usual thing is swords, shields—”


    “Cups,” Chester said.


    “Food,” Eyre murmured. “Food is sacred.”


    “And blood,” Radburn said with a shudder.


    “Says the man who is fascinated by cannons.” Guy rolled his eyes. “Have you noticed what a cannonball leaves of a man? The pieces are not clean.”


    “May I?” Eyre asked me, quiet, and it was a measure of my trust in him that I handed them over without hesitation. Ivy was… well. Ivy. And Last was mine in a way I was hard-pressed to describe to people who’d grown up committed to democracy. Giving what I perceived as my sight to those with a claim on me was natural. I had not realized Eyre was part of that circle until I felt his fingers graze mine as the spectacles left my hand.


    Did he know? Did it matter? I watched him study the frames, the reins resting on the pommel of his saddle. He even ran his finger along the inside rim encircling the empty space, and I wondered if he felt something: a heat, a pressure, something that signified their new ability. “Fascinating,” he said. “They seem in every way to be unchanged, and yet….”


    “And yet?” Chester asked, curious.


    “And yet one perceives them to be uncanny.” Eyre folded the legs and passed them back to me. “That may be observational bias. I now know them to be magical, so perhaps I impute to them properties that exist only in my own mind. Hard to say without some more obvious sign.”


    “So if we posit the glasses to be magical, and to indeed be indicating magical aptitude,” Chester said. “That would mean we all have it? And remain unaware of it, somehow?” He looked forward toward the priestess and said, “Honored Vessel? How did you learn that you contained magic?”


    I liked the way that sounded: containing magic. As if we were all marvelous gifts, capable of amazing things. It made me forget for a moment what elves had been using magic for on the Archipelago. I looped an arm around Almond, who was riding in front of me today.


    The Vessel canted her head. “I did not learn that I contained magic in the way you suggest. I grew up knowing. How could I not?”


    “So how did you learn to use it?” Radburn asked.


    “Could you teach us?” Chester added.


    She made a noise: frustration, I thought. “The magic must manifest itself first. Learning without knowing how to reach it accomplishes nothing.”


    “So… there’s an energy,” Ivy murmured. “And there are activities one can put it to. But one has to know… where the energy is? Before it can be channeled?”


    “Like a lake that cannot be used for irrigation until one pumps it out, perhaps,” Eyre offered, and the Vessel nodded. I noticed Last listening very intently, and wondered what he was making of this.


    “So what we lack is maps leading us to our own internal waters,” Chester said, frowning in thought. “How is this accomplished? You must have found your way, Honored One. How did you do it?”


    “Through prayer and meditation,” she replied, surprising none of us. The disappointment was palpable, though. Having had it revealed that they showed signs of magical potential, my companions wanted very badly to experiment with it. Furthering the interview only made it clear that the path available to the Church would not suit any of us. Priests grew up in a paradigm that made the discovery of one’s magical potential as natural as every other part of maturation. They believed in their divine heritage, and as children they groped toward it with the encouragement of their elders. Of course they stumbled into it if they had sufficient power to merit the awakening. The rest of us—older, more skeptical, blinder in some ways than children—would have to find our own path.


    It was perhaps to be expected that the conversation would turn to Last, who had made himself obvious in a way unusual for him.


    “How do the elves do it, then?” Radburn asked him.


    “It is not the same,” he said slowly, thinking through the concepts or his translation or both. “The land is not the same. And we… we no longer are the same. Once magic came to us easily. Now it is consumed by our enchantment.”


    My lips tightened into a thin line, hard enough to make my cheeks hurt. I touched one of them and murmured, “Of course,” before returning to the conversation at hand. “I don’t think the situations are comparable. Every elf born after the curse has been… fettered, is the only word I can imagine. They have not had the experience of growing into magic naturally either.”


    “We’re all blind and in the dark together,” Chester muttered.


    “This is assuming your glasses are revealing magical potential,” Guy pointed out into the ensuing silence. “You are hypothesizing it, but there’s no corroborating evidence. In fact, you could make a convincing argument that you’re wrong; we evince no signs of magical potential, so how could you posit that we have it at all?”


    A pause, and then the discussion erupted with a fury… naturally, for the most vociferous arguments were usually fueled by issues on which there is almost no data to validate one side or the other. Eyre waded into the ensuing mess and I left him to it. Eventually, the discussion settled back into what had become an old groove: assuming that humans had magic, how should society change to reflect this new axis of power and influence? Elves had a king—what should humans have?


    Again, Last rode further forward than was his wont, listening. Was this discussion somehow relevant to his duty to protect me? I hoped not.


    “What if we’re the only ones with magic?” Ivy asked suddenly, interrupting the course of the discussion. “Should we be kings?”


    “It’s unlikely that we are,” Chester began.


    “—assuming, of course, that we have magic at all, as this hasn’t been proven yet,” Guy put in.


    “The Church sowed divinity in us all,” Chester finished to her. “If we can have it, then presumably so can everyone else, or their efforts will have been in vain.”


    “We’re just talking in circles,” Radburn complained. “None of this is getting resolved.”


    “Since when have we cared about whether we resolve things?” Guy said.


    “Usually we just talk about them,” Ivy said. “But I agree with you, Radburn. It is getting tiresome. It was one thing to have discussions about things we had no hope of affecting. Now….”


    I could sense them all looking at me.


    “Now we will have to make do as everyone does who suffers through history’s grand changes,” Chester said.


    “Poorly,” Guy said.


    “Without the benefit of hindsight to make the choices seem obvious,” Chester said.


    “I don’t see as we’re making very many choices,” Radburn muttered.


    “I don’t know… this trip seems rife with potential for dramatic choices,” Guy said.


    “I am hoping for very little adventure,” I said firmly, to keep any perverse spirits from developing ideas. “I would like to arrive, open the vault, undo the enchantment, and have everything settle into place with as little fuss as possible.” At their looks, I said, “I have already had enough adventure for my lifetime.”


    Guy snorted. “I reckon not, given how long your lifetime’s likely to be. Eventually you’ll get bored.”


    I thought only the genets felt my shudder, but Ivy drew in closer and rode alongside me for the remainder of the afternoon.
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    That evening, Last did not summon Sabaf for Chester’s tutelage. We arrived to the sward adjoining our camp and found him waiting alone, hands folded behind his back and expression inscrutable, even for him. To Almond and Ivy, who had decided to accompany us, he said, “Please sit at the corner of the field.”


    I glanced after them, then said in the Gift, “Last? What is this? Will you be taking on Chester as well, then?”


    “Tonight,” Last said in careful Lit, “The two of you will practice against one another.”


    Startled, I said, “Is this wise?”


    “He’s better than you are, my prince. We all will learn something from this.”


    I snorted. “I already know he’s better than I am. Everyone is.”


    Last held up a hand. “Not so much true anymore,” he said. He looked at Chester. “You will obey?”


    “You are the armsmaster,” Chester said. “If this is the exercise, I’ll do my best.”


    “Good. To your weapons, then.”


    “My staff,” I said, dubious. “And his sword. Is that right? Or shall I find a sword, or cut him a staff?”


    “You shall use the weapons you are comfortable with.” Last added to Chester, “You may instruct later. Bout first, so you can make catalog of one another’s strengths. Do not fear to test him—he can feel pain but it won’t last.”


    “You notice he’s not at all concerned about telling me to pull my blows,” I said dryly.


    “You’re coming along well,” Chester said, by way of reassurance. We both knew it a very minor one, though; his eyes were suffused with affection and amusement both. God knew what my countenance revealed. Chagrin, I thought. What Last hoped to accomplish by teaching my friend he could pepper me with holes like a woman’s pincushion I had not the first notion, but no doubt his reasons would be revealed in time.


    “On your guard, then,” Chester said, sword lifted, and I raised my staff… and then we fought. And surprisingly, I did not do so badly. As we worked and the sweat began to trickle down my skin, I felt more confidence, fought with more aggression. We laughed, and it was pleasure.


    “Enough,” Last said, and pointed at Chester. “Stop it.”


    “I’m not—”


    “You are,” Last reproved. “You do no one any service by holding back. You cannot kill him. Stop treating him differently than you do Sabaf.”


    “Sabaf is a warrior,” Chester protested.


    “Your companion is the prince who guards the King-Reclusive,” Last said, and there was no brooking him then. “He too must be a warrior, and a more significant one than Sabaf, or you. Now, work him hard, or I will, and make you watch.”


    That paled Chester so visibly that even in the gloaming I could see the bloodlessness of his cheek. Would it be so hard to see me impaled? I supposed it would. Memories of Kemses fighting, his arms holding in the loops of his intestines, swamped me.


    “All right,” Chester said to me, quieter: an apology. “Let’s do this, then.”


    From the moment he sprang for me, I knew Last had been right to halt the earlier exercise. My belief that I’d somehow advanced to Chester’s level had been delusional, and powered by his desire not to witness me attacked by someone who would tear me apart, he drove me hard. I had all of one lucky moment where his blade caught on the incised patterns in the staff and he faltered, but that was the only time he gave me an opening, and the only thing he earned for it was a bruise. I spent all my time retreating before his attacks, and the staff, which had seemed a perfect weapon for preventing injury, now felt too unwieldy to respond to the nimble jabs of his much quicker sword.


    Perhaps I had chosen the wrong weapon at that. What good something that prevents injury in a people who cannot die?


    “Come on, Morgan,” Chester growled. “You can do better than this.”


    “I’m not sure that I can,” I said, backpedaling from his latest advance.


    “Stop fighting me as if I can hurt you—”


    “You can!”


    “I can’t!” He feinted and I stumbled away, and then he was in my face. “Stop shying away! For God’s sake, you’ve killed a man!”


    “I never want to again!” I exclaimed, and this realization stunned me for how deep a wound it revealed.


    Into that echo, that silence, Chester pressed his attack, and I reacted, and knew my parry had been too well-aimed. I pulled that blow with everything in me, so violently I tripped.


    Chester caught me. I grabbed for him.


    I grabbed through him.


    We both gasped, froze. I had never been so aware of the crease of someone’s shirt beneath my fingers as I was in that moment, knowing that my physical touch was a lie and what I was actually holding was something far, far more precious.


    “What… what is that?” he whispered, trembling.


    “Sssh.” I moved the hand, careful, up his arm. Set it on his heart and spread my fingers, feeling the warmth sparking there. “Do you feel it?”


    “Yes?” He swallowed, and I watched the starlight move over his throat. “Is that… what I think it is?”


    I closed my eyes and let my head drop until my brow rested against his temple. Flexed my intangible grip, gently, gently, and felt the radiance shimmer. We were quiet together, sensing my touch. He quivered, now and then, but that was all. We barely breathed.


    “Can you reach it now?” My voice was rough with it, the unexpected intimacy. The shell of him, the flesh, was nothing to this.


    “Let me… let me try.” He bit his lower lip and then breathed out once, a long exhalation. Calmer, he closed his eyes. A moment later, I felt the heat shift in my palm.


    “Again.”


    He nodded once against my head. This time the movement was more distinct, and Chester’s inhale was shakier. “I feel it.” He lifted his head, just enough to meet my eyes, his own glimmering wet. “I feel it.”


    I couldn’t help a smile. “So,” I said. “Practice.” I pulled tenderly, just enough to make the heat move, waited for him to tentatively pluck it back into place. For several heartbeats we replayed our duel in this liminal space, our blows mitigated, softened, become this passage of energy from hand to hand, until I felt I could have circumscribed the boundary of Chester’s soul entire and made it mine.


    “You have it,” I said at last, releasing my grasp. The heat sank back into him and he was still, the attentive stillness of a hound at the scent. Then he nodded too and swayed into me. I caught him, hand spread on his back now, and over his shoulder I saw Ivy... Ivy who had risen as if to leap to our sides, and had been arrested by what had happened after. Her eyes shone with something... amazement, and a sweetness.


    I had done this to Chester in violence, by accident. Could I do it with intent? I held a hand out to her and she took it unafraid. Drawing her into our embrace, I sought the light in her and found it, easily, as if Chester had given me a map. With soft fingers I tickled it, laughed when she gasped and grabbed my arm. “Winifred’s grace!” she exclaimed. “Is that what you’ve done to him?”


    “Is he petting the inside of your heart?” Chester asked ruefully, but I could hear the smile in his voice. He was still leaning on me, and this I encouraged. I didn’t think he’d be able to stand straight without aid after a revelation of this magnitude. It was one thing to witness the use of magic by the highest human priest in the land—another to finally touch it in your own soul.


    Ivy had her eyes closed, concentrating on the sensation. “Is that....” She pressed her lips together.


    “The magic in you,” I said. And she had it in abundance, more in fact than Chester did... I thought of Last’s words and attempted a tentative exploration. They were not much different in capability, I thought... but Chester’s well was drier. The moment I understood it I felt it as an unbearable thirst and shuddered, and both of them straightened, their voices a blent chorus of concern.


    “May I... could you...” I drew in a breath. “Would you permit me a terrible liberty?”


    They glanced at one another.


    “Would it hurt you?” Ivy asked.


    “Or one of us?” Chester added.


    “No,” I said. “At least, I am almost entirely certain. And if it pains any of us we can stop. But there is an enormous need and it would take so little to assuage it.”


    They exchanged another look. Ivy said, “Go on.”


    I sank into them instantly, one ghostly hand in either heart, and coaxed an arabesque of light from Ivy’s down through my body and into Chester’s. They both stiffened in shock, and then Chester’s knees gave beneath him. We both lunged for him before he could fall.


    “How... how could I have not known what I was missing?” he asked, mazed as if we’d hit him. He turned blindly toward Ivy. “And now I have the smell of you on the inside of my... my head. My spirit?”


    “I hope it’s a good smell,” she said with a halting laugh.


    “Like flowers and the sap of trees and growing things,” I assured her, because I smelled it too, and tasted it, and felt it as warmth.


    “You gave him a little bit of me,” Ivy murmured, eyes wide. “Some of my power.” A pause, and I could see the pride commingle with her astonishment, opening her shoulders. “I had enough power to lend to someone else.”


    “Yes,” I said.


    She turned that look on Chester, and I recognized that mix of warmth and responsibility that lit it. She was no longer Ivy Miller, the woman defying society to be one of the few of her sex to attend the university. She was not the poor but smart one, common in looks, who’d managed to maintain herself in that unusual lifestyle by frugality and perseverance amongst far better off men, and often far less intelligent ones.


    Now she was also Ivy Miller, who had something even Chester St. Clary, a man of power and privilege, had lacked and needed. And as I watched, the knowledge was not transmuted into glee or haughtiness or condescension... but communion. For Ivy it was enough to be on closer to the same footing, and if that footing had to be negotiated constantly, all the more reason to communicate with one another and learn something.


    And I hadn’t thought I could love her any better.


    All this was no surprise, though. The true surprise was my reaction to Chester’s humility and gratitude, and the trust he showed us both in accepting our aid. I had thought of him as kin, because we were more alike than we showed, we two. But seeing his reaction to being brought low and forced to accept charity—and such charity!—to have at last the culmination of all the dreams of his religion....


    I wanted to keep him at my side with a zeal that shook me. I did not want Chester the way I wanted Ivy, but I knew, suddenly and with conviction, that I loved him and wished not be parted from him.


    It was at this moment, shattered by revelation and with my arms full of two people I wanted never to release, that I found Last standing across from us. He did not look at them. Did not need to. He merely met my gaze and said in our tongue, low, “The Prince compels.”


    The world fell out from beneath me.


    “Morgan?” Ivy asked, her hands fluttering on my arm in worry. “What is it?”


    The Prince compels—the words echoed, too loud. How to explain all the ramifications of what we’d done?


    “He’s distressed because he has discovered that there is only one magic under God,” Chester said to her, drawing both my gaze and Last’s. “And so there is also only one king who directs it.”


    She pursed her lips. “You mean to say that there will be no human director of magic, the way there is an elven one... but that we all answer to the same individual? That makes sense, I admit. I would be surprised did God see any division between us. It would be like parents deciding that one of their children was somehow some entirely different species from the others.”


    I stared at Chester. “You understood him!”


    Chester clicked his tongue against his teeth dismissively. “Locke. I’m a linguist. I’ve been studying this language all my adult life.”


    “You’ve been studying the written form,” I pointed out. “I am no linguist but even I know the spoken form of the language is not somehow encoded in its orthography. Without some living speaker of the tongue to guide you—”


    I stopped abruptly.


    Ivy was already nodding, the merriment gleaming in her eyes. “The Church.”


    “Yes,” Chester said. “The vocabulary is much diminished, and the accent different, but it’s the same tongue... and it was the first I learned in addition to Lit, and how I discovered my talent for it.”


    “All this time,” I said, numb. “I have been speaking to Last....” Memory clouded my eyes. “You... you were riding so quietly alongside—”


    “To listen, yes.” Less mirth now. He looked at me, somber. “Have my actions cost me your esteem?”


    I considered what it must have been like, this man who’d made the elven glyphs the focus of his scholarly career, to discover abruptly that the impenetrable enigma of it was impenetrable no longer, but in fact linked to something he’d known all his life. To hold back from knowing more, from drowning in the excitement of that discovery.... “No,” I said. “No, I would have done the same. But those conversations were not intended to be shared.”


    “You said nothing that surprised me,” Chester said, quiet. “And nothing that reflected poorly on you.”


    Had I? I could no longer remember, save that Last and I had discussed elven metaphysics, and his concerns about humanity knowing overmuch of them. I looked to Last, who said in accented Lit, “It hardly matters now. You are their prince.”


    “You suspected,” I said, thinking of his interest in the conversation this morning. He nodded, a dip of the chin. “You noted that my response to physical peril is magical,” I continued. “And thought that if Chester pressed me, I might try the same tactic on him? And learn thereby whether the human capacity for magic was indeed widespread?”


    “It worked,” Ivy said.


    “It worked,” I agreed. And sighed. “And now, the inevitable complications.”


    “The price we pay for any change,” Chester said. Softer, “But oh, what a thing we buy with it!”


    “Worth it,” Ivy murmured, resting one of her hands on Chester’s arm and leaning into me, so that both of them were close, their breaths pluming against my neck. I quivered, remembering Kemses’s faithful, wrapping him in their arms, sharing magic with him. Had humans always had the wells of magic? Was the divine gift solely related to the ability to use it? So many questions I had no answers for. Who could give reply?


    But we had one last member of our party unaccounted for, who had effaced herself so effectively I had not seen her behind Last. She peeked out past him, unsure of her welcome until I extended my arm past Ivy’s waist, and then she padded toward us.


    “Can you do the same to her, then?” Chester asked.


    “We exist to give our magic to our masters,” Almond replied, ears low. “I have always lived to serve.”


    “That service drains them.” Last’s tone was warning.


    I glanced at Almond, who nodded. “We have one draught, Master. Once it is given, our time on this world is done.”


    Her words echoed through me like a horrible portent, and I ignored it to concentrate on the logistics. “I don’t understand,” I said to Last. “If it is solely the province of the royal gifts to compel magic from the unwilling, how is it that all elves now have this power? I have suffered that attention. I have seen it done gently as well, with your lord and his beloveds. Was it always thus?”


    “What a world it would be if it had been,” Last said. “No, my prince. The enchantment gave us the thorned touch. Some called it just compensation for the loss that came to us after Dissipation. If magic could not be redistributed by the king, at least everyone could make a try at it. Everyone could feed.” His face was a mask. “It was a demon’s gift.”


    “Then before the immortality came, there would have been no call for the creation of the genets,” I said. “Because there would have been no ability to utilize them.”


    “Maybe they were able to be utilized at all because of their genesis,” Ivy suggested. “You told us they were born of the royal magic?”


    “That only explains the genets, though,” Chester said. “It doesn’t explain... this.” He touched his chest, hesitant.


    Ivy pursed her lips. “But we received the gift divine. Perhaps before then there was nothing for an elf to steal from us.”


    “Save that the humans on the Archipelago surely didn’t come from the populace touched by Winifred... did they? I could not tell by the look of them.” I glanced at Last.


    “Hard to say,” he said at length. “The ships have visited us enough. Who knows what congress took place between those who came to trade and those who left? We have been through several generations of humans since.”


    “Oh God,” I said. “All this. It’s maddening. Too many mysteries.”


    “We live for mysteries, don’t we?” Ivy asked, a smile twitching at her lips.


    “Not when so many lives may suffer for our ignorance,” I said. I touched my fingers to Almond’s head and sighed. “And yet we must make shift with what we have.”


    “And that,” Chester said, “includes informing our companions that you can make their magical potential manifest.”


    A sudden silence as the rest of us contemplated that.


    Said Ivy, “I hope your spectacles were right about everyone having it.”
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    We told them the moment we returned to the camp, for neither Ivy nor Chester would hear of anything else, particularly the former: “It would be unfair to withhold it from them. They deserve to know, one way or the other.”


    “You can what?” Radburn asked.


    “I can pull the potential out of you,” I replied. “If you pay attention, you will learn where it lies, and then....”


    “We’ll be magicians?” Radburn said, incredulous.


    “We’ll be tyros,” Guy said, wry. He glanced at the Vessel, whose expression remained inscrutable. “Isn’t that right.”


    “A potential is only potential,” she demurred.


    “Ugh,” Radburn muttered. “I was done being a neophyte years ago. I worked hard to no longer have to be a neophyte.”


    “And now we will have to work hard again,” Eyre said. “Have some cheer. We are only done learning when we’re dead, and we’re surely not that yet.” He stepped toward me, wearing a faint smile. “Go on, my student. Let’s see what surprises this old body has still in store.”


    “You are not so old as that, yet,” I said, but I reached for his hand and cradled it in mine. The spectacles didn’t help in this endeavor: they showed the same smoldering light in him that they’d always shown, and it didn’t seem to indicate the point of the well within. I closed my eyes, but I needn’t have. Handling Ivy and Chester had made all of the human sources suddenly obvious. Like mathematics, the problem only seemed impenetrable until one grasped how it might be solved, and then it was all simplicity. “I could show you all at once,” I said, eyes still closed. “But I suggest you sit.”


    “Is it that overwhelming an experience then?” I heard the hope in Radburn’s voice, and how pleasing it was to have a welcome answer!


    “It is.”


    I heard them sit, felt Ivy and Chester range themselves behind me. Last burned a little beyond them, a low, thin glow in compare, his essence used up by the constant motion of the enchantment. And Almond... Almond came to stand beside me, hesitant until I pulled her gently against me.


    “Ready?”


    A murmur of agreement.


    I drew in a breath, and with it the world, the smell of a crisp autumn evening, piquant with the bouquet of crumbling leaves. On the out-breath, I reached for Radburn, Guy, and Eyre... pulled their magic taut in them while they fumbled past their initial shock and toward awareness of an organ in them they’d never sensed. Eyre found it first, perhaps unavoidably, for his was a disciplined mind and I could sense the patience of his years in his apprehension of reality. Guy and Radburn came to it almost simultaneously. They were all strong. As strong as the Vessel, whom I could feel now that I was extending my senses. Her knights were dim embers to her small fire, but they had it too.


    “This is it, then.” For once, Guy sounded shaken. “The force that powers enchantment.”


    “And temporary magics,” Last said in his accented Lit. “Not all magic is enchantment.”


    “And now we have all the differences to learn,” Radburn breathed. “Oh, this is...” He paused, then laughed past tears I was sure he wasn’t cognizant of shedding. “This is magic!”


    “Astonishing,” Eyre agreed, voice soft.


    How long would it take them to work past the wonder and into the repercussions of what I’d just done? I found my back growing more and more tense as I waited, grateful for Almond’s embrace and the support of the others at my back.


    “So then, my prince,” Eyre said. “I could use a hand standing.”


    I met his eyes, found humor there and affection... and knowledge, too. More than that... a kind of regret. I took his hand, wanting very badly to ask him about it, but Guy was laughing.


    “Oh, then. So we are committed to a world of elven and human commingling. I can’t wait to see how that goes over in the capital.”


    “Until what goes over?” Radburn asked. “That we need to ask elves to help us discover our potential?” He frowned. “I have to imagine that will become burdensome. It would take thousands of elves to work through the entire human population—”


    “You dolt.” Guy smacked Radburn on the back of the shoulder. “Start thinking with your head instead of your sentiments.”


    “I beg your pardon!”


    Guy turned Radburn toward me and pointed past his shoulder. “Yon ponce will be able to do the whole population at once. Won’t you, Morgan?”


    “If not me,” I said, slowly, “then Amhric will. Yes.”


    “Because he’s the prince. The prince of all creatures magical. And guess what we’ve just become?”


    Radburn paused, then glowered at me. “I am not about to become the subject of the weasel who neglected to inform us of his illness until he was nearly dead.”


    “If we are diligent students,” Guy said, “we might be able to tell when he’s lying to us. Certainly anyone who can reach into our hearts and mess around with our innards will not be able to do that without us having a touch of an insight back up the other way, eh?”


    Radburn snorted. Then said, “I admit it’s worth it just for the chance to feel... this.” He palpated his chest with delicate fingers, as if expecting it to cave beneath his touch. “To think that all our lives this has been within us, and none of us the wiser!”


    “Not much of a surprise, really,” Guy said. “There are plenty of organs in our bodies we are utterly unaware of unless they malfunction catastrophically.” He glanced at the Vessel. “You will provide us instruction, I assume?”


    The Vessel looked toward me and I nodded.


    “Of course.”


    Guy watched this interaction and lifted his brows.


    “She knew,” Eyre said. “She’s always known.” He smiled at the Vessel. “‘My lord.’ Not a courtesy title.”


    “No,” she said. “But I will teach you, yes. It is not as simple as waving an arm and reality obeying, though. It will require self-discipline. You will become acquainted with disappointment. We are limited in our capabilities.”


    Because of how parched the land was, I wondered? Where did the magic in people come from, and how was it replenished? So much I didn’t know.


    “Why don’t you begin now?” I said. “I doubt anyone will be sleeping tonight, not after this.”


    Her mouth creased with discontent, but she sighed. “No, I imagine not. Very well, then. Sit, all of you who would learn.”


    Chester and Ivy joined the others. So did I. What did I know of magic-wielding, after all? I could direct the prince’s gift, but the compulsion of magic from one being to another was not the ordinary use of it.


    “Let us begin,” the Vessel said, “with prayer.”


    I didn’t need to look to sense the mutinous looks, and sighed.
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    The Vessel’s first lesson lasted half an hour—more than that, and she claimed we would not retain anything, particularly on the first day. Her instruction involved breath control, and a great deal of sensing and moving the little ball of warmth around one’s body. I was not the only person who’d thought that nothing but fine words, because even Chester started when the Vessel demonstrated that when done correctly, the exercise made the extremity warmer to the touch. The doing of it proved more difficult than my companions expected, but they were at least able. I could not at all.


    “Don’t be distressed,” she said to me. “Your magic is knotted in the enchantment, my lord.”


    “But I can move the magic in you around,” I protested. “How not myself, then?”


    “Because moving the magic in others is the royal gift,” she said. “It is a different power. Think of it as the difference between your right hand and your left. Just because your right hand can be used to write neatly doesn’t mean your left is similarly able.”


    I still thought it nonsensical, but accepted the explanation. The breathing, at least, I could practice, and did. But more than that, simply sitting near my companions was soothing to me, in much the same way it was to sit near the genets. I should have found the observation distressing—one thought of predators, lulled by the smell of easy meat—but I couldn’t. These people were dear to me. That they now emanated a force that I could use at need was only relevant if I chose to use it, and I didn’t. I would not become what the other elves had.


    Could it be the royal gifts cropped up only in those with the moral center to avoid their abuse, and was that why there had been no king and prince to replace the one lost at Threnody-Calling-Forward? Perhaps that’s how we had gone so wrong: the demons had bestowed the ability to feed on other reasoning beings to everyone, regardless of their virtue; had stripped that ability from the purpose to which it had been wedded since the beginning of time. The king and the prince fought demons with their powers. What use those powers without purpose?


    This was much on my mind when the lesson broke up and I found Eyre accompanying me back to my bedroll.


    “What was it?” I said, remember the regret. “That made you sad.”


    “Not sad,” he said. He sighed and smiled at me. “You have been my student for a long time, Morgan. How many folk tales have you read?”


    “Oh, I don’t know,” I replied, startled. “Hundreds? Thousands? The Red Prince tales alone had dozens of iterations.”


    “You recall the feel you had when you read a story and knew something of its ending, though you hadn’t read the particular one before?”


    “There’s a pattern to fairy stories,” I agreed. “The folk wisdom tends to reinforce the same messages....” I stopped, looked at him and found him watching me. “You think we are settling into one of these patterns.”


    “We are,” Eyre said. “All is happening as it must.”


    “Then why the sorrow?” I said. He didn’t answer, as I half-expected, so I sorted through it on my own. “Because the grand epics and the folktales that last all involve sorrow.”


    “They involve sacrifice,” Eyre corrected. “And they involve payment for sin and error. There is no happy ending without the warning of what awaits those who fail in their trust.”


    “We won’t fail,” I said, firm.


    Eyre set his hand on my shoulder, gentle. “I know you won’t. You will be the good prince who does right and saves the world from evil. But you will need a balance, my student, or the story won’t serve. And the rest of us are not quite as safe as you are, being the protagonist of this tale.”


    “I suppose I will just have to protect you, then.”


    “From others, certainly. But from ourselves?” Eyre shook his head. “No one can do that.” He smiled. “Go on then. Go rest. Your companions await.”


    I would have protested that they were all my companions until I turned around and saw Ivy and Chester, already sleeping on either side of my bedroll. Was it so obvious then? I glanced at him, wide-eyed, and he chuckled. “The prince always has a loyal knight or two. Good night, Morgan.”


    The prince also tends to have a wise mentor, I thought. Those mentors might fade out of the story toward the end, but only because they returned to their tidy cottages to await the next prince in need of advice. It was the only thing that allowed me to contemplate slumber, for the idea of anything else befalling Eyre was unbearable. But as I fell asleep, I remembered Sedetnet’s breath on my neck. Had he not said something similar to what Eyre had once told me, about one’s heart’s desires, and how one might be one’s own worst enemy… and how little we knew about what we truly wanted?
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    The following day was festive. The air was crisp and cool and smelled of pine and sun-dried hay; the sky overhead arched a pellucid blue so bright my eyes watered to look on it. We were whole, we were all apparently magicians, and everything seemed possible to us. Even I was gladsome despite my realization that there remained some miasma in front of us, some wrongness in the land, and that we were riding toward it. I chose instead to embrace everyone’s pleasure, and my knowledge that somewhere behind us, Amhric was riding. How soon would he join us? What news would he bring? Good news, I hoped, or he would not be free.


    Even Kelu was in a good mood, and took it out on Radburn with many a well-timed jibe.


    We talked of what a risen human population would be like, with magic at every fingertip. We speculated on what we in particular would be capable of. We made jokes about the elven addition to the human government, and how that would play before an audience purportedly grateful for the gifts the elves would bring. “Give people power,” Guy said, “and they’ll forgive you a king.”


    “Or call it something else,” Radburn said. “First Minister of Magic.”


    Ivy offered, “President of Magical Allocation.”


    “Magic Husbandry Expert,” Chester said, mouth quirking.


    I shook my head, but allowed them their fun. And who knew? Perhaps they were right. Perhaps humanity would welcome the elder race if it came bearing such gifts.


    It was only much later, during our break for lunch, that Seven came to me, ears drooped. The sight of her distress was so surprising that I reached for her at once, took both her tiny hands in mine. “What is it?” I asked.


    “Emily was sad,” Seven said. “She couldn’t do magic, though she wants to be like Mistress Ivy. But Mistress Ivy has said they would find something else Emily could do, and that they’d find that way together.” She sighed. “She is kin, Master, but she has already become someone, and I remain no one. Just… a genet slave.”


    “You are not just anything,” I said firmly. “Much less a slave.”


    “I want a name,” she said. “But I can’t think of anything. If I had a name, maybe I could become something. But I’m afraid if I let you choose my name, Kelu will tell me I will have poisoned the outcome. Will I have?”


    God, what a sorry mess. “No,” I said. “Not at all. I’d be honored to name you, Seven, and that name you can keep until you decide it no longer suits you. The way you have decided that Seven doesn’t suit you.”


    “Seven isn’t a name,” she said, blushing.


    “Neither is Kelu,” I said, “but you don’t see Kelu rushing to exchange her name for another, and hers is far fouler than yours.”


    Seven’s ears pricked back up again. “That’s true.” She squared her shoulders. “Then… may I have a name, Master?”


    “Yes. And I know just what I would call you, even.” I thought of her talent for finding things and said, “Serendipity.”


    “Serendipity!” she exclaimed. “Doesn’t that mean… good luck?”


    “Yes,” I said. “It means good things come to your hands without your intending it, and it’s what I wish for you.”


    “I like that,” she said, shy. “But it’s a very long name.”


    “You could shorten it,” I said. “Serry, maybe.”


    “I could shorten it….” She licked her teeth slowly, as if tasting the words. “But… I think I like it long.” She nodded and looked up at me, turquoise eyes resolute. “I will keep it. Thank you, Master.”


    “You’re welcome, Serendipity.”


    In truth, it was something of a long name. But I hoped giving it to her would make her think of positive things when she thought of herself.
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    That evening, we all sat to the Vessel’s lessons, and afterwards Chester and I presented ourselves to Last for the armswork, ignoring the good-natured teasing we received about flaunting our endurance. This became our routine: we rode amid banter, had our magical education at the Vessel’s knee and then we parted ways to retire or bout as our consciences drove us. Neither Chester nor I begrudged the others the extra sleep, nor the ribbing. The weather remained beautiful, and we had become accustomed to the pace and the rations, and sleeping outside no longer seemed a hardship. I remember very little of the particulars of those halcyon days, but flashes, now and then: Ivy laughing. Chester helping me off the ground after a hard lesson. The calm of my companions’ faces as they breathed into the discipline of magic.


    I could believe that things would be well. That I would be the good prince. That my powers would not corrupt me. How could I believe otherwise with such companions at my side? All around me, I found comfort. I too learned to moderate my breathing by drawing in contentment and letting out fear.


    That was what I remembered best forever after of those days. Contentment.


    We were two-thirds into our journey to Vigil on one of these breathlessly perfect days, with a cool wind like the breath of angels on our necks; the conversation that day was on the relative merits of governments with and without single heads of state. We’d just peregrinated into a tangent extrapolating a council composed entirely of genets and women when the wind fell away.


    Was I the first to notice because I’d been listening more than talking? Or was it the worldsense that warned me? But the stippled skin that ran up my spine prickled all the way to my scalp. The knot of wrongness toward which we were riding seemed more present, and linked itself to something that made my entire body itch. I looked behind us and knew not why.


    “Morgan?” Ivy said, glancing at me.


    I held out a hand to still her, and everyone else trailed off. The Vessel had stopped and risen in her saddle, looking back. My hands clenched on the mane of the drake.


    Into the silence came a vibration, tapping against skin.


    “What the hell is that?” Guy asked.


    The tapping became noise: like the rattle of hundreds of beads—


    —no, bones.


    Over the horizon came a flock of uncanny birds: the skeletons of hundreds of vultures. We knew them for the breadth of their wing arms, and for how they glided, like living vultures, coasting in eternal patience on thermals. The rattle was not the beat of those skeletal arms, but the sound of the wind shivering their hundreds of bones around them as they headed north.


    Their shadows dappled the road, fleeting, sliding over us as they passed overhead… and then they were in front of us, receding, vanishing into the perfection of the autumn afternoon.


    The silence held. And then the wind returned, soft as an apology between lovers.


    “What… what was that?” Radburn asked the Vessel, shaken.


    “The carrion eaters are returning home,” Rose replied. She had blanched beneath her dark skin, mouth pressed into a thin line. “We must go. Before it’s too late.”


    I nodded and urged the drake onward, and we resumed the journey.
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    That night after our magical practice, Chester and I were not the only ones to report to Last, who watched the stragglers joining us with mute interest.


    “And here are the dilettantes,” Chester said, folding his arms. “Come to play at men’s work.”


    “Oh, come off it,” Radburn said. “Like you’re the only man with the right to follow Morgan off into the deep woods and disport yourself with swords.”


    I held up a hand before anyone could run with that conversational gambit. “Do you have weapons?” I asked.


    Eyre said, “We can cut staves.”


    “And we have knives,” Guy said.


    “Fat good that will do for you,” Chester began and then halted, staring past my shoulder. “Oh no. No, I will not be a party to this!”


    “A party to what?” Radburn asked, irritated, and followed his gaze. “Oh, well, no. All yours, Morgan.”


    I turned and found Ivy and Kelu standing there, resolute of purpose. The latter armed only with her teeth and wearing only her collar, and the former….


    “My great-grandmother’s,” Ivy said, brushing at the high-waisted pants with their multiple buttons. “A bit out of fashion, but they fit. I thought I might need them, so I packed them.”


    I should have made objection when presented with her obvious intention to join a fracas, but the sight of her struck the thoughts quite out of my mouth. Instead, what came out was: “Your great-grandmother’s trousers haven’t been worn threadbare? Given her eventful life, I would have assumed them to be patchwork by now….”


    Her peal of laughter delighted me. “Oh, goodness. She went through them so quickly, Morgan, she was forever sewing new ones. These were some of the last she made.” She patted them with pride. “I am fine riding in skirts. But I can’t imagine learning to fight in them.”


    “I can’t imagine you learning to fight,” Chester said. “Oh, Ivy! Be reasonable! These are creatures so strong even men will be whelmed by them. If something were to befall you….”


    “I imagine something will befall me a lot more easily if I don’t know what to do with a knife!”


    Chester said to Eyre, “Professor? Some help, please?”


    “I have none to give, I fear,” Eyre said. “Our histories are replete with women warriors, Mister St. Clary, as well you should know given a proper education. You did take history, didn’t you?”


    “Morgan, tell her,” Chester said. “It has nothing to do with her being a woman.”


    “And everything to do with what?” Guy drawled.


    Chester met my eyes and I sighed. I knew exactly what he was intimating, and he was right: the thought of Ivy with a sword in her hand was appalling, not because I thought her incapable of using one, but because the thought of her dying in battle harrowed my heart. But I was saved from deciding on this by the unexpected reprieve.


    “I may teach the men,” Last said in Lit. “But the females I cannot.”


    “I beg your pardon.” Ivy scowled at me. “You didn’t say your guard captain had some issue with women.”


    “He doesn’t,” said a voice behind us. Our evening lessoning was becoming crowded, but I was grateful for the arrival of the Vessel. “He merely observes the irrefutable, which is that men and women use magic differently.”


    “What has magic to do with holding a sword?” Ivy asked.


    “Everything, when that sword is being wielded against the risen dead,” the priestess replied. “Come with me, and I will teach you how women fight against evil.”


    “Does it have to do with sitting well behind the line of battle and wringing my hands?” Ivy’s voice dripped scorn; I hadn’t ever heard it thus, and wondered how deep to the quick her fear pierced to anger her at the loss of this opportunity.


    “It has to do with commanding the dead to lie down by calling to their bones,” Rose said, her voice gone clipped and her eyes hard. “With healing those so wounded they would die. With making our bodies so inimical to evil our touch burns the unnatural armies raised by demonic might.” She lifted her brows. “Or is that somehow less power than waving a blade about?”


    Startled, Ivy stared at her. Then she lifted her chin and said with admirable composure, “I would like to learn those things.”


    “Then leave the tools to the men, who cannot do without them. I will teach you true power.” Rose held out a hand and Ivy glanced at me with a rueful smile before following.


    “She makes us sound crippled,” Radburn muttered.


    “We are, by her lights,” Last said, unperturbed. He looked at Kelu. “You are neither male nor female, magically.”


    “I know,” Kelu said. “I’m one of those ‘tools’ everyone uses. But this tool has teeth, and I’d prefer to know how to use them if I need to.”


    Last sighed. “There will not be much I can give you.”


    “Then give me what you can.” She paused, ears flattening. “Um, please.”


    My captain looked at his would-be pupils: a professor, three students, a bloodthirsty genet, and me. I could almost see the sigh he was suppressing. “My prince,” he said, “I will teach them if you tell me so. Though I will have to speak with the human captain about the guard duties. Shall I?”


    “Positively feudal arrangement,” Guy said, shaking his head. “Tell him to do it, Morgan.”


    “I will,” I said. “If you’ll divulge why you’ve changed your minds.”


    “You know why we’re here,” Radburn murmured. I met his eyes.


    “As long as you’re committed,” I said. “I get the feeling demons and unquiet dead are not impressed by half-hearted measures.”


    “We’re committed,” Radburn said with feeling.


    “Undead birds,” Guy said, shaking his head.


    “Maybe we really will run into an angel, eh?” Chester said, and since that was a joke I was surprised when Guy replied.


    “At the rate we’re going on, maybe we will.”


    I sighed and said to Last, “Teach them.”


    “Very well,” Last said. “Let us find them weapons.”
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    Last summoned two of his men and put them to work, one with Chester and one with the remainder. Me he kept to himself, though he left me to do drills on more than one occasion so he could watch his juniors at their instruction. It was Last who called the end of the session, in fact.


    “Will they serve?” I asked after they’d trudged away.


    Last rolled his shoulders. “Your teacher is better than either of the two youths—slower but more practiced, and magic can compensate for speed once he’s been taught the battlecant. Your friends have more enthusiasm than useful knowledge, but that can be remedied, particularly since they have dedicated themselves to learning. Your knight, of course, could best them all. You included.” He grinned. “But it’s not a sorry lot. Thankfully the priestess is teaching them the Angel’s Gift… that will make my work easier.”


    “Because you’ll be able to explain the concepts to them better, in your own tongue?”


    He glanced at me, perplexed. “I am not speaking of language, my prince. I meant the Angel’s Gift.” At my expression, he prompted, “The ability to call magic to heel and use it as one sees fit? That is the gift.”


    “I thought… but wasn’t the Angel’s Gift literal?”


    “Yes,” he said, bemused. “The gift of an angel to us. The ability to wield magic. One may use words for it, if one wishes. Most do, as a way of focusing the intention.”


    And all this time I’d thought otherwise...what else was I missing or confusing in my ignorance? “I see. And Kelu?”


    “Faster and more aggressive than any of your friends,” Last said. “One might mistake her for male, the way she fights. She would make a good guard candidate, if her bitterness could be assuaged. As it is….” He shrugged.


    As it was, yes. “Thank you, Last,” I said.


    “My prince,” he said. “I only hope it will be enough.”


    Not words calculated to soothe my fears, but I preferred his candor all the same.
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    Ivy roused enough to murmur a greeting when I returned to my bedroll, though not enough to lift her head. I brushed the hair from her brow and said, “You are well with the lot you’ve been granted?”


    Her cheek mounded, the only visible evidence of the smile she had hidden under her blanket. “S’good. Shortly I shall be more dangerous—” She paused for a yawn. “—than any of you.”


    “Good,” I said, and slid down to join her. My friends slept around us, the genets, the Vessel. I could sense the knights and the elves maintaining the perimeter. We were come to terms at last with what we must become. Eyre was right: the story was falling into place. I suppressed my shiver and tugged the blanket over my shoulder.
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    We made haste then, eating in the saddle for our midday meal and stopping as infrequently as possible. When the Vessel healed the galls of our headlong passage, Ivy joined her, repeating the words of the rite beneath her breath. We learned the human way of magic; practiced against Last and his elves. We heard the invisible rattle of skeletal vultures in our sleep.


    We rode around bends, into valleys and up slopes. We slept in fields and in convent sheds or monastery barns, under trees and under stars. We were no longer men and women of separate means and ends, our motivations as disparate as our countenances. Our sweat, our frustration with magic, our nightmares united us. The forging of that union involved a great deal of friction and discomfort, but perhaps all lasting ones did. I could hope.


    There came a day when I realized we’d been riding slowly upward for quite some time; the inclines were so gentle one didn’t notice them until they stopped. The Vessel reined in her horse and looked out, waiting for us to catch up to her, and when we did….


    “God Almighty,” Chester whispered.


    Below us spilled a plain beneath the flawless autumn sky, but shadows seemed to gather on it despite the lack of clouds to cast them. The bones buried under that grassy sward somehow pricked the senses like burrs… and the vastness of the field staggered. Had the battle engulfed it entire? My soul screamed that it had, that once in ages past elves had soaked this field with their blood and humans had died to it, only to be dragged again to their feet and sent back to the fight. The worldsense wanted to pull me under with those corpses and drench me in their horror, so powerfully that I yanked myself clear with a jerk hard enough to sear my eyes and give me a headache. Better that than to fall into that dark past, though I knew we would have to answer for it soon enough.


    I lifted my eyes from the weight of that history and found more of it, and if the battlefield had been awe-inspiring it was nothing to the remains of Vigil. The city had been built on what looked like an enormous motte, jutting high above the plain and spreading lengthwise along its edge. The stone facing this motte had been carved with fanciful designs that could be discerned even from our vantage: dragons and sea serpents and warriors and sages, their bodies stretching up into the walls of the city, so large the curved, clawed hand of one of the dragons could circumscribe the entirety of the vast doors breaching the stonework. The remains of a road led up to those doors, but it was visible only near the embankment. The major roads seemed to follow a riverbed up into the city and out the other side.


    I could imagine how it must have been in its glory: a city of shining towers, pennants aloft in the window, guarded by its enormous reliefs, with the sun on the river and all the bridges over it within the city itself.


    “No wonder every academic on the earth wants to come to Vigil,” Guy said.


    “It’s stunning!” Radburn said. “Is that a real river… running uphill?”


    “Not anymore,” Eyre said. “As best we figure, the river was assisted, mechanically and magically. And it was artificial… dragons dug the channel and diverted the waters for the human and elven designers who requested their aid. Just like they helped build up that hill.”


    “Elven and human designers,” Chester repeated.


    “And dragons!” Radburn said, eyes wide. “Don’t be telling me now that there were once dragons!”


    “And this everyone knows,” Guy drawled. His horse sidestepped under him as he eyed Eyre. “A city everyone in Troth knows about, but doesn’t know was designed by elves and dug out by dragons.”


    “Vigil is ancient history,” Eyre said. “As you should well know, few people are truly interested in history. They want to know what they need to know to live their lives. Time spent learning things that cannot materially affect their welfare is a luxury.”


    “History is not a luxury!” Chester exclaimed.


    “It is when you’re spending all your living energy keeping yourself and your children fed,” Ivy murmured. She nodded. “Yes, I can see how no one would care how our ancestors erected Vigil’s stone walls. But I admit I am curious if the Church knew.” She glanced at the Vessel.


    Rose said, “Vigil was not always named Vigil. Is that not correct, Professor? You know.”


    “Of course.”


    “Well, spit it out, one of you,” Radburn said, irritated.


    Guy was squinting at the distant city. “No, I think I can take a guess.” He spoke as if quoting. “‘The royal capital was once in the central north of Troth, within sight of the Selvedge Mountains amid the lush forests where game was plentiful. Once imperialism drove the continent to war, the would-be emperor and his court moved south, in order to have better access to the fronts near the borders of Candor, Diligence, and Help-on-High.’“ He lifted his brows. “Yes?”


    “Yes,” Eyre said.


    “The royal capital?” Chester said, hushed. “From before the imperial wars. You suggest that once Troth’s capital teemed with three races?”


    “As far as we know,” Eyre said. “That would be correct.” He lifted a hand. “But one knows how difficult it is to reconcile the records of history, particularly so far back.”


    Radburn frowned. “But if Guy’s right, where are the ‘lush forests’?”


    “The dead destroyed them,” Rose said. She pointed. “They came from the north, whelmed the city, and spilled onto the Imperial Sward.” Her fingers traced their path down to the valley of shadows and mourning. “And it was there that the elven king stopped their advance by petitioning the angel.”


    “So there really were dragons once,” Ivy said. “And not like Morgan’s.”


    “Morgan’s steed is a fine beast,” Eyre said. “But beast it is. True dragons out of history were enormous creatures. The eldest were as vast as their reliefs on the wall. And they were reasoning beings.”


    “Did they have souls?” Kelu asked drolly.


    A pause. Eyre started laughing. “Good genet, of a surety no one would dare to suggest otherwise to a creature with talons the length of a plowhorse.”


    “The city looks closer than it is,” Rose said. “We’d best be on our way.”


    And so we were. My expression must have betrayed my headache and my attendant anxieties, however, for Eyre guided his horse alongside the drake as we were riding down toward the valley. “Something troubling you?”


    “How are we to find anything in a ruin that size?” I said. “I was expecting... well... ruins. As in, of a building or two. Not a city that dwarfs Evertrue.”


    “The catacombs are extensive,” Eyre said. “But not all of them were devoted to people of our diminutive size.” At my glance, he smiled. “The dragons carved themselves a holt there. They were allies, after a fashion.”


    “After a fashion,” I said, dubious.


    “They thought very differently from humanity. But then, so did the elves then.” Eyre shook his head. “Don’t fear, my student. The catacombs where the books were kept are actually quite small. It is there we will find our cluster of scholars at work.”


    “A university in miniature,” Chester murmured, having overheard.


    “Home away from home,” Ivy offered.


    But Eyre did not agree. Would it do any good to confront him on it? I doubted it, so I let it go, and wished I hadn’t.
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    Fortunately for all our sakes we were not best served by taking the most direct route to Vigil, across the battlefield. The vaults that were the subject of academic interest were near the western end of the city, and the road we were on curved toward that side, so we remained on it. The shadowed plain became our uncanny companion, always to the right of us. We never camped on that side of the road. I tried not to look at it; did not have to, in truth, for I felt it beating on my skin like a second, sickly heartbeat. If I could have turned the worldsense off like a lamp, I would have; since it didn’t seem a thing eager to respond to command, I made do by ignoring it as much as possible.


    I noticed Rose’s outriders had returned to her and mentioned it off-hand.


    “No one left to warn off,” Chester said. “No one lives out this way anymore.”


    “How shall we present ourselves?” I asked Eyre as the city hove closer. “Are there any of Leigh’s scholars there in permanent residence?”


    “A few, yes. It would be scandalous otherwise, if the capital of the republic could not afford to field at least one or two of its natural scientists to one of the great architectural sites. You won’t know them, though... they’ve been there for, oh, nearly twenty years now.”


    Guy snorted. “Practically ancient history themselves.”


    “Yes,” Eyre said, and I thought he sounded glum, of all things. Nor was I the only one, because Almond peeked past my arm and found the courage to address him.


    “Are you worried, sir?”


    “Not worried, Miss Almond,” he said. “Or at least, the feeling is nothing that rises to that level of dismay. It is only that those positions were much fought over—”


    “And you didn’t get one,” she guessed, hesitant, and I was surprised at her percipience. Eyre was too, from his expression, but a comment that would have been presumptuous or rude from one of us was something to be encouraged in a genet, by his lights.


    “You’re correct,” he said. “But that was some twenty years ago as I said. There’s nothing left of my feelings on the subject but a vague curiosity over what might have been had my life taken a different path.” He glanced at me and smiled. “I would no longer make the trade. The compensations for remaining at Leigh were far greater than I anticipated. To teach...” He drew in a breath, looking up at the sky. “It is to accept oneself as a link in the far greater chain of the growth of human knowledge. There is a joy in understanding that one is raising the next generation of scholars to continue the work when you have gone to your reward.” Now I flushed, and he pretended not to notice, looking again at Almond. “Whatever the case, while one of the positions went to someone I’m quite fond of, the other two have long been my rivals, and have never forgotten it.”


    “Why?” Emily wanted to know. “They got everything they wanted, and you got nothing, or at least they think you got nothing. They won. Shouldn’t they be happy?”


    “One would think,” Eyre said. “But human nature is rarely so logical.”


    “So our choices are to ride in there surrounded by the Church and raise everyone’s ire for bringing them into an area the academics feel is their bailiwick alone,” Guy said, “or ride in there as emissaries of Leigh and raise your rivals’ ire for scoring the academic coup of the century.”


    “Of the millennium, I should think,” Ivy murmured.


    Eyre began to speak, then sighed, his shoulders easing down and head sinking forward. “Well, yes. This was why I wanted to bring more people with us when Morgan asked me to head this expedition. There would be been more comfort in numbers.” He eyed Rose. “Had I had the time it wouldn’t have been any trouble to find those numbers.”


    The priestess said only, “Vultures,” and the conversation stumbled over the resulting silence.


    “But if we’d been late, maybe the dead would have taken care of the professor’s rivals,” Guy said, resorting to humor so dry I thought it would scour bone. “We’ll have been able to start fresh.”


    “By wading through a battle with things that can’t be killed save by magic just to get to our vault of spells,” Chester said. “Somehow I don’t think that tale would have ended as well.”


    “I don’t know,” Radburn muttered. “I think I’d take a clear fight with a skeletal riever over some murky interpersonal snit any day.”


    “We can throw you to the skeletons then,” Kelu said.


    “Stuff you in one of your cannons like an enormous cannonball,” Guy said.


    “You could climb in it feet-first, with your sword pointing straight out,” Ivy said. “And then when we shot you, you would fly like a lance into the heart of the enemy!”


    “Very heroic,” Chester agreed, deadpan.


    “You are all ridiculous,” Radburn said, but he was laughing.


    “For once we agree on something,” Kelu said. “All that plan would accomplish is to get you torn apart by the undead. Is that what humans think of as heroism?”


    “Some probably would,” Ivy said.


    Kelu laid her ears back. “No wonder you ended up as elf food.”


    “Tell us of these rivals,” I said before that erupted into the inevitable ruction.


    “And about the men from the other universities,” Chester added.


    “And women!” Ivy said.


    “Alas, Ivy, I fear there are few other women. You are a rarity, though one I hope will become less so in the days to come. Perhaps the revelation of magic and the introduction of an entirely different species will be so disruptive that something as mundane as women’s equality will seem a minor social change.” He pursed his lips, then launched into a description of all the major principals of the archeological and anthropological teams. As one might expect, the true scholars were few, and were assisted by dozens of students, most of whom were rotated out every few years—”Wonderful,” Guy commented, “Minions,”—but otherwise, we would be limited to having to make acquaintance of only twelve people.


    The number seemed reasonable. Surely we could convince twelve people of the urgency of our errand.


    That night I offered my arm to Kelu in advance of her need, and while she growled her reluctance she did not turn from it. The two Pearls also came as well, though Emily waited until Kelu was done and approached me with Ivy’s handkerchief already to hand. She tried to be neater about it, and watching her I wondered if Ivy’s human influence was any great favor. Kelu might have chosen the most brutal fashion possible to state it, but she was right: the genets were not human or elven. They would have to find their own way... if they could. What would happen now that Amhric was free and Suleris could no longer drain him to make more genets? Without the spell, they couldn’t be cloned; without the royal blood, the spell wouldn’t work.


    Almond came last, as always, and lapped at my palm with all the humble gratitude of a penitent on her knees in the Cathedral. I kept her close once she’d finished, trying to hide my distress.


    Before padding away, Kelu said, “You know this is going to end in blood and tears, don’t you? Their plan is no better than the one you came up with on the boat here. In fact, it is the plan you came up with on the boat here, which is woefully lacking in specifics. Still. Despite all this time.”


    “We’ve managed thus far,” I murmured.


    “A few bony vultures aren’t going to be a menace to anyone,” Kelu said. “The real tests are coming.”


    “You don’t have to be so negative all the time,” Almond murmured, her ears sagging. “You don’t have to say all the bad things as if they have to come true.”


    “Someone needs to warn them they’re about to ride into a wall,” Kelu said to her.


    “If you tell them nothing but poison, you will make them weak,” Almond said. “And then when they need to be strong, they will hesitate, and then they’ll die.”


    Kelu stared at her, tail slowly settling to the ground in her surprise.


    “You can warn people about the things they might encounter without sapping all their strength to face it,” Almond said softly. “You know that, right, Kelu? Because... it can’t be that you want them to fail. Can it?”


    Kelu opened her mouth, closed it, just barely: I could still see the gleam of her teeth. Then she said as she padded away, “You’d better go, ‘Master.’ Your elf is waiting to beat you up.”


    Last was indeed standing behind us at a polite distance. As Almond helped me up, she said, “Must you go fight after you’ve made the gift to us? It makes you weak.”


    “Only for a bit,” I said, though it surprised me to discover she was right. I was so used to the enchantment healing every ailment. “I’m right, yes?” I said to Last. “We recover from this as well.”


    “We do, if not quite so quickly. Magic lives in the blood, my prince,” Last replied. “There is no separating them. Drain the magic from the blood, and there are problems—drain the blood, and the magic goes with it. Either way, it weakens us.” He glanced at Almond. “It would take a great deal of bloodletting to deprive an elf with the royal gifts of power, though, and the supping of four genets is not sufficient to the task.”


    I thought of Amhric, trapped in the suite by the predations of the voluptuaries. And the genet magic.... I glanced at Almond. “It takes blood to make you, literally, doesn’t it. They were tapping him to make you.”


    “It’s said to be messy,” Almond murmured, ears sagging. “But I have never witnessed it, Master.”


    “Come,” Last said. “The others are waiting.” He grinned. “Your bruises will heal more slowly for the next few hours. Perhaps that will help you remember your lessons better.”


    I snorted. “I suppose there is a positive side to every situation.”


    “Never doubt it, Master,” Almond said with such solemnity that I couldn’t.
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    The field never seemed to end, and I grew tired of its oppression. I found myself bending from it as we rode, as if it was exerting a physical pressure on my body. Had I been riding a normal beast, I was sure it would have balked at carrying me with the conflicting signals I kept sending through knees and hands; the drake was made of sterner stuff, and bore me without complaint. Now and then it would twist its head back and whuffle my knee, blowing its forge-hot breath over the fabric, so intense I could feel it straight through two layers of clothing. I was grateful for it, and tired of my reaction to the dead.


    That night, when the Vessel assembled us for our magical practice, I sat at the back as usual, cross-legged, but did not listen. I summoned the drake, who came to me and curled up behind me, forming a warm couch with its long, reptilian head pillowed on its arms. Almond came too, hesitant until I reached for her, and then eagerly. I patted the top of the drake, and she climbed up there, tail hanging over its side. Then I rested my hands on my knees and let myself become aware of them; I didn’t lean back, but I didn’t have to, to feel them. I paid attention to my posture, to the wonder of being able to sit so freely in a position that would have seized all my muscles in the body I’d been trapped in before. I lifted my face, eyes closed, and sampled the scent in the air: fewer apples now, and more stone, somehow, a dry, dusty, high smell that traveled on the cold wind. It no longer felt like autumn, but like winter—was it that we were further north? Or up higher? I hadn’t perceived the altitude changing, and Eyre had said the motte was artificial....


    The words fell away, slowly, as if my mind was sinking past them. All around me they fluttered, like leaves settling to the ground. I eased past them, spread out like roots growing, seeking. I couldn’t help steeling myself.


    There, not just to the east, but all around us... grief and old fear, in layers in the soil like veins of ore. The deeper I dug, the more acute it became, until I felt it fresh as a new wound: a terror so abject it harrowed my heart, and a fear of loss even more powerful. And then a ripping pain so unbearable it whispered of demons: of insanity and anger and souls gone twisted with the injury. It was as if a moment had been crystallized and left to lie there, untouched, for centuries. I let myself internalize that moment, which lasted all of a breath... and then I rose out of the earth and back into my body.


    I was warm, because the drake had inched closer and now had its head in front of my feet. I felt far calmer than I thought the experience would have warranted. But my shirt was damp. I touched my face—I’d been crying.


    I could look east now without flinching.


    I also realized the field was not the source of the ancient grief I’d discussed with the Vessel.


    The lesson was only just drawing to a close. I waited until the others began to disband before approaching Rose.


    “That’s not it,” I said without preamble. “Threnody-Calling-Forward. It’s not the source of my sense of wrongness.”


    “No?” she said, cocking her head like her sparrow.


    “No,” I said. And added, reflecting, “Though I know why it’s called Threnody-Calling-Forward.”


    “Oh?” she asked, and that was curiosity. And then, checking herself, “Apologies, my lord. Where do you sense the wrongness now, if not beside us?”


    “It’s still north of us,” I said. “And west.”


    She frowned. When she didn’t immediately answer, I said, “Rose? What’s northwest of Vigil? You know, don’t you?”


    Her smile was faint. “No. But I do know what might be northwest of Vigil.” She turned that way. “It’s said the last elven king went that way, leading all the dead behind him.”


    “The king,” I murmured. “Who succored the human race with his sacrifice.”


    “All the world, really,” she replied. “Without him, there would be nothing here left. The demons and the dead would have scoured all the life from the continent and moved on in search of more, and left nothing behind.”


    The idea chilled my skin. I remembered the profane, hissing voices, so malevolent in their glee, whispering promises that I couldn’t die. That I would free them to devour the world. I looked up at her. “What happened to the prince?”


    “The prince?” she said, puzzled. “He died, of course. The prince is supposed to guard the king, yes? Even your own captain would tell you so.”
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    I asked him, after weapons practice. He looked to the field, the starlight limning his profile and edging his irises in silver. It was a rare angle that didn’t flatter an elf, but I had never seen him look so otherworldly as he did in that moment, contemplating the site of his race’s last stand. Then he looked at me and said, “The Prince wards the King. Marne was not a King-Reclusive, like your brother, my prince. He was the King-Engaged, and Sihret was his shield, as he had to be.”


    “I thought the angel only required the King’s sacrifice.”


    He set a hand on my shoulder and met my eyes. “The Prince wards the King. There is no living for the one, if the other dies.”


    “Hyperbole,” I said, my skin going taut with fear.


    “Truth. You rule together, my prince. Or you are both replaced.”


    Amhric’s words echoed in my head, soft as his voice: we were not meant to be apart, apart, apart. I drew in a breath and said, “Well, I suppose I will have to be better at the guarding than I am.”


    “You have done well thus far,” Last said. “And you know things that few princes of the past would have the opportunity to learn.” He smiled at my quizzical look and said, “You know hardship, Morgan Locke. You know crushing hardship, and the perseverance that pushes past it. What elf has known hardship in centuries?”


    “I hope it will be enough,” I muttered.


    He squeezed my shoulder. “You are a lord worth serving. Don’t doubt it.”


    For a long time I remained there, staring out over the field. Disbelieving him, and knowing it didn’t matter what I believed: if others did, then I would have to be worthy of them. There was no other choice.
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    It became my habit to consult the worldsense during the magical lessons. The drake slunk close and coiled around my body, and usually at least one genet joined it, lying either on its back or alongside its tail. The murmur of the Vessel’s voice accompanied me as I sank away, seeped outward. The grief of history became familiar, and familiarity inured me to its barbs; I concentrated on reaching north, straining to find the trail a king had once taken to save the world. I was never successful, but the practice taught me a purity of concentration the Vessel’s instructions had failed to impart. There was a tranquility in the exercise of this power that soothed me, and that left me prey for the evening it shattered. My spirit was wide open when the spike of pure terror lanced it, and I tasted wine in my mouth, and blood.


    I was on my feet before I realized I’d leaped upright and lunged back the way we’d come, heedless of the arms impeding my progress and the babble of voices that were nothing to the urgency of the cry I could still feel bleeding like a laceration in my heart. He wasn’t calling—he would never call, not knowing the import of the errand that had driven me from his side—but he needed me, he needed me now.


    A voice speaking the Angel’s Gift brought me back, just enough to realize that nearly everyone was restraining me, that it was taking all of them to do so. Last was talking, loudly but calmly. “My prince. My prince. What is it? What is it, my prince?”


    “Last!” I gasped. “Last, he’s in trouble! He needs us—”


    “Stop moving, my prince,” Last said, and because he asked I forced myself to hold still. My body wouldn’t stop trembling, even when he set both his hands on my shoulders and steadied me. His gaze was intent, all copper scintillance. “Focus. What’s wrong?”


    “I don’t know!” I cried.


    “Is it demons?” Chester asked in the Gift.


    It was hard to waste time in talking when urgency kept driving me to answer my brother’s need... but I couldn’t do this alone. I remembered the Vessel’s comments about wrongness and stretched back along the path south. “No. No, no demons. I’d know, yes? But I don’t feel anything that... uncanny.”


    “So some other peril,” Last said. “But peril it is, yes?”


    “He needs us,” I insisted.


    “He needs someone,” Last said. “But it cannot be you, my prince.” When I began to object he shook me, just a little. “It cannot be you, can it? Because the key to his unfettered power, and yours to protect him, is only a few days north of us now. You’re closer to it than he is. You must unlock the enchantment.”


    “He’s right,” Chester said.


    “If the king dies, none of this will matter,” I said, desperation sharpening my words. “The royal gifts will die with us, and the elves will have to find them again in time to save the world from demons. How likely do you think that will be? We need to go back for him!”


    “I’ll go,” Last interrupted. “I’ll go and bring him back.”


    Every fiber in my being howled for me to accompany him, to be the physical weapon interposed between Amhric and whatever had caused him such distress. I could still sense it, sour and thick in my throat, spurring my heart. “You’ll take the guard with you,” I said. “All of them.” I saw the objections rising in Last’s eyes and said, “You will, Captain, or by God, I’ll go with you!”


    “What are they yelling about?” Ivy asked, fretful. “Morgan, what’s wrong?”


    Chester said in Lit, “The king is in trouble. Morgan wants to go back for him; Last says he needs to continue to Vigil, and he’ll turn back and fetch him. Morgan has agreed only if Last will take all the elves.”


    Behind us, the Vessel said, subdued, “The knights can see to the prince, Captain.”


    Last turned a fulminating look on her; he trusted the knights to ensure the safety of the party as a whole, but it was clear he thought of me as his personal responsibility. Perhaps that’s why he swung that burning gaze on Chester. “You,” he said in the Gift. “I charge you with his safety.”


    Chester stiffened but didn’t look away. “With my life. I vow it.”


    I wanted to protest, but Last was already striding away, and there were more important things still to manage. I called, “Last! Take the drake! He’s faster than the others.”


    “Fast enough that he’ll outrun the guards on horseback—”


    Frustrated, I said, “Not for the ride there. The ride back. Put Amhric on the drake and send him before you. You harry the people chasing him. The drake will get him here. The drake is practically a guard himself.”


    Last tilted his head. “You think there will be a chase.”


    “Take him,” I said. “And the staff as well.” It hurt to think of being parted from my weapon, symbolizing as it did my promise to my brother… but it was because of that promise that I had to send it. Was I forever to be reduced to the delegation of this duty to others!


    “Take them both,” I said again. “And use them to save our king in my name.”


    The elf scrutinized me, and whatever he saw in my face convinced him. He bowed to me and called for the others.


    “Morgan,” Ivy began.


    Chester took her by the arm. “Not yet.”


    I left them behind to see to the drake, to draw its head into my arms. With my cheek pressed to its temple, I whispered my requests to it, was certain it understood. Perhaps it was a beast, as Eyre had said, but it knew the blood in me, was more loyal than any hound and more dangerous than anything else on four legs. “Bring him back,” I finished, and it huffed softly, nudged my chest.


    Last rode up, followed by his men. “Go, great heart,” I said to the drake, and it flowed into the midst of the horses. To Last, I said, “Captain. To your duty.”


    “My prince,” Last said. “We will bring you the king.”


    They thundered back down the road, into the gloaming, trailing their uncanny faerie glow behind them, and the drake ran alongside, free and masterless. I took a step after them, as if drawn, felt the vacuum of their exit pulling me behind them. But they were gone too quickly for me to follow and I halted, bereft and trembling. Somewhere, days behind us, my brother was suffering. There was no guarantee Last and his men would arrive in time to succor him. And I... I had let them go without me!


    “It had to be done.”


    I think of all our companions, only Eyre could have said those words to me without retaliation. As it was, the look I flung him was so wounded he flinched... but he did not step away. He was standing at my side, arms folded behind his back, and there was an inevitability to his presence that made his words acceptable. Barely so, but enough.


    “I don’t see how,” I said past the thickness in my throat. I swallowed blood, did not know whether it was phantom or real.


    “The faster we learn the secret of the magics that bind you, the safer we’ll all be. And the king... no one will stand against him then.”


    “They bound him, Professor. They bound him in silk and starved him on cream and honey, and they harrowed him with bedroom games while draining all his blood into cups and pouring it into genets to be reused at their leisure,” I said, low. “And I saved him.”


    “You will save him again,” Eyre said. “But to do that, you must trust the men who serve you to play their parts in the story.”


    “This is not a story!” I cried.


    Eyre didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. I pressed my face into my hands, dragged my palms down until my fingertips rested just over my nose. Reluctantly, I said, “If this is a grand fairy tale, then the fact that this pattern has repeated is important.”


    He cocked his head.


    “Trusting others to do my work.” I thought of the drake killing the scout sent to find us. Tasted the word and found it foul. “Delegating. All my life, sir, I have been too sick to do for myself, and have relied on the charity of others. Now at last I am hale, and still I find I cannot do for myself. I want to be effective, for once in my life!”


    “After a lifetime of needing others, you have discovered the truth that we never stop needing others,” Eyre said. “Nothing has changed, Morgan. And there is no doing this alone.”


    “Then what do I do?” I asked, aggrieved.


    “Now you ask Mister St. Clary which horse you should be riding, and we push on through the night. I think we could survive the pace.”


    I glanced past him, found the others still standing, doing their best to look inconspicuous, murmuring amongst one another. Eyre was right; they were waiting to hear from me. And they would no doubt be willing to accommodate my request.


    “I don’t know how I have deserved such companions,” I said, low.


    “Cherish their fidelity,” Eyre said, “and give them the opportunity to demonstrate its breadth. They will love you better for your gratitude. Leadership requires you to share your burdens. The willingness to be vulnerable is a quality only the strong attain to.” He lifted his brows. “Your long sickness has made you strong. Tell me it made you strong in the right ways.”


    I glanced at him, then said as I moved toward the group, “You will live out your days in a cottage, sir, or I will rewrite the story myself.”


    He snorted but said nothing.


    “What’s it to be, then?” Chester asked as I approached. “Are we pressing on tonight?”


    “Can we?” I glanced at Rose. She inclined her head.


    “I can help with the healing now,” Ivy said firmly. “It’s good practice for me anyway.”


    “Then... please,” I said. I strove not to fidget. “I don’t know what inspired my brother’s call. Something has gone wrong, and I can only pray that Last and his men can liberate him from whatever situation he’s found himself in. But our best hope of helping him involves us making it to that library and finding what we came for.”


    “Then let’s go,” Radburn said. “Time’s wasting!”
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    Anxiety blurred the final phase of our journey to Vigil into a pastiche of sensory impressions: the cobalt blue of the night sky, so absurdly clear; the smell of horse sweat and the sound of their hooves striking dry earth as we climbed the rising road; the sense of haste, of anxiety spurring my heart. The touch of the genets. The unfamiliar motions of the mare rocking beneath me. Ivy’s body spent with exhaustion under my arm in the spare hours we claimed between labors. My body could not be hurt, but it could tire if driven hard enough. We were coming close.


    Too many days later our party aligned itself upon the final stretch, shadows spilling in front of us as we drew nigh to the city. The wall heaped itself up over the road in what would have once been a grand, armored arch, at least ten stories tall... but weather and wear had tumbled it, pouring its stones over the northern precipice and leaving only a long, ragged diagonal in which a single gate still stood, its spindled curve limned by a single layer of stone and nothing else. Divorced of its reinforcing wall, it made for a haunting reminder of all the knowledge we’d lost: a door into history, barely standing yet.


    Beyond it, the rubble of the city was scarcely more ordered, which made the cluster of new buildings erected in the dusty courtyard all the more incongruous. At my look, Eyre said, “They named it Legacy.”


    “They should have named it Hubris,” Guy quipped, and no one disagreed.


    Our party rode through the gate and into the city. The broad central lane was cluttered with debris, but it had been so wide when built we had no issues traveling it when we stayed near the center. The north side of the city was in poorer condition; on the left, the buildings were more likely to be razed to their foundations, or reduced to half a story. The buildings on the south side had been built flush to the wall of the city, and some of them still reached up several stories before showing their gutted faces.


    The road ended in a vast courtyard, one nearly the size of the university grounds. It had once been edged in a balcony, from the spars still jutting from the farthest edge like broken teeth... and away before us, stretching into the distance, was a great, dry channel, over which one or two crumbled bridges still spanned.


    “There was once a river there, that rose from beneath the ground,” Eyre said. “It bisected the city. They called it the city of bridges, and there were far more of them. Not just over the river, but between the buildings....” He pointed up at the south side, tracing an imaginary line from one side to the other. “Up on the highest stories. The bigger bridges had circular platforms in the center, where people would stop to talk or sit or eat—there were vendors there.”


    “Magic,” Ivy breathed.


    “Literally.”


    The town of Legacy had been erected in the courtyard, on the northern side, though calling it a town was excessive. There were some seven barracks-style buildings built incongruously of new wood, arranged in a semi-circle, and something that looked like a public house behind them, squatting amid the rubble. I found the sight ugly. Even the remains of Vigil inspired awe, and the city had been aspirational in design: great heights, gracious lanes, beautiful bridges, ambitious walls inscribed with art. The squatters who’d come to dig up her bones had made themselves functional shacks to sleep in, but they paid no homage to the city they were there to study, not even the smallest one by being at least pleasant to look at.


    As we approached, one of the doors opened for a youth in dust-streaked clothes; he had one look at us and vanished back inside, no doubt to raise the alarm. The Vessel had ordered her men to roll and store their banners, so until we drew close enough for their livery to be discerned, no one would know who they were... but none of that changed that we were a large party, and unexpected.


    Rose sounded resigned as she held her horse back to pace Eyre’s. “I suppose we must leave this in your hands.”


    “It would make things easier if they thought I was in charge, yes.”


    “A teacher from the university, leading the Covenant made flesh,” Rose said dryly. “They’ll believe this.”


    “You have no idea what an academic will believe if it permits self-aggrandizement,” Eyre said. He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Are you ready, my student?”


    “Past ready,” I replied.


    “Then let us see how things fall out,” Eyre said, and dismounted in front of the foremost building just as it began to disgorge the people inside. My sense of them as invaders redoubled, though I knew it to be inappropriate: Vigil had been abandoned for centuries, so any claim the elves—and the kingdom of Troth—might have had on it had long since eroded with the stonework. And yet I couldn’t deny the sensation, and as the number of people before us grew, I found I thought of them as enemies rather than potential allies, as I would once have assumed them in the days when I thought of myself first as a student.


    Those days were gone. I was now first my brother’s sword. Or staff, in my case.


    That these people had almost no glow when seen through my uncanny spectacles did not help endear them to me. How could they lack magical potential? The Church had spread throughout the continent, had been hard at work on its mission for centuries. Rose had said not all people had the ability, but for no one here to have even a glimmer? Not just a lack of a glow... several of them were dark to my sight, like shadows. That made me shudder, and my horse caviled, reacting to my unease in a way I no longer expected. The drake would have become vigilant, like a predator, not nervous. I missed it.


    Eyre was dismounting now to greet three people: two men and a woman, and in the latter I finally saw a spark of light. We’d never discussed how I was to be presented, but we hadn’t needed to; I hung back, and all my friends ranged themselves in front of me, blocking me from view. Even the genets had been mounted behind the humans they’d chosen to ride with, and Guy and the knights of the Church had arrayed themselves in front of Radburn, Ivy, and Chester, all of whom were hosting a genet. Almond rode behind me, and her arms around my waist were trembling. I stroked one of them, reassuring.


    All my senses had become more acute with my transformation. I had no trouble hearing the conversation.


    “So, Eyre. Come back for another try at relevance?”


    “Oh, Roland, stop being such a lout. John, it’s wonderful to see you! Though a bit of a surprise. And with an entourage...!”


    “I had good cause, Mary. Doctor Powlett, good to see you again as well.”


    “Likewise. So, what brings you here? With, as Miss Carrington observes, entourage? Are those—”


    The first man, the one with the supercilious voice. “You brought the Church, Eyre? Really? I know you’re an also-ran, but I thought you had some standards.”


    “They were kind enough to provide us escort.” Eyre’s courtesy had an edge, as if he was accentuating it for the sake of their auditors. I could see him past the shoulders of the knights: he was standing stiffly erect, but undeniably confronting the two men to whom he was speaking. There was no camaraderie there despite their obvious familiarity. The woman I could not quite espy from my vantage. “I need access to the vault.”


    “Of course,” the woman—Carrington—began, but the first man cut her off.


    “We’re in the midst of important work here, Eyre.”


    “God, you’re such a boor,” the woman said, exasperated. “Let the man find whatever he’s looking for and leave, Roland. He has before without disrupting anything.”


    “That was before he brought a double handful of priests.”


    The second man said, dubious, “He has a point, Miss Carrington.”


    “I don’t need your help,” Eyre said. “And I don’t need anything in the antechamber. My business is with the vault.”


    A long pause. The men who’d gathered around them were straining to hear more.


    “The vault.” Roland’s scorn could have drawn blood. “Really.”


    “Yes.” Eyre’s smile was small, but I could hear it in his voice. “I’ve come to open it.”


    “You and what magic?” Roland asked with a laugh.


    Had I ever been given a clearer cue? I urged the horse forth, and my friends and the knights parted for me, their silence absolute. I thought briefly of making some dramatic gesture, some statement... but too well I remembered my first sight of an elf on the Archipelago, behind a desk in a factor’s office. Anything beyond my arrival would have been unnecessary. So in that silence I drew back on the reins and waited on the horse’s back, steadied by Almond’s arms around my waist. There was no wind, no word, not even a drawn breath. Everyone’s gaze swung to me and was riveted.


    “My God,” the woman whispered, her hands flying toward her mouth but not reaching it. “My God, John.”


    “As you can see,” Eyre said calmly, “I have made arrangements.”


    The two men standing alongside the woman were staring at me, and I guessed the shorter one with the slack-jawed shock on his dark face to be Powlett, as the taller one’s face was only just relaxing out of a sneer and into surprise.


    “Morgan Locke,” Eyre said. “My colleagues. Doctors Mary Carrington, Emery Powlett, and Hugh Roland.” He canted his head. “Where are the others, by the by?”


    “Down in the catacombs,” Carrington said. She was an elegant woman about Eyre’s age, willow-long and light-skinned with a bun of silver-threaded gold. My horse backed away as she took a hesitant step toward me. “Did he say... Morgan Locke?”


    “He did,” I said, and watched her flinch at the sound of my voice. I wondered suddenly if the bellsong and ocean surf in it was not some quality native to elves, but a function of the Angel’s Gift. Could I turn it off? I would have to try later.


    I could sense her frustration. She wanted to know how I’d ended up with a human name. I was not inclined to tell her, not when I perceived everyone around us to be at odds with Eyre.


    Of the two men, the taller one recovered more quickly, walking past his colleague to stare up at me in... what? Some mixture of hauteur and avarice, I thought, which I saw past the dark blot my spectacles painted over his heart. I had seen similar looks on elves confronted with particularly toothsome feasts, had had such a look directed at me by someone intent on stealing my essence from me; was it because my glasses suggested his empty well that I made the connection? Or was he truly similar in character? Either way I disliked him, and perhaps it showed for he twitched. But he was made of stern stuff, Eyre’s rival, for he kept coming until he was almost close enough to reach me with an outstretched arm.


    “Welcome, my lord,” he said. “We are gratified to offer our hospitality to one of the elder kindred at last.”


    I looked down my nose at him, over the rim of the spectacles with their single lens. And ignored everything he’d said. “You will not speak to Professor Eyre in such a manner again.”


    “What?” He recovered himself. “No. Of course not. John and I are peers.” He smiled. “A sibling rivalry, if you would. Nothing important.”


    “I have a brother,” I said. “I would never speak to him thus.”


    His pause then was more distinct. “Ah... no. I imagine you don’t. We are less like brothers and more... colleagues. A professional rivalry, if you would.” A thinner smile. “We squabble. It’s tradition. Competition keeps us strong.”


    God, what ghastly thoughts. To reveal their lack of solidarity to a stranger, without knowing whether he might use that knowledge against them? Perhaps I had been far too conditioned to the Archipelago’s cutthroat interactions, but I couldn’t imagine going on this way even in Evertrue. Was he always this wrong-footed? I had to imagine not, or he would never have gotten the better of Eyre. His awkwardness had to be due to me.


    I supposed I merited a little awkwardness from a human who’d never known me as anything but an elf.


    “He didn’t mean any ill by it,” the shorter man said from behind him.


    I glanced from one of them to the other, assessing the dark holes in them where I’d become accustomed to seeing a glow and finding them disturbing. “All of these people with me. We require board and room and access to the vault, as well as introductions to the other scholars present. Otherwise, you will not impede us.”


    The two men met each other’s eyes with what could only be called panic. Roland said, “Surely we could be of aid to you? We’ve been here a long time, Lord Locke. We might serve as guides—”


    “You cannot guide where you have not seen,” I said, and lifted a brow. “Unless you’ve opened the vault yourself?”


    “We’ve opened some small locked chambers,” Carrington said.


    “You cannot open the door that I must.” I slid off the horse. “We’ll see it now, in fact. If you will spare someone to guide us there.”


    “Of course,” Powlett hastened to say.


    I looked at Rose and the knights. “And I would appreciate your seeing to my people’s lodging.”


    This was sufficient cue for everyone to begin dismounting. I helped Almond down, and Ivy and Chester came to me, followed by the rest of the genets, and Guy and Radburn. The Vessel met my eyes and arched her brows; I answered with an infinitesimal shake of my head. I needed someone to remain on the surface to wait for Last and the others, and the knights would be best suited to meet any threat that might be chasing them. It was unlikely that Amhric would arrive today, but what if the peril afflicting him had more than one party to devote to chasing down wayward elven royalty?


    “This way,” Roland said to me, subdued, and I fell into step behind him.


    Chester, abreast of me, murmured, “Laying it on a little thick, are we?”


    His Gift was accented—a Church accent, I’d have to call it—and for a moment I didn’t understand the words. Then I eyed him before answering in kind. “They don’t seem inclined to help my teacher. Best they think of me as the one they have to deal with.”


    “The haughty elven prince, mm?”


    What responsorial or liturgy had taught him the word ‘haughty’, I wondered? My mouth twitched, but I forced myself not to smile. “Am I playing the role well?”


    “I expect Guy will have quite the commentary when we’re alone.”


    I really did smile then, but I hid it quickly when the professor’s colleagues glanced over their shoulders at us.
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    The catacombs were accessed by a hole in the ground, a very disappointing one. If the vague outlines on the ground were any indication there had once been a very large room surrounding the opening, but the rubble had long since been cleared to make access to the stairs safer… and the stairs, at least, were impressive. A long and shallow set, each step incised with dragons that knotted around circles that were, I saw as I stepped on the third, elven words. I heard Chester’s breath catch and knew he’d seen it too.


    What had I expected of Vigil’s athenaeum? Nothing my imagination had been capable of preparing me for. The stairs did not proceed to the floor, but branched off into circular landings large enough to be rooms themselves, and these balconies overlooked an enormous hall. The books that lined the shelves on these walls... I could see why the work of cataloging them required so many assistants, and why it was barely begun despite the vaults having been opened in my childhood.


    I had no eyes for it, though, because my gaze was drawn inexorably toward the furthest wall.


    One of Eyre’s colleagues was talking. “...was here when we discovered this passage, and it needed nearly half a year just to safely excavate it—”


    “There,” I said to Eyre, staring. “Do you see it?”


    Eyre came to stand alongside me on one of the balconies, following my gaze. The detritus in the hall had been relegated to the center of the floor, near the stairwell, leaving the shelves unobstructed... as well as the back wall. My friends were looking at the branching corridors that led off from the nave of this unlikely cathedral, and several of these halls were choked closed, others barred with doors. But none of them mattered, because the back wall, innocuous and empty, was only pretense.


    “Do you?” I asked again, softer.


    I could sense him stretching outward with his newly trained sorcerous sight by the way the glow in him seemed to contract and spread toward his chest and fingers. “A falsehood?” he said, hesitant. “Do I perceive correctly?”


    I nodded and turned from the vista, suddenly ready to be done with the waiting, with the journey, with the impotence that had dogged me from the moment I’d been born. My birthright awaited me behind the hidden ingress, and with it the key to free my brother’s power and save the soul of a people who needed death to make sense of life. Drawing the others behind me like the skein of a net, I stepped foot on the floor of history and advanced on destiny. My path brought me to solid stone, and I reflected at how ridiculously appropriate it was, that I should face in the end something that seemed to be something that it wasn’t.


    I spread my hand on it.


    “What is he doing?” Carrington.


    “What he came here to do.” Eyre.


    Behind me, footsteps: Chester’s tread, and Ivy’s lighter, and Almond’s lightest of all. I thought the other, subtle scratch and drag, was Kelu’s.


    I thought of Amhric and wished for glass. We had passed beyond the era where elves made sacrifice of themselves, but perhaps we would come around to it again. For now....


    “Knife,” I said, and held out my hand, felt a haft set on it. When I opened my eyes, Guy was standing alongside me, and said with his eyes everything he knew better than to say aloud in front of strangers: that I was a crazy bastard, but I was their crazy bastard, and they trusted me. I smiled at him and then drew the blade over my palm, the skin blooming scarlet. Just a thin cut, one that closed almost as fast as I opened it. No waste. Just enough to do the work. I gave him back the knife, murmured my thanks, flexed my fingers against the bright ache.


    Set my palm on the falsehood, feeling the truth behind it, tingling, answering the magic in the blood ladders. So it was, and so it would always be. Magic was not in the blood, but in the gift of it.


    I closed my eyes and my fingers, dragged my palm down the wall, and revealed the door.


    “My God,” someone whispered behind me, and then I passed through.
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    We entered a fairyland.


    The vaults of Vigil had survived a ruinous war with demons and the undead—barely—by being sealed; perhaps some long-sighted elf or human had tumbled the rocks over the entrance themselves to keep the treasure beneath protected from the depredations of their attackers. But it had suffered in that attack, lost shelves, furniture, misplaced even itself: the air was thick with it, with dust and memories, and the books themselves were as frail as an elder on his deathbed. Passing the assistants at work on my way to the wall I’d seen how carefully the manuscripts were being handled, with gloves and often tongs. No doubt someone was taking the most fragile apart, page by page, and attempting to preserve the sheets.


    The room I had opened looked as if the maidservants had just left it for the morning. Time had not touched it. Even the air in the room was good: smelled of beeswax and pine, as if the candles and fireplace had recently been lit. After the dull dun palette of the city, the vibrancy of the colors was like food for the eyes: the leather spines of hundreds of books in ruby and copper and emerald and tyrian purple. The warm, rich browns of the tables where people had once sat to study, inlaid with gold. Red carpets over pale stone floors: still lushly scarlet. Compared to the hall it was a more intimate setting, with lower ceilings, shorter shelves, fewer books, more places to sit and talk: there was even a collection of upholstered chairs near the hearth and cushioned seats built into the inglenooks.


    No doubt in the kinder days of amity there had been no illusion obscuring this part of the library. But humanity had betrayed its friends, and some elf had hidden this place so it would no longer have the tools to effect a second betrayal. Had any of the strangers crowding the door behind us known they could wield the magical secrets that no doubt filled these books, I would have felt a pang of unease at having revealed it to them. I distrusted elves, but that didn’t prevent me from also distrusting humans.


    Still, when I glanced back at them, my vision revealed the same story: there were almost no sparks among them to fuel any magical enchantment, and some were not just absent that spark, but smoldering in inverse, as if darkness could fester. If demons could be summoned with bloodletting alone, surely someone would have done it by now.


    Setting my shoulders I passed into this evidence of a history I had once thought folktale.


    “Just like that,” Carrington murmured. “You walk in here, John Eyre, and summon the most significant discovery in the history of Vigil’s athenaeum since it was unearthed.”


    “Oh, Morgan,” Chester said to me. He had taken down one of the books and held it open, and the pages were supple, flexed at his touch, which trembled. I looked over his shoulder and couldn’t help a chuckle. The book was written in the Angel’s Gift, as were many of the volumes I could see at a glance. I had delivered my friend into a treasure trove more vast than any dragon’s hoard.


    “Remember,” I said to him in the Gift, “we must seek the answer to our conundrum before we fall headlong into scholarship for the sake of scholarship.”


    He quelled me with a reproving look before returning to his perusal.


    “Well,” Guy drawled, “We’ve got work to do, eh? Hope you all brought plenty of lanterns....” He peered up the chimney, tapped the flue. “Or we could see if this thing still works.”


    “You can’t light a fire in here!” Powlett exclaimed, scandalized.


    “Why not? The people who once used the place did.”


    I waved a hand. “These are trivialities. You will bring us lanterns, if you please, and we will light the fire if we need it. Guy is correct. We have little time to waste.”


    “What’s so urgent?” Roland asked, and I considered him, framed by the hollow oval of my spectacles’ missing lens. I continued to find him repulsive for the hole in him where I expected light. Was that fair of me, I wondered? To hold against him a lack that I could have addressed had I been willing to spend some of my friends’ energies? Surely such an act would turn him into an ally.


    And yet, I didn’t want to. I much preferred him where he was—standing as far from me as I could arrange without discourtesy—and the thought of giving anything that belonged to my companions to him was repulsive. It was unfair, and yet there it was.


    Perhaps the way these newcomers treated me contributed to my distaste. They were among the first to meet me without any context to prepare them for the shock, and their reactions divorced me entirely from my life, my background, my sense of self. My friends had known me as Morgan first, and the Church had received me as the return of an ally they’d been expecting. These people... they saw me and beheld an elven prince out of legend.


    I was not that person, and yet playing the role would keep them from interrupting our research. Perhaps that was what prompted the words, for I didn’t plan them. “Urgency? What gave you that impression? I am here to reclaim Vigil for my people.” I swept the room. “There is a great deal to be done.”


    “Reclaim?” Powlett repeated carefully, enunciating each syllable separately.


    “I am the prince of elves,” I said. “My people are coming home.”


    “And on that note,” Eyre said, “Perhaps you might leave us to begin our inventory, and see to the bedding for our party, mm?”


    “Madness,” Powlett whispered. “But glorious madness.”


    Roland was regarding me in a way I could not describe but disliked anyway. “We’ll see to it at once.”


    I tried for a regal nod and thought it a horrible caricature of the ones I’ve seen from a truly royal head. Amhric would have infused the gesture with dignity and compassion. I managed politeness. Barely. But at least the strangers withdrew, and when I found their assistants slowing near the door to glance inside I closed it on them.


    Guy was already chortling. “God Almighty, Morgan. ‘My people are coming home.’ Brilliant! If what you wanted was to terrify them.”


    “Is it true?” Ivy wondered.


    “I can’t imagine us staying on the Archipelago if there are demons to be slain here, and if we manage to free us to do it effectively.” I paused, my pronouns reflecting my confusion. I was sick of all of this already. “We really do have work to do.”


    “Right. So we’re looking for how one undoes major enchantments,” Radburn said, already prowling along the shelves.


    “Or histories with accounts of how the original enchantment was enacted,” Eyre said. “Reading how it was done might give us some sense for the scope of ritual magic.”


    “Have I mentioned yet how amazing this is?” Chester added, voice soft. “Centuries old and yet perfectly preserved. How?”


    A pertinent question, and I hadn’t the first notion of the answer... only that I’d been unsurprised to find the chambers in this condition. “I don’t know. But perhaps we might find out from the same tomes that teach us what we need to know to break the enchantment.”


    “We have our orders, then,” Guy said. “Off we go.” They scattered into the room.


    “What shall we do, Master?” Almond asked, hesitant. All four of the genets had accompanied us, which suited me; I didn’t like the thought of them alone among humans who didn’t know what they were, or how to treat with them. My eyes snagged on Serendipity as I studied them. It would be too much to ask that she should simply find the right book; we might have been living a folktale out of my own dissertation, but even in a folktale not all was given, and what was rarely came without price.


    “I would wish that Emily listen at the door,” I said, “as your kind have far superior hearing, and I’d like to know if anyone is approaching before they arrive. Serendipity, if you would explore the room, please? There is more to this place than its books. Kelu…” The taller genet cocked her head, ears flicking forward. “You can read. So if you will, please join the others in their search.”


    Her hesitation was measurable, and rare for her. “I read slower than everyone here,” she said with obvious reluctance at the need to admit to weakness.


    “You do, yes,” I said. “But you puzzle out words in both languages. Other than Chester, you’re the only one who can.”


    Her chin lifted.


    “If you’re willing,” I said. “Your help would be invaluable.”


    “I can do it,” she said.


    Almond turned a bright smile on me as Kelu took herself off into the depths of the room. She didn’t speak, but she didn’t have to; I felt her happiness on Kelu’s behalf, and her approval of my having found her valuable work, as clearly as I would have felt the sun on my face. I slipped my hand around her shoulders. “And you, stay near.”


    “Gladly, Master.”


    Eyre I found standing beside the fireplace, one hand resting on the floral relief carved into the mantel, the wood cunningly woven through with the ubiquitous elven glyphs. Even if he had recognized them, he wouldn’t have seen them, for I knew the look. I joined him and waited, patient.


    “Ah, my student,” he said presently.


    “Riches beyond mortal ken?”


    His eyes traveled the breadth of the room, over Guy and Radburn perusing the stacks and Ivy and Chester already seated, thumbing through the first of their choices. “You have no idea.”


    “Maybe a little, surely.” At my teasing tone, he glanced at me, lifted his brows, allowed himself a grin.


    “Perhaps a little, then. Still, in my earlier years I would have given anything for this moment. To make my name, to add substantially to the sum of human knowledge in the world.”


    “And now?”


    “And now,” he said, “I care very little for my name, and I find myself pitying my colleagues. They invested everything in this endeavor, Morgan, solely for the chance at the discovery of a lifetime, something that would secure them a name in the annals of history as premiere scholars, adventurers, scientists. And they’re still here, digging through the ruins, without having had any significant forward motion since the day they arrived.”


    “And then you ride up with everything they want,” Guy said, proving that we hadn’t been speaking as softly as we’d believed.


    “Will they be as kind to you as you have been to them, now that they think you are the one who has everything?” Emily added.


    “I think, very much, they will wish to do whatever is necessary to ingratiate themselves to us,” Eyre said. “They have no other choice if they hope to be part of what’s about to happen here. Which reminds me—” He eyed me. “Was it your plan to intimate that you consider the contents of the city your property?”


    And prevent humanity from learning what resided in these books by claiming them as private possessions? There was enough of Morgan Locke the student scholar hiding under Morgan Locke the unexpected elven prince to find the idea appalling.


    “Keep in mind whatever you do, you will be setting a legal precedent,” Eyre said.


    “Can I own the contents of a city I wasn’t born in?” I said.


    “You are royalty.” Ivy turned the page of her book, frowning at it. “Saints, but I would like to have my bags with me, and a proper folio and lead.”


    “There are some on site,” Eyre said. “I’ll have them sent for.”


    I looked at him. “What do you recommend?”


    “I’d do it,” Radburn said unexpectedly. When we all looked at him, he said, “Look, you’ve got to have a place to put yourself and any elves that decide to stay with you—you are staying, right? As annoying as you’ve gotten, what with the perfect prettiness and the sleigh-bell voice and the great destiny, you’re still much better to have around than not.”


    “There you have it,” Chester said. “You’re a handy thing when we have need of a thing to have at hand.”


    “And that’s all you’re good for,” Ivy said, laughing.


    “I think that’s all he’s good for where you’re concerned,” Guy said, and ducked when Ivy threatened to throw something at him.


    “Not the book!” Chester said, plucking it from her lifted hand. “And Du Roi, really. That was coarse.”


    “But true—”


    “Hush, you’ll blister Locke’s ears.”


    “But not his lover’s?”


    “Morgan’s are longer and somewhat more delicate,” Ivy said, taking her book back. “As I now know.”


    “Augh,” Radburn said, covering his face with a hand. “What I was trying to say is that if you’re staying on the continent, you probably don’t want to be in the capital of Troth without… I don’t know.” He waved a hand. “An embassy. The elves have history here, so their arrival won’t seem like usurpation, except possibly of an archeological effort, which can’t take precedence over the return of someone with a reasonable claim to the land.”


    “God Almighty, the legal issues involved,” Chester said. “This land belongs to Troth!”


    “This land belongs to Troth now,” Eyre said. “Mister Douglas is correct. Morgan could make a credible case for it being his, by virtue of the royal blood.”


    “Even if the royal blood isn’t inherited directly,” I said, unconvinced.


    “It doesn’t matter that elves arrange inheritance differently from humans,” Eyre said. “So long as the elves themselves acknowledge your right to rule them.”


    “Which would be the sticking point, wouldn’t it,” Guy said. “But they don’t have to know that. They the humans, in this case.”


    I rubbed my brow. “Can we worry about the particulars at a later date? Say, after we’ve freed Amhric?”


    “No,” Ivy said. “No, we can’t, my dear. Because if you own Vigil, then everyone here has to do as you tell them to, and they need to know that immediately.”


    Everyone was nodding, save the genets, who were watching me with their lambent eyes. Even Kelu was considering me, her head cocked.


    “All right,” I said. “The rest of you, please continue. Professor, if you and Almond will attend me. We have work of a different kind to do, it appears.”


    “Excellent,” Guy said. “Sensible. There’s hope for you yet.”


    “One of these days, Guy….”


    “Yes?”


    My mouth quirked up. “I’ll do something meritorious without your having expected it, and you will be so surprised we will find you on the floor with an apoplexy.”


    “Probably good for him,” Ivy quipped. “It’ll get the blood moving through his cold, dead heart.”


    “And you’re surprised that it might be cold and dead given how often all of you are poking at it?” Guy snorted. “Back to your books, woman.”


    I left them to it, knowing Ivy would hold her own and was probably eager to do so against such a comment. I schooled my countenance to a neutral expression as we exited the room. As I expected, few of the people who’d attended us had left though they’d had the grace to disperse to the corners of the hall where they were trying to look as interested in their existing research as they had been before my arrival.


    Eyre’s colleagues were at the stairs, conferring with several other men. He named them as we approached. “Calvin, Strong, and Hayward. The first two are from Diligence, and the last hails from Candor.”


    “Understood,” I murmured, and girded myself for the fray.


    “Here he is,” Carrington said, smiling at me. “Lord Locke—”


    “Prince Locke.”


    The pulse of the conversation skipped several beats, and the strangers were not the only ones at a loss. Eyre and I looked down at Almond, who was trembling and hiding it well; I felt the quiver through the palm she had on the back of my leg, but she looked admirably composed to the casual eye.


    “I… beg your pardon?” Carrington said weakly.


    “It’s Prince Locke, please,” Almond repeated. “He is not just a lord. In all of Serala there is only one person who ranks higher than he, and that is King Amhric. You should use the right title.”


    “I… of course,” Carrington said, flustered, and who could blame her given that she’d been corrected by a talking animal. “I hope I haven’t given offense?”


    “They speak,” Powlett hissed to Roland.


    “They speak and reason,” I said to them directly. “And you will treat them accordingly.”


    “Her name is Miss Almond,” Eyre added with commendable diffidence.


    The foreigners eyed their hosts; the one identified as Calvin said to me, “Your Royal Highness. We’re pleased, very pleased, to make your acquaintance.”


    “Very good to meet you,” I said. “From Diligence, yes?”


    “Yes,” he said, surprised. “I hadn’t expected you to have heard of it.”


    I smiled. “I’m quite familiar with the human territories, you’ll find. I’m much obliged to you all for cleaning up some of the mess. Shall we discuss your continuing roles here?”


    A heartbeat’s pause as they absorbed the implications of the word choice. The Candor scholar leaped into the hole in the conversation. “We’d be delighted to hear what you have planned, Prince Locke.”


    “Of course, all of us would,” Roland hastened to agree.


    “You’ll join us, won’t you, John?” Carrington said—pleaded, almost, and I wondered at it until I saw the foreigners moving subtly so that they were standing closer to one another.


    Of course. I had changed the nature of the game. When the representative of a new foreign power arrives at a dig site once shared between several different countries and declares its sovereignty over the land, the stakes are no longer solely academic, but political. Who would the king of elves ally himself with, and therefore privilege? Troth had once had the advantage of the other countries: Vigil was within its northern border, and everyone else tarried here on her sufferance. But now, Candor’s and Diligence’s scholars-turned-envoys might negotiate a stronger position for themselves. Might even displace Troth entirely: nothing would make more sense than that I should consider the country that might fight me over my claim my enemy.


    Naturally, I should be dragged into politics when I had not the first interest in them. I would have to appoint Chester my advisor and drag him into these meetings in the future. But today he was better placed where he was, as one of our only two readers of the elven glyphs… so I resigned myself to the inevitable. “Perhaps we might repair somewhere to discuss it. Oh, and if you would be so kind as to send some writing materials to my retainers in the library? They’re at work on an inventory for me.”


    “An inventory,” Powlett said weakly.


    “For me, yes,” I said. “My kin will be very glad to hear some of it has been left undisturbed since their departure.”


    “Your retainers?” Carrington added, glancing now at Eyre.


    What else should I call them? They were my friends, my beloved, my companions, my teacher, my helpmeets, my counselors. But among these folk, I could not afford to present myself as an individual traveling without retinue, or the very delicate charade of my being the advance representative of a much larger party would fall apart. So, “Yes. They include the genets, so please do accommodate them if they make any additional requests that you feel you can fulfill. We would be obliged.”


    “Of course,” Roland said before one of the foreign scholars could volunteer. “I’ll dispatch someone at once.”


    “Thank you,” I said.


    Finding a place to have our discussion involved an impromptu tour of this part of what they called the catacombs; I thought it a dour name for what I suspected had once been a subterranean palace, given the elven proclivity for grand architecture. If the walls were no longer painted or gilt, and the ornament crumbled from the facades, still I could see what it would have been when Vigil was new. Certainly the size of the corridors discouraged any less grandiose terminology, for they were fully as tall as the great hall had been, and often wide enough for ten men abreast with room to spare. Scoured of its finery and choked with great mounds of stone where parts of the walls had been shattered, it did not look like much... but I found I very dearly wanted to see it restored. Indeed, I found myself contemplating living here one day. What would it be like?


    The holes in the walls, though.... I stopped in front of one of them. I had seen undead birds, and I knew that demons used the animated corpses of the dead for armies. But I couldn’t imagine anything short of a cannon pulling down as much of the interior walls as I was seeing. What had flowed through here to wreak such destruction? What didn’t we know about what we were facing?


    “Memories,” Eyre murmured to the others, who had been staring at me. Were they nodding their solemn agreement? Ridiculous!


    “Come, Master,” Almond whispered, and I let her tug me back into motion.


    We did eventually find a hollowed out room with enough space to confer; it adjoined another which had been converted into a common area for those at work. Sacks of grain had been draped across the wall: I could only imagine the monotony of the board here, with so little forage to be had around the city.


    The afternoon that followed was one of the more tedious I’d survived, and I counted it thus despite over two decades of life spent fettered by magical enchantment to the life of an invalid. The rivalries Eyre had confessed to were as nothing before those nurtured by these warring factions of scholars. All of them wanted my favor, and access to the vault, and the resulting conversation was a tiresome exercise in verbal fencing and ever more ridiculous offers couched in language so convoluted I was tempted to tell them to write their monographs on the subject and let me read them later at my leisure.


    They were all obviously accustomed to the respectful silences of an audience of eager students; had I not been engaged in puzzling out the evidence of my spectacles, I would have interrupted them more quickly. As it was, I spent a great deal of the time wondering if I was imagining the pulsing of the dark spots in Powlett and Roland and some of the others, and what to make of Carrington’s faint spark. If the spectacles showed me magical potential, then the visuals shouldn’t change. Should they?


    The conversation labored on. I hoped—hoped—that I acquitted myself well: my goal was to make my claim clear without antagonizing any of them, or worse, uniting them in affront against me. I preferred to avoid the ignominy of being ushered from Vigil by the entire academic community, particularly since my errand did not permit me to fail. If we had to fight them to bide, we would, and I wanted to avoid the necessity.


    When we broke for supper, I felt we had an understanding... a very delicate one crafted by suggestion and intimation. I would allow them to continue their work; they would not hinder us, nor ask too many questions. The latter condition would no doubt drive them to distraction, but if it did, so much the better for us all. I returned to the private library, thinking with longing of one of the chairs by the fireplace, and when I arrived it was to a disconcerting silence. Radburn was reading in a corner, scowling, shoulders hunched; Guy was hovering nearby. The thin line between Ivy’s brows spoke eloquently of irritation, a mood Emily was doing her best to assuage by leaning against her. Chester was ignoring them all by poring over his books, and Kelu was following his example. Serendipity I couldn’t spot at all.


    “What?” I said. “I leave for all of three hours and you’re reduced to sulking?”


    “It’s Ivy’s fault,” Guy said dryly.


    “If Radburn wants to take anything I say personally, that’s his business,” Ivy replied. “Personally, I think it’s a ridiculous thing to take personally given the sort of talk you commonly engage in. Around me, a woman.”


    God above, but I didn’t want to know. “Someone might as well tell me.”


    Ivy said, “You remember in the chocolate house... that time you fainted.”


    How could I not, when it was the first time I’d ever had a seizure in front of my friends? And in front of Ivy... I remembered her voice attenuating as I lost consciousness, and the desperation I’d felt at the realization that she’d seen me in my weakness. “Yes.”


    “And how you’d mentioned fey folk with the horse ears.”


    It had seemed so long ago... horse ears! I touched my own. They were pointed, yes, but likening them to horse ears seemed inaccurate now that I had them. For one thing, horses were often less offensive than elves. “I recall.”


    “I said that in most cases, such fairies had harems,” Ivy continued. “And there was some teasing about horse-eared lasses for everyone.”


    I could sense where this was going and looked with longing at the chair by the now-lit fire that I was probably not going to be able to occupy until I’d resolved this.


    “Anyway, we were discussing how we should present ourselves, given that we’re not elves but obviously with you, and these people have no idea that we have a history with you that predates the revelation of your species,” Ivy said. “And I suggested—”


    “That you were my harem?” The amusement in her eyes did not bode well. “Ivy! You did not!”


    She snorted. “Any of you would have made the suggestion yourselves had most of us been women. But because I am a woman and you are a man and the rest of you are men—”


    Radburn set his book down and stalked away, further into the room.


    “There you are,” Guy said without looking up from his current volume of interest. “An excuse to continue exploring your new demesne.”


    Meaning that I was to chase him, and that in all probability he was the only source of friction in this particular debate. What that said about the remainder of my friends I did not want to contemplate, did not want to grant myself so much as a fraction of a minute to picture the resulting scenarios. I imagined the spirit of Sedetnet chuckling at my prudishness. As I pushed myself from the chair and went in search of Radburn, I reflected on the irony that I had apparently been the only innocent when it came to alternatives to romantic norms, given that I was the one who’d had the most outré of experiences. Surely nothing Radburn had chased down in a bathhouse or alley could compare in exoticism to a shapechanging sorcerer.


    My friend—my heartbroken, sensitive friend, whom Guy had failed to warn me to handle with more care—had retreated to a hitherto unseen part of the vault, which twisted in a circle around its fireplace and continued to wend around collections of furniture meant for contemplation or spirited debate. In some other time, we would have claimed this place for a second home the moment we’d seen it, so suited was it to the intellectual discourse we’d whiled most of our time away in when things had been simpler.


    Now I had the welfare of a people crushing my shoulders and the unknown fate of a royal brother spurring my heart, and not one of us was free from the strain of our unexpected significance.


    Radburn was in one of the upholstered chairs in the shadows. I sat across from him, marveling that the stuffing remained stiff enough for comfort and the fabric soft enough for luxury.


    “Quite something,” he said, noticing my expression.


    “Magical,” I replied, and he guffawed, but said nothing more. Tentatively, I continued. “You are hurt, I perceive.”


    “You do, do you.” He lifted red brows. “Go on, then. Tell me what it is you discern with your perfect eyes and your fancy enchanted spectacles and your immortal heart.”


    I winced. “Radburn, no matter the clothing around my spirit, I remain the Morgan Locke you once accused of being a lying weasel.”


    This time he grimaced.


    “And that person,” I said, “has been in love with Ivy for so long that every single one of you has been teasing me about it, with me none the wiser. Surely my feelings come as no surprise to you.”


    He didn’t speak for so long I almost thought he wouldn’t.


    “No,” he said finally. “I never thought I had any chance. But I suppose if I am to be fair, I never thought too deeply about my feelings at all until you returned.”


    “Because I am prettier now?” I asked.


    He eyed the crown of my head, no doubt following the line of my poncy hair. “No. Well, yes. A man would have to be dead not to admit to attraction in the face of supernatural temptation.” He grinned, but there was no humor in it, the way there would have been if Guy had been making the comment. “But no. I didn’t allow myself to consider it because of Ivy. You were my good friend Morgan Locke, and that was all.” He looked away. “But then you left. Chester told us you’d gone in search of a cure, but he didn’t have to make it plain. We knew that if you couldn’t find one, you wouldn’t be back. In your absence….” He shook his head. “A lot of us did some thinking.” His smile was decidedly crooked but at least he’d managed one. “We all had our place, you see. Chester’s our ideas and smarts. Guy’s our practicality. I’m our easily bruised sentimentality. Ivy is our woman—God help her, but she’d be the first to proclaim it and then complain that she is a woman first and then anything more distinct. And then there was you. You were….”


    “Your cynicism?” I asked, thinking of how I’d been. In pain. Desperate. Stoic about my assured demise, too early and without dignity.


    “Our quiet,” he said, surprising me. “That stillness you have in the Church half of us don’t believe in attending, but that we needed anyway, because without the stillness one can’t hear anything. You were our quiet, reminding us there was more to our lives than the busyness of our thoughts.” He sighed. “We did badly without that quiet. I did badly without it. And then you returned and—”


    “You decided you were in love with me.”


    He waved a hand. “No. Well, yes. Maybe. It’s not that simple.”


    From behind my chair, Kelu said, “Then explain it better. And while you’re about it, stop being so pathetic. Any more drenched in pity and you’ll drown yourself.” She walked closer and leaned against the side of my chair, arms crossed.


    “Kelu!” I said, repressive, but to my surprise Radburn chuckled.


    “All right,” he said. “That’s fair.” He met my eyes. “I do love you, Morgan. We all do. My feelings are just complicated by the fact that I’m willing to manifest those feelings in a way Guy and Chester aren’t.”


    I wondered if Chester was or wasn’t, given Guy’s warnings. This process of becoming less oblivious to people’s secret hearts—I was evidently failing at it.


    “It’s taken me most of this ride to see that being capable of acting on those feelings doesn’t mean I want to,” he continued. “I could take you to my bed, Morgan, and enjoy it, but… sometimes sex isn’t the answer.”


    Kelu snorted. “Now there’s a comment I never thought would ever come out of anyone’s mouth.”


    “Particularly a man?” I asked her.


    “Particularly a human. Or elf.” She padded around my chair and sat on the ottoman next to Radburn’s.


    “What is the answer, then?” I said. “Why did Ivy’s comment bother you?”


    “Understanding what’s going on in my head doesn’t make me comfortable confronting it,” Radburn said. “Much less having it joked about.” He chafed at the chair’s piped arm, watching his own fingers. “It was in poor taste.”


    “Half our conversations are in poor taste.”


    “Yes, well, now they’re in poorer taste.” He eyed me. “Just because I’ve concluded that my feelings for you are more those of a friend than a lover doesn’t mean I’ve stopped appreciating what I’m not pursuing.”


    What a mess. I shook my head. “If it matters, Radburn… I am sorry. If I ever did or said anything to make you think—”


    “You didn’t.” Radburn petted Kelu’s tail, which had appeared in his lap. He didn’t seem to understand that this might be strange. Kelu was watching him with her usual belligerence, so perhaps he wasn’t the only one fooling himself about his feelings. “Trust me on that one. It’s just… do you know how little happiness is available to a man—or woman, I suppose—like me? I haven’t found my soulmate, Morgan, and if I’m lucky, she’ll be a woman. But what if she’s not?”


    “Then you can come to Vigil and live as part of my court, where the elves will care not a whit.”


    He paused, then blurted a laugh. “I suppose I might, at that. But I’d have to convince the poor man to abandon everything to follow me.”


    I thought of Amhric. And Ivy. Hell, I thought of everyone, including Radburn. “If you love someone enough, you’d be surprised what you’ll surrender to ensure their happiness.”


    When I came back from that, it was to his scrutiny. “Some things can’t be given up,” he said, quieter. “You know that, don’t you? Not while remaining yourself.”


    “I know,” I said. “But the heart is surprisingly elastic.” He was meeting my eyes now, at least. I detected none of the sullenness that had inflected his words and moods since we’d left Evertrue. “Radburn… are we friends again, now? We have been suffering for some time.”


    “We have,” he agreed, and offered his hand. I took it, squeezed the fingers. “I promise to be less of a grouch. I can’t promise that I won’t occasionally regret not chasing you, though.”


    “So long as that regret doesn’t poison what we have.”


    “No,” he said. “Now go on, and I’ll join you once I’ve buttoned myself up again properly.”


    Because he asked, I stood and left him to it… but I hadn’t missed the sorrow in his eyes. He was not as convinced of his course as he’d made himself out to be. Ordinarily I would have tried to make sense of it further—and most probably made it worse—but Kelu still had her tail in his lap, and I thought perhaps there was a chance for healing there for them both, if I would just leave it.


    Kelu and Radburn—what a thought! Almond would be delighted. I would be too, if it happened… once I put aside my shock.


    “All patched over?” Guy asked when I returned.


    “As well as can be expected. Though perhaps fewer ribald remarks about my harem are in order.” I found a book in my hands and no recollection of how it had come to be there; staring at it in puzzlement prompted a comment from Chester.


    “Start with that one.”


    Hadn’t Kelu said something about the fate of the world resting on my ability to do scholarly research? I swept the room with my eyes: well, my ability to distribute the work of the research to many willing shoulders. I drew a chair back at Ivy’s table and sat beside her, and as I opened the book I wondered at that. The credit for great discoveries was often assigned to a single person, though the work was most probably done... like this. How many unnamed research assistants, students, and colleagues had failed to appear in the honor rolls? Did Eyre’s colleagues understand that my existence, and my opening the vault, was not to Eyre’s credit alone? They chased a fantasy... but then, all of society had abetted them in their delusions. History was content to ignore the contributions of those who made great discoveries possible in favor of venerating a singular personality.


    Would they make trouble? I hoped they would see the futility of doing so. Arguing over academic credit in the face of the forces bearing down upon us was absurd. Even if they didn’t know the particulars of the peril, they should still see the re-formation of an elven nation as more significant than any quarrel they might have with Eyre.


    The book Chester had given me was entitled The Countenance of Demons. I was debating whether to apply myself to it or leave the grimmer work to someone with the stomach for it when Serendipity shocked me nearly to fainting by saying, “Master?” at my elbow before I’d realized anyone was there.


    “God! Serendipity. A little warning next time!”


    “Of course, Master,” she said, ears flipping back. They flicked forward again. “Master? Is this a good time?”


    “For what?” I said.


    “For showing you things I have found.”


    My chest tightened and trammeled my breath in it. “I’m always interested in things you’ve found. What in particular have you stumbled on this time?”


    “I found a hole,” she said.
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    Unlike the rest of us, Serendipity had continued exploring the vault and discovered that it was not solely a warren of bookshelves and clusters of gracious furniture. It was in fact a semicircular room—a large one, perhaps, but it pivoted around the wall with the fireplace. The chair Radburn was still occupying was halfway around the semicircle.


    “I was walking,” the genet explained as we followed her. “With my hand on the wall...” She touched it to demonstrate. “When I got this far and went around the turn, I took my hand back, because there are all these things in the way.” The things in question were shelves and chairs. “So I kept walking without it, and found this.”


    We stopped. On the other side of the wall, the shared fireplace... was cold.


    The shared fireplace.


    Which was burning quite merrily on the opposite side.


    “That’s not possible,” Chester said flatly.


    “So it must not be happening.” Guy folded his arms.


    “I was confused,” Serendipity said. “But then I remembered what Master did with his blood, so...” She pointed to her palm. Her black palm, because even the skin under her fur was dark. If there was a cut there, I couldn’t spy it. “I scratched myself and smeared it on the wall, and the room looked different.”


    Guy bent down and plucked his knife from his boot.


    “At the rate we’re going you might as well leave the thing with me,” I said.


    “At the rate we’re going, you’d better get your own.”


    I snorted and cut myself, then smacked my palm against the stone above the mantel.


    A fire sprang into view in the fireplace, and color and warmth flooded the room. Nothing else looked different—


    “There,” Serendipity said. “Behind you, Master.”


    I turned and gasped despite myself. Serendipity’s hole was literal: an enormous balcony shrouded in deep shadows. The firelight limned the edges of the wall, the jambs painted and gilt, carmine, gold, sienna orange. But beyond it was a bare suggestion of the balcony’s floor, and a hint of a filigree railing... and then nothing. A darkness so stygian it suggested a hall even larger than the one through which we’d descended to reach this place.


    “Well,” Guy said. “Let’s have a lamp, and a look, eh?”


    “A hidden room!” Ivy exclaimed.


    “Why is there a hidden room?” Radburn asked from behind us.


    “Now there is a question,” Eyre murmured. “Two layers of obfuscation, one at the vault, and one here. What’s so important down there?”


    “Or dangerous?” Chester muttered.


    “More dangerous than an army of revivified corpses and their demon captains?” Ivy said.


    “Point,” Chester said. “Nevertheless. We should proceed with caution.”


    “Sounds good,” Guy said. “We’ll push Morgan out first. He can’t be killed.”


    “Guy!”


    I couldn’t tell who that last had come from, because it seemed to burst from every throat at once. And I... I laughed. If it was a pained laugh, there was real humor in it as well. “Well, get me a lamp. If I’m going to have to heal myself of lethal wounds, I’d rather them not be from falling.”


    “A most ignominious way to go,” Radburn agreed. “I’ll fetch the lamp.”


    While we waited, Eyre and Chester studied the smear I’d left on the wall. Ivy drifted over to join them. “Expressed blood magic,” she said. “That’s supposedly the only way that men can attain to the powers of women.” When they glanced at her, she said, “It’s in the book I chose, which is about female spellcraft. Apparently all magic is carried through mediums, and in flesh it’s most strong in the blood. Women manipulate it directly with their power. Men do something else. But when they expose the blood, by expressing it from their bodies, they can approximate some of the same effects. Apparently this is how people of little magical ability can borrow power they do not have, as well.”


    “So this,” Chester said, spreading his fingers beneath the glistening mark. “Is doing what, do you suppose? Why does it make the illusions fail?”


    “Perhaps they’re not illusions,” Eyre said. “Perhaps they’re locks. They evaluate the composition of the blood for certain qualities before they are disarmed.”


    “We could test that,” Guy said. “See if any of our blood will turn the trick.”


    “It worked with Serendipity,” Ivy said.


    “Serendipity was crafted from royal blood,” Chester said. “She is in effect a king’s daughter.”


    I ran my finger across the color, dragging it across the stone. “Perhaps we are trying to be too scientifically minded about this.”


    “Are you suggesting we should be irrational?” Chester frowned at me. “Magic is of this world—”


    “But it suggests that our understanding of the world is deeply flawed,” Ivy said. “Or at least, incomplete. What if magic follows some other natural law, one we don’t understand?”


    “Or one we already do, in our hearts,” Eyre said. “Is that it, my folklorist?”


    I nodded. “Perhaps it is not the blood that matters. It is that it’s a symbol for sacrifice.”


    “Oh!” Ivy exclaimed, paling. “Oh! Maybe that’s why the elves can no longer fight the demons. They are no longer capable of the ultimate sacrifice, and that... that new truth is in their blood. Their blood is meaningless. There is no symbol anymore.”


    I tried to suppress my shudder.


    “It makes an ugly sort of sense,” Chester muttered.


    “But Guy will tell us why we’re wrong,” Ivy said.


    We all looked at Guy, who slid his hands in his pockets, pretending not to notice until our silence made it impossible for him to persist.


    He said, “Keep the knife.”


    I thanked God for Radburn’s timely return.


    “A lantern, provided by our hosts, who I might add are somewhat disgruntled that we’ve been ignoring—I say, what’s with the faces?”


    “Just shine the lamp that way,” Guy said.


    “Hand it to me,” I said. “Guy was right... if peril there is, it will have a harder time disposing of me.”


    “Callous,” Radburn said. “But practical. All that I expect of Guy.”


    “Sensible,” Kelu said from his elbow.


    Radburn shook his head. “Well, I’ll not hold with it. For once, I want to be the first to see the amazing sights.” And so saying, he strode to the balcony. We all moved to intercept him, but he evaded us and stepped onto the balcony, and gasped. We froze.


    “Oh, but you must come see!” he exclaimed. “It is astonishing!” A tap, as of his boot heel against stone. “And no fear of this thing dropping from under us... I’m betting there is a solid stone plinth under it.”


    “That sounds unlikely,” Chester said, but he joined Radburn. “Oh, there is room for us all. Do come.”


    I allowed the others to precede me, human and genet both, because Radburn was right: they deserved the opportunity to be the first to see some of the wonders. I could give them so few gifts; this one was easy. I ambled after Eyre once they’d had the chance to scatter onto the dim length of the balcony, anticipating... a palace, perhaps? A view of the distant plains? But no, there was no breeze, no freshness in the air to suggest they were looking on an external vista. I stepped up beside Ivy and beheld what Radburn’s wan light illumined, and though it penetrated little it was still enough to glimpse the cut-glass edges of a glorious mosaic, and the gilt trim bordering the closest wall, and to suggest the faraway columns that held up the walls, stretching up toward a ceiling that was not, as I thought, an extension of the mosaics we could not see clearly, but rather thousands upon thousands of tiny window panes. The architecture made no sense to me at all: skylights in a subterranean hall? So I looked down instead.


    The Prince returns—


    The Prince lives—


    The Prince has come home, come back, come again, to free us, you will free us, you are come again at last and it will be as it was—


    The distant floor yawed toward me. Even in the dark I could taste the blood on it, and the cachinnations of the voices that crowded my ears mingled with it, taking the world from me. I reached for it, desperate, and then the pain erupted, which I had forgotten, which I had assumed had been forever banished with the chains that had held on my human guise.


    I felt hands on me, and they hurt, and I jerked away.


    Come, Prince, the voices hissed, laughing, plucking at me. Come, come. Come to us, come again, feed us, feed us—


    In desperation I yanked away. My last lucid perception was of the banister against the small of my back.


    The Prince comes, and is the Red Prince in truth.


    I screamed.


    [image: ***]


    Waking hurt. Oh God, but it hurt in every extremity. Breathing made tears well from my eyes, and my whole body was shaking, as if shocked by the agony. I was cognizant of voices, frantic: one of them was high and dear and close, but it was not the only one. No, most of them were dear, but there were others, too many. My ears bled with their fear, with the memory of demons. With the burning shadows of their wings close over my body, with the lap of their tongues on my bleeding flesh.


    I was hallucinating again? I had to be. And yet I didn’t wake. Instead I smelled something warm and furry, and then a tongue licked at the corner of my brow, where I realized the frames of my glasses had twisted with my—


    —fall. Oh God, the humiliation. Had I really?


    “Morgan, oh, God, Morgan, say something, please!” Ivy.


    “Give him some room—”


    Chester. Chester would tell me. I tried to make my mouth move, but it seemed forever before it would consent, during which I was subjected to the terrified babble of not just my companions but some number of strangers. “...I fall?”


    “What’s that?”


    “Chester,” I said, more sure of my mouth. It was full of blood and slivers of something I hoped wasn’t bone. “Tell me... I... didn’t fall.”


    “You fell,” Guy said from above and behind me. He sounded angry—that was rare. “For God’s sake, Morgan. I was making a joke about you getting hurt, not issuing an invitation.”


    “Wasn’t...” It was bone. From my shattered jaw, which had reformed in my mouth... God Almighty. “Wasn’t my intent. How.... far?”


    Radburn this time, sounding shaken but determined to ignore it. “Oh, that must be... seven or eight stories?”


    “Stories!”


    “Maybe ten,” Radburn said, meekly apologetic. “It’s rather a long way.”


    And I’d survived, though every part of me protested that it would rather have not. I tried to move, succeeded only in groaning despite my desire not to. Almond touched me gently. “Sssh, Master. Don’t move. Give your body a chance to finish knitting.”


    These ominous words, accompanied by the sight of Ivy, Chester, and Eyre hovering with such expressions... I could only imagine what my limbs must have looked like when they’d rushed upon me. To save myself from considering it further, I sought the balcony that had delivered me to my adventure: no trouble seeing it now, for it was lit with dozens of lanterns from its railing down the ramp—yet another ignominy, for had I been insistent on seeing the damned floor I could have walked down to it without resorting to my dramatic flight. Though I could not yet move my head, I spotted a few clusters of strangers, making notes in journals, talking in hushed murmurs, hanging lights: members of Vigil’s academic community, no doubt, though not so many as I expected for the find. So much for maintaining any secrecy... and I dearly wish we had. Remembering the inspiration for my fugue made me want, almost desperately, to drag my bleeding body from where I had fallen. I could feel the secrets beneath me, pulsing.


    “What is it?” Ivy asked, frowning.


    “This is where it was done,” I whispered. “The bloodletting that bound the elves.”


    “Here?” Chester said, surprised.


    “Is there... there’s a design on the floor? In the center?”


    “A large one,” Ivy agreed. “Like a flower, in gold.”


    “Above us,” I said. “Somewhere. A tower.”


    They all looked for me. I couldn’t raise my head, leading me to wonder if I’d broken my neck. The very idea filmed my skin with horrified sweat and I swallowed... which was the last mistake I made before retching from the blood and the scrape of bone. Several people dove for me, helped me up; one of them yelped—Radburn, I thought—when my head flopped. Guy growled at him and supported it, and as they held my body into a kneeling pose my spine finished snapping back together. The pain of it snuffed my consciousness effortlessly.


    The second time I woke my head was in Ivy’s arms and my body sprawled over her lap.


    “Please tell me I no longer look the broken doll,” I murmured.


    “You’re a terrible sight still.” She brushed a kiss over my brow. “But you are no longer shattered.”


    “The others...?”


    Her sigh lifted her breast beneath me. “Eyre’s gone with Chester to attempt to speak with the scholars. I admit our screams when you went over the edge brought them into the library, and after that the sight of you... well, they assumed they would have to bury you. As you can imagine they are somewhat... nonplussed... at what has transpired since. Some few have come down to assess the new discovery, but for the most part they’ve withdrawn. One would hardly believe intellectuals of such long training would be subject to superstition, but I’m afraid you’ve stretched their minds past what they can comfortably tolerate.”


    What a disaster. I would have copied her sigh, but my body still ached and I couldn’t draw that much breath.


    “Guy and Radburn have been cleaning. Not just your mess, mind... but I think Professor Eyre and Guy were the only ones who didn’t... react... to the sight of you.” Her cheeks pinked and she cleared her throat. “Anyway, they thought it best that any blood you spilled be handled by us, rather than someone who might accidentally discover its virtues. Where it has been unadulterated, they have been giving it to the genets... anything tainted by... other... fluids... they have further diluted and disposed of in the water closets.”


    “Clever,” I said, surprised. “That was well done of them.”


    “I thought so as well. They are off taking care of that, then, and I was given the duty of guarding you, with Almond.”


    “Almond? Please tell me....” I lifted my head, grateful that I could and then frightened, for I could see no sign of the genet.


    “She’s fine,” Ivy said. “Sleeping up in the library by the fire. Her worry over you exhausted her. Kelu is trotting along after Radburn, no doubt tanning his hide with her tongue. The twins have gone with the professor.”


    “The twins—Ah, Emily and Serendipity?”


    “Yes. They look like twins, so....”


    “The term serves,” I said. I did sigh then, pain or no pain. “I’ve made a mess of things.”


    “You had a seizure?” she asked, carefully.


    “No,” I said. “A hallucination. Though I suppose I cannot call them so, if they are echoes of the past revisited... or God forfend, actual visitations from demons.”


    “Surely not, or they would have tarried to make more mischief.”


    “Let us hope,” I murmured, feeling her hand on my hair. “You may do that forever, if you wish.”


    “I do,” she said, a smile in her voice. “Though perhaps later, when there’s not so much matted blood on us both.”


    “Oh, Ivy. This is not how I thought to pay court to you.”


    “As I recall, you hadn’t been planning to pay court to me at all.” She rested her nose in my hair—my blood-stiffened hair—and tightened her arms around me. “Given that, I much prefer how you are proceeding now. Though I grant you that perhaps a few more bouquets of flowers and a few fewer calamities would make for an easier time of it.”


    “Ivy—”


    “You can particularly skip the epic leaps from balconies,” she continued. “You needn’t work so hard to impress me....”


    “Ivy!”


    “Though I must say it did impress. Once I pushed past my mortal terror on your behalf.”


    “You are teasing me,” I said, relieved.


    “Yes.” She smiled against my hair, and I heard it in her beloved voice. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else in the world right now, Morgan.”


    “You are a queen among women.”


    She laughed. “I know it! And now you do too.” Her fingers stroked the edge of my wrist. “You seem hale. Can you stand?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I’d best try.”


    Trying involved sitting up first, which I managed without dizziness. I reached for my face to right my glasses and found them missing. I inhaled sharply.


    Ivy took one of my hands and closed it around my spectacles. “A bit battered, but they survived the fall.”


    “Thank God,” I said. I examined them—the legs were crooked, and the extant lens now had a spiderweb crack—but they were still serviceable and, thankfully, clean. When I set them on my nose and looked toward Ivy, I saw again the warm glow through the open side. I blew out a breath, relieved. “Thank God.”


    “For more things than one,” she agreed, and cupped my elbow. “Up you go.”


    I could stand, and did, and had the opportunity to survey the extent of the hall now that it was well lit. What I saw matched all I’d come to expect from the elves: the ambition of their designs, the opulence of their tastes, and the richness of their ornamentation. There was a king’s ransom in gold inlaid in the walls of this hall, edging the mosaics on the enormous columns, and filling the grooves in the vast blossom carved into the floor. I had fallen on one of the petals near the center, where someone had once spilled blood to curse elvenkind. Above us, at the end of the hall, was the tower, and I could not see but somehow remembered the spiral stairs that led to its pinnacle, where once elves and humans had kept the watch, and stargazed in search of some hint at their fortunes. The farthest wall of the hall was a solid rockslide. I hoped a dragon had caused it, because otherwise I would be forced to contemplate the possibility that demons could swell as large as this place was tall.


    “Well,” I said finally. “I suppose there is no denying the existence of magic anymore.”


    “No,” Ivy agreed, getting up and dusting off her pants. “But at least they are no longer pressing to enter the hidden library.” She nodded toward the west and east ends. “There are apparently corridors leading to other rooms there, all perfectly preserved. It seems a pity that they aren’t willing to investigate.”


    “I imagine they will be eventually, when they have forgotten the sight of me broken on the stone.” I sighed. “Let us go up. I need a bath. I may take one, I hope?”


    “I don’t see why not,” Ivy said. “The rest of the scholars have called an early halt to their day and have presumably retired to their dormitories. We are here only because your... healing... seemed to require vigilance.”


    I hesitated. “How long?”


    She was carefully not looking at my face, concentrating on steadying me. “We have passed the dinner hour by some time, I would think.”


    I winced at the thought of all those lonely hours, spent in distressed contemplation of my broken body. And yet I was grateful as well; the attempt I’d made at my own life, in the mud outside Far Horizon, had taken me days to heal back from. Apparently losing my human mask had shortened the time I needed to spring back from lethal injury and spared my friends the necessity of several days of horror.


    “A bath,” Ivy said firmly.


    “And then more books,” I said. “If any of us can stay awake for it.”


    “Oh,” she said, rueful, “I think we might find it a welcome diversion.”
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    The trip to the surface felt much longer than it was with the echoes of history dragging at me like cerements. I leaned heavily on Ivy on the way up the ramp and was grateful to be spared the necessity of stairs, while wondering vaguely at the architectural choice. The lamps stressed the absolute silence of the hall: light suggested recent habitation, so the eerie emptiness was distressing.


    I glanced only once past the edge of the rail and saw the vague marks where I’d been lying. Would someone be along shortly to eradicate the final streaks of evidence of my unnatural enchantment? I thought of Eyre and Chester and did not envy them the task of quelling the dismay of the academics. As Ivy and I made our way out of the lost athenaeum and through the now deserted antechambers, with their abandoned work tables, I suppressed more than one shiver.


    It was a very long trip.


    When we arrived aboveground, the only people I could see were the knights of the Church. The sight of me inspired Samuel to send for the Vessel immediately. I followed Ivy toward one of the barracks and, I hoped, a bath, and made it most of the way there before Rose joined us.


    “My lord,” she said, her eyes concerned.


    “A mishap,” I said.


    “A mishap.” She sounded unconvinced.


    “Involving a very long fall.” I managed a smile. “I need to clean off, but you should accompany me to the bath, and I will tell you the challenges we now face.”


    As Ivy went ahead to arrange for the water, I walked alongside Rose and informed her as to what we’d discovered, and she ruminated in silence, hands folded into her sleeves.


    “Not good,” was what she said finally.


    “No. But one hopes salvageable.”


    “One hopes.” But she did not sound convinced.


    “Any sign of Last?” I asked.


    “No. No... and my lord, the vultures are missing.”


    I glanced at her. “That implies they were supposed to be present.”


    “They were a gift to Saint Winifred to warn her of the impending rise of demons,” the priestess said. “The remains were drawn from the earth here, at Threnody-Calling-Forward. It was presumed that they would head toward the locus of the worst evil, and we assumed that would be here, where the dead once threshed elves and humans both. Barring the actual presence of demons, all the scholars of the Church posited that they would return to where they died. But they are not here, my lord. So where have they gone?”


    “It is too much to hope that you saw them continuing on to some other locale.”


    She huffed softly, shook her head. “You should know better, my lord.”


    “I should, yes.” My gaze was drawn to the north, where I still felt, beneath the constant hammering pulse of Amhric’s danger, something else. Some sickness. “I have some guesses. But before we can pursue them, we must undo the enchantment and collect my brother.”


    “Yes. We will keep the watch.”


    “Please,” I said. “I suspect my own will be in the athenaeum vault all night. We cannot afford to leave it unguarded now, and it will look poorly if we draw your men to that duty given how little love these people have for the Church. If we make it too obvious that we don’t trust them, they will want reasons.”


    “You don’t trust them, though,” she said. “Why?”


    It was a good question, because even removed from my first impressions of them by most of a day I didn’t know the answer. Why had I not looked on them as a way to multiply our labors? Dozens of researchers at work on our problem would surely solve it more quickly than my handful of companions. Their being Eyre’s rivals did not make them evil. And yet.... “A king once betrayed his allies to demons, Rose. Why did he do it?”


    “The histories say it was fear,” she said, subdued. “Or jealousy. Or avarice.”


    I glanced at her. “They don’t agree?”


    “You are surprised?”


    “No,” I said, because I knew how unreliable accounts of the past could be. And, “Yes,” because this was no minor matter. “I would have expected the Church to have the best answer, given how much they seem to have preserved.”


    “What they preserved,” she said, “was the fact that demons will use the tool best suited to the person they are seducing. If that tool is fear, then they will frighten. If it is jealousy or avarice, they will speak poisoned words. If it is righteousness, then they will clothe their offerings in reason. They are kin to angels, my lord, dark siblings to the brightness of God’s messengers. They know our secret hearts. But we rarely know our own, much less the hearts of others.” She drew in a breath, let it out, shoulders dropping. “Our annals record that the king was seduced. They don’t know what tool the demons used to effect that seduction.”


    I thought of the book awaiting me in the library. “Perhaps we will learn more soon.”


    “If you do, my lord, I hope you will share forthwith.”


    “I would be remiss otherwise,” I said. “But for now, I am an offense to nose and eye—”


    “By all means.” Her mouth quirked. “Don’t let me keep you.”


    The building into which I went, following Ivy, was not the dormitory I’d been expecting... but the stables. I walked past rows of drowsing horses, wondering if I’d come to the wrong place after all... and then heard humming from the end of the building, which drew me to the final stall; not a stall at all, but a loose box meant for bathing horses, from the sloped floor and the drainage ports. Some poor soul had been asked to drag an iron-clawed tub and several pails of fresh water suitable for humans into a place appropriate for washing animals, and for a fleeting moment I was back in the Archipelago, where human were kine and it would have been reasonable to drench them clean in a stable.


    That was all the unease I had time for before the sight of Ivy’s naked shoulders made everything other consideration dwindle in significance. She was in the bath, scrubbing her hair. Seeing me, she beamed. “Well, come in, then. It’s no good one of us being clean if the other isn’t.”


    “Ivy…” I hesitated. “There’s not even a door!”


    “Of course there’s not,” she said. “It’s a stable. People don’t take baths in stables.” She held out her hands. “Come, my love. Believe me when I say this is the most reliable method of securing our privacy I could devise.”


    What could I say to that? Nothing. So I didn’t. After that, few words, but much laughter, laughter, and sighs, and, I confess, gasps. By the end of it we were somewhat cleaner, and Ivy relented in her other attentions to wash my back. “So much tension,” she said, fingers digging beneath my shoulderblade. I rolled my lip between my teeth to keep from groaning. “Did you learn to carry tension in your shoulders from your time as an invalid? Or is this new?”


    “I fear I have always kept pain in my body,” I said. “I suppose it is too much to ask that I dispense with the habit now that the pain is harder to come by.”


    Silence then, made all the more noticeable by the caress of her fingers on my skin, gone soft and slow. “Does it hurt? Healing from so much… damage.”


    Did I want to tell her? And yet I had held back so much of myself from her for so long. I found I wished not to hide things from her. “Excruciating. But it passes, and then I live.”


    “And this will end when we unmake the enchantment.”


    I captured her hand in mine, kissed her soapy fingers. “I will remain difficult to hurt, my love. Do not fear on that account.”


    “I don’t,” she murmured, resting her cheek on my nape. “But it is a situation I did not think to face in my life… being able to decide whether my husband will die or not.”


    My skin prickled. “Oh, Ivy. Please.” I shuddered. “Please, do not go down that road. I have no desire to die untimely, but I have seen what immortality does to the spirit, the heart, the mind. If you love me, you will let me go to my rest when the time comes.”


    “And you will have the same equanimity when I am dying?”


    What a hateful thought. I rested my mouth against her fingers, closed my eyes. Inhaled the smell of soap, her skin. Tasted, very distantly, the sea in my mouth, and the wine of Amhric’s calling. My skin prickled up my sides. At last, I said, “I will be deeply aggrieved. But I hope I will have grace about it, and comfort you as you go home.”


    Perhaps that was the right answer, for her voice became contemplative. “Do you think it is? Home, I mean. When we die.”


    I glanced over my shoulder at her. “I would have thought this to be a topic more properly answered by you. You are more devout than I am.”


    She smiled, cheeks dimpling. “That’s why I’m asking you. I know what I believe to be the truth already. But I didn’t think that you would believe.” She canted her head. “Do you?”


    “I now know there to be angels,” I said, quiet. “If not angels, how not Heaven?” Kissing her knuckles, I said, “But God willing we are many years distant from that fate.”


    “God willing,” she agreed.


    The scritch-scratch that caught our attention sounded very much like footsteps. We froze, waiting... and then relaxed as a hand crept around the edge of the box, and then a nose.


    “Almond,” I said, relieved. “We thought you were someone else.”


    “No, Master,” she said. “May I come in?”


    I glanced past my shoulder at Ivy, who nodded. “Go on, please.”


    The genet slipped around the wall of the box. “I didn’t see you when I woke,” she said to me, eyes wide. “And I worried.”


    “I’m fine,” I said. “And you are in need of a bath as well—”


    Ivy was already stepping out of the tub, wrapping a towel around herself. “I’ll help, once I dry off.”


    “Oh, Master, you needn’t! I can wash myself—”


    “I needn’t, but I wish to,” I said firmly. “Come in, please.”


    Did Ivy find it strange that I stayed in the water to scrub Almond? She did not seem to. I was grateful. I could not have named the position the genets held in my heart, and Almond in particular, but they were innocents, and I gave no more thought to being nude before one than I would have before a beast. The little whines of pleasure that escaped Almond were more than enough compensation for any inconvenience.


    “Oh, we should have taken this off,” Ivy said, tugging at the collar’s buckle.


    Almond yelped and touched her hand. “No, please!”


    “Almond?” I said. “You don’t need it—”


    “It belongs on me,” she said. “And I like it. Please, leave it.”


    Ivy and I exchanged glances. She said, “All right, Almond. As you please. We will wash under it.”


    “There is food out now, Master,” Almond said as we toweled her off. “Lord Guy has brought it into the study, though he complains that it is too quiet now without the other humans to agitate.”


    “Lord Guy,” I repeated, bemused. “Have you called him thus yet?”


    “No, Master?” The insides of her ears flushed. “I have not needed to talk to him. Will you come?”


    “In a moment,” I said. “I’d like to speak with Ivy.”


    She brightened. “Of course. I will make things ready for you.”


    With her gone, Ivy said, wry, “Lord Guy.”


    “And Lord Radburn, I assume. The collars...”


    “I never thought to remove Emily’s or Serendipity’s.” She worried at her lower lip with her teeth. “It seemed too personal a topic to broach. I wanted to respect their privacy, as I would a normal person’s, in the hopes of acquainting them with the fact that they should expect such courtesies.”


    “I will ask. For now, though....”


    “For now, we return to our research.” She kissed me, and the skin she’d been abrading was warm and soft and reminded me too much of wounds. I quivered, hid it by resting my brow against hers.


    “Research,” I agreed, and we dressed.
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    The scene in the athenaeum was much as I’d left it in the early afternoon, with my companions back at their studies, save for Eyre who was occupied aboveground with Doctor Carrington, from Chester’s explanation.


    “How did they take it?” Ivy asked.


    Chester rubbed an eye with the side of his hand. “About as one would expect. But they allowed themselves to be convinced and have gone to their beds, along with everyone else.” He looked up at me from under his brows. “It has been a bad evening’s work, I’m afraid.”


    “I know,” I said. “Thank you for doing what you could to mitigate the damage.”


    Radburn interjected, “Oh, fine. Thank him for the hard work of talking to Eyre’s friends. But do the people who deployed the mops get any kind words? No... of course not.”


    “And now you know how most women feel about housework,” Ivy said as she slid back into the chair she’d vacated.


    “Yes,” Guy said. “Continue in that vein. A good argument will get my blood flowing, keep me focused.”


    “Just so long as your blood flow stays in your body,” Radburn muttered. “I’m done cleaning for the night.”


    Ivy said, prim, “Some of us are trying to concentrate.”


    Chester shook his head, but the group fell silent; a good sign. I glanced at my friends, then beckoned Kelu aside.


    “Walk with me?”


    “Do I have a choice?” she asked.


    I considered her, found her ears sagging rather than pinned back to her skull. Not anger, then, but exhaustion, perhaps? Did she always feel compelled to fight so hard, and did it weary her? “Of course you have a choice. But I would be grateful if you were to agree.”


    Her eyes flicked up, met mine through her white lashes. Then she sighed and padded out of the room into the now empty antechamber, with its dust-clogged air and neglected projects. I passed many books abandoned in mid-examination, wondered if any of them would entice their scholars back in the morning, or if they would find the uncanny events of the night too disturbing to want to resume their perlustrations.


    “I hope this isn’t about me having to do something else,” she said, stopping to peer at one of the manuscripts spread on a table.


    “You’re enjoying the work, then?”


    “I like reading.” From her flattened ears, she expected mockery. She should have known better. “If it’s not about that, what do you need?”


    “The collars,” I said. “I have never tried to remove one.”


    “A good thing,” she said, picking up a set of tongs and tapping its ends together experimentally. “Since that would have used us up.”


    My heart stumbled. “I beg your pardon?”


    “The collars?” She set the tongs down and sniffed at one of the pages, wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, this thing is ancient. Makes me want to sneeze.” Rubbing her nose, she turned to me. “You do remember what we were made for, right?”


    I grimaced. “Yes. I did not assume there to be an ornamental component to your use. If the immortality enchantment came with the demonic ability to comb energy out of living creatures, why make the genets with a... a....”


    “Wrapper?” she suggested. “A convenient cover to keep the goods untainted until you’re ready to use them?”


    “This is related somehow to your inability to use your own magical wells, isn’t it,” I said. “Somehow you’ve been designed in a knot, and the collar is the lock. Can your magic be forced out, the way it can out of elves and humans?”


    Kelu shrugged. “You can try. But unless you take off the collar, the energy is bound up in us, and if you try to steal it, you fail. It dissipates. Or so they say when they sell us.”


    It made a twisted sort of sense, if one’s aim was to prevent the use of the genets by anyone but those purchasing them. What a complex piece of enchantment that must have been... would that we could meet the sorcerer responsible for it! Undoing immortality would be child’s play for her, for a woman it must surely be if the blood magics were the province of female powers.


    “What I don’t understand,” I said,“is why they would make it so that all your energy must be used at once. You cannot half-remove the collar, I imagine?”


    Kelu eyed me.


    “No, I thought not. But why? What if an elf wanted only a small sip of magic?” I said.


    “Because elves don’t tend to be the prudent ‘small sips’ sorts,” she said. “Or have you forgotten? They want a draught, they want it all at once.”


    And all this time, I had been sleeping, walking, talking, brushing the genets, and they were one flipped buckle away from dissolution? “There must be a way to remove the collars without destroying you.”


    “If there is a way we don’t know about it,” Kelu said with another shrug. “Maybe someone in Suleris did, but I wouldn’t depend on it. Why would they engineer us any differently? We’re supposed to be disposable. If someone accidentally uses up their genet, Suleris just sells them a new one.” She studied me, and her ears dipped. “You really don’t understand, even now, do you. None of this is real to you.” She tapped the tag hanging from the collar, her claw eliciting a dull clink from it. “You want to know why I haven’t taken a ‘real name’ yet? It’s because my name’s still true. I’m a slave, ‘Master,’ and I will be until I fall apart... because some elf planned me to do that before I could grow old enough for them to get tired of looking at me. When you can take this collar off me, then you can give me a real name. Until then, I’m not going to fool myself… and neither should you.”


    She did not wait for me to answer, but stalked back to the library. I wondered if she took such liberties with me because she knew I would not punish her, as the Pearls had suggested… or if she courted her own death. Was her life so heinous that she longed for an ending?


    I remembered being in that much pain. My heart contracted with pity. For her. For myself. For all of us, that we must stumble through life with so little guidance.


    Eyre was right. There was no living without others, and no joy without those relationships being right. I didn’t know how I could make it right for the genets, but I was once again resolved to try.


    I had no sooner re-entered the library when Chester was pressing a book into my hands. “Here, Locke, you need to see this.”


    I had a fleeting impression of bright colors, elven glyphs, and words I could read before I allowed him to guide me into a chair. His hands pressed my shoulders down until I sat and then he leaned over me, turning the pages. “Look! This… this is a history of the origin of species!”


    He stopped on a page faced with an illustration, painted with a deft hand: a road drenched in lavender shadows proceeding down a moss-green hill. At its pinnacle, on either side, stood two slim winged creatures, one white and the other scarlet. They oversaw a procession of silhouettes heading down.


    Behind the hill, the entire page had been gilt. Shifting it made it shimmer in the firelight.


    “Here,” Chester said, tracing the glyphs with a finger. “This is the story of how God made the elves to be stewards of the land, which had known too many visits from demons prior to their creation. And this… this is the interesting part.” He tapped a sentence I couldn’t read. “It says that they were intended to ensure the proper balance of magic and earth, sky and well, so that angels and demons might be at peace in Heaven, and feel no need to come to earth.”


    Radburn looked up from his own book. “That makes it sound as if demons are supposed to exist.”


    “What if they are?” Guy said. He tapped his pen. “What if one must have them, the way day and night are both necessary?”


    “Night is not evil,” Ivy said. “So you would suggest that demons aren’t either.”


    “Maybe they’re not,” Guy said. “Maybe they merely predate upon us because we are too weak to oppose them.”


    “Predation becomes evil when it is inflicted on thinking beings,” Ivy said. “We eat pheasant because the pheasant can’t feel existential grief over its plight. But we execute those who kill other human beings.”


    “Pheasants can feel pain,” Radburn said. “Isn’t that enough? Maybe we’re tricking ourselves into thinking a moral justification exists for a behavior we enjoy.”


    “Pheasants don’t have souls,” Guy said dismissively.


    “The elves don’t think humans have souls,” Kelu said. “So is them using up humans all right in your book?”


    “Of course not,” Guy said. “There is a measurable difference between a pheasant and a human.”


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “One of them succeeds at killing the other, and the other succeeds at dying.”


    Ignoring them, Chester turned the page. “There is an account here in Lit as well, if you wish to read it. Each page has translation, which begs the question of its intended audience… but before we come to that question, here, look at this.” A few more pages, and then he stopped on one of a creature rendered wholly in white paint and gilding, its arms held out to either side as if in welcome. Before it, on their knees, were two elves: one male, one female, bent as if to receive a benediction from the hands extended alongside their heads.


    “Here is the account of how the elves received the Angel’s Gift,” Chester continued, his excitement palpable. “That is the gift of magic.”


    “An account,” Radburn said, skeptical. “A historical one?”


    “Folklore,” Guy murmured.


    “There are demons in the world,” I said. “There must then be angels.”


    “Have you seen one of these demons?” Guy asked.


    “No,” I said. “But I have felt them.”


    A pause. I could sense their gazes. Then Guy said, “Very well, then. But the existence of demons does not require the existence of angels, no matter what it might imply. Ultimate evil can exist without ultimate good.”


    “Then where is the day to the night of demonkind?” I asked.


    “Maybe we’re it,” Radburn said. “Maybe ultimate evil has to be countered with crippled and well-intentioned good.”


    “I hope not,” Kelu said. “Or you’re all going to die.”


    Into that pause, Almond said, “Angels do exist. I have dreamed them.”


    If any of my friends had dared to tell her that her dreams were fictions, I would have had strong words for them. But it was Kelu who said, “Dreams are just dreams, Almond. They’re not true. They’re just things that come into your mind when you’re asleep.”


    Said Almond, quiet, “But I am a pheasant who dreams of angels. Where would a soulless creature, born to die, come up with such dreams?”


    Kelu stared at her, jaw agape, and this Almond weathered in silence, as she weathered all our shocked stares.


    “Oh Almond,” Ivy said softly. She held out her arms, and the genet padded to her, obedient. When she rested her head on Ivy’s lap I saw the glint of firelight off the collar’s metal fixtures and suppressed a tremor that Chester felt but did not comment on. He cleared his throat instead and turned the page to the Lit translation.


    “Here,” he said, low. “It gives the account. One could use the book to learn both languages. The words are relatively simple. There are other tales here… about the first king and prince. You might find those of interest.”


    “I imagine I will,” I said.


    He left me to it, and we retreated into our islands of silence, broken only by the shifting of pages or chairs and the scratch of pens on paper. I could have mistaken it for one of the lectures at Leigh, had I closed my eyes… save that I was not in discomfort. Pain had defined my life for so long that it stunned me that I could no longer recall what it had been like to live thus. The memory had receded, become someone else’s. I hoped to God and all the angels that I would remember how to persist through its ravages when it came again, because I could not help but believe that it would.


    I applied myself to Chester’s book. Eventually, Almond came to me and rested her head against my thigh, and I stroked her and tried not to grieve for her plight.
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    Eyre returned some time later, looking so haggard that I half-stood at the sight of him. He waved me down. “It’s nothing,” he said. “Not what you assume. They accept that an elf out of legend must have magic.”


    “Did they?” Ivy asked, surprised.


    “Once they pushed through their initial revulsion—no offense, my student, it was... a gruesome sight. But no, all that was left, as expected, was politics. What are we to do about the hall. Who should explore it. Whether you would consider it yours, and therefore off limits to study.” He smiled crookedly. “I had hoped a discovery this large would mollify Emery and Hugh—there is surely enough credit to pass around now—but they are anxious and belligerent. As usual, success makes them more aggressive, not less.” He sat next to the fire. “Have you learned anything of note?”


    “I have,” Ivy said. “This book is fascinating.”


    “The one that told you about blood magics and men?” Chester asked from his desk.


    “Just so.” She consulted her notes, then sat back, resting a hand on one knee. “It is a book of theory, and intended for humans if I am reading right. An explanatory text about the magic of their elders. The explanation your captain gave us, Morgan, was correct in an observational sense, but not in a theoretical sense. Women and men do use magic differently, but the context for those differences is broader than suggested. In basic, the former affect creatures… the latter, things.”


    “Oh God,” Radburn said, putting his head in his hands. “We are back to pheasants.”


    “Hush,” she said and continued. “There are two spheres: the self, and others. And two levels: to change or affect, and to create. All magic works in one sphere and on one level when cast spontaneously, but to manage more than one usually requires planning—”


    “Enchantments,” Chester said.


    “Precisely.”


    “So the enchantment that bound the elves,” I said. “How is that an enchantment, if it affects others? That is one sphere, one level?”


    “That part I don’t understand yet,” she admitted. “It may be because the effect on others persists past their death, and past them into the entirety of the species. I must read further.”


    “How does that work?” Radburn frowned. “If men can affect only things, how can they have a sphere devoted to the self?”


    “The example they used,” Ivy said, flipping through the book, “is that of a foreign object embedded in the body.” She showed him the page, and he paled. When she pointed it at us, we found a very detailed rendering of a spear in someone’s gut. “The spear, when it pierces the body, becomes part of the self, and can be affected. A man would remove it by impelling the spearhead to move back out of the body. A woman, by healing the flesh beneath it until it is pushed out.”


    “Bizarre,” Guy said.


    “Now here’s the interesting thing.” She paged backwards and stopped near the end. “As this is a text intended to educate humanity on the wherefores of elven magic, there is a section explaining the elven kingship.” She lifted her eyes to meet mine across the room, then again she looked down. “It says here that there is a third sphere, that of magic, and this is reserved solely to the royal blood. And that a woman may never be either king or prince, because the ability to affect flesh and soul when combined with the ability to manipulate magic would be a tyranny past which there would be no returning.”


    Had not Amhric told me the same? He would not kill, could not with his power. This then was an extension of a divine natural philosophy: proof, perhaps, that there was a plan.


    “It continues to say that the kingship is passed from one king to the next, either by consent or by death,” Ivy said. “And that the prince’s power flows from the king’s, as the people’s does. So perhaps that is why you find yourself deprived of ability, Morgan. Your king is bound, and so you are also.”


    “Damnable thing,” Radburn said. “They fettered you all but good.”


    “And yet,” I murmured, thinking of the battle on the strand of Kesína, “I can compel. And Amhric can receive.”


    “Perhaps this is a ramification of the loss of the kingship,” Chester offered. “Since no king has granted that power to your brother, nor died recently....”


    “But a king did die,” Ivy said. “If the text is correct, that should have transferred the power.”


    “Did a king die?” Eyre asked suddenly.


    “Good point. You’re all immortal now,” Guy said. “Who was the last elven king? Where did he go?”


    “The last elven king fell defending humanity here, on the battlefield just outside our door,” I said. “And I cannot imagine that he would not have returned to address the many ills elven society has suffered in the wake of the curse, if he yet lived.”


    “Besides,” Kelu said. “He was followed by an army of revenants. They did fine killing other elves by ripping them apart. I’m sure a king’s limbs come off his body just as easily as a normal elf’s.”


    “Kelu!” Almond whispered, ears flipping back.


    Kelu shrugged and returned to her book.


    “Maybe it’s the enchantment that is binding your power,” Ivy said to me. “That is the only other explanation I can think of, if you are meant to be more powerful than the average elf.”


    “So I have been told,” I said. “But as you see.” I held up my hands.


    “Anyone else, then?” Chester asked. “I’m still knee-deep in history, trying to locate any other word of major enchantments.”


    “Me too,” Radburn said, holding up his book. “A history of Vigil itself. What it was like, how it was built. And about the three dragons who lived here.”


    “Dragons,” Ivy said with a shudder.


    “Just think of Morgan’s drake, but bigger,” Radburn said with a grin.


    “Morgan’s drake is small and biddable,” Ivy said, repressively, picking up her pen. “I cannot imagine either of those qualities attaining to a dragon.”


    “They certainly didn’t,” Radburn said. “Fortunately there were few of them. Never more than twenty or so the book claims.”


    “This one does also,” Chester said. “The dragons were never meant to be numerous, and it was rare for more than one or two of them to maintain alliances with smaller folk at all. To have three in residence here would have been a coup for whomever wooed them here.”


    “My book,” I said, petting its cover, “says that dragons were the glories of solitude made manifest, and made poor companions to elvenkind, and for this humanity was created.”


    They stared at me until Radburn said, “You jest.”


    “I do not,” I said. “The legend says—if you will not believe it to be history—that elves were stewards, who lived to maintain the land that demons and angels overflew.”


    Chester held up a hand. “You mean to tell me that elves were serfs.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know what I mean to tell you. The words are spare, Chester. I can only tell you how it sounds to me from the reading, which is that the elves were gardeners of a world God made, to which angels and demons both might visit when given cause. The angels gave the Gift to the elves when it became clear that demonkind did not intend to share the world with angels or elves. But the ability to work magic also conferred the ability to love—” I spread my hands to stay their protestations, “—I only report what I have read—and so the elves felt grief for there were few of them and a great deal of land, and the dragons did not rebuff them but were not fast friends to them. They asked for companions of an angel....”


    “And an angel made us?” Chester asked, incredulous.


    “The annals do not say,” I said. “They report that one morning elves woke and found humanity established among them, and they were glad.”


    Ivy eyed my book. “I find all of that difficult to believe.”


    “Remember,” Eyre said. “All accounts are written by a person, and that person has biases through which the account is filtered.”


    “Like Morgan with his glasses,” Radburn said.


    “This account of humankind as gift to elves to save them from loneliness reflects something,” Eyre said. “The beliefs of the time, the beliefs of the writer. It may even be fictional, or a political statement.”


    “And no way to tell,” I said, paging through the volume. “There’s not even a byline for the author. One presumes it to be an elf because of the content, but....”


    “Without a human book to give another perspective to the tale, we might never know the truth of it,” Chester said.


    “Perhaps,” Eyre said, “that is the human book.”


    I traced the spine with the pad of my thumb. “Why then is it in this library? Why the sealed vault? Books meant for humans?”


    “Maybe that’s why they sealed it,” Ivy said. “They didn’t want us to have it again. We cut you off. You cut us off.”


    “It has to be more than jealousy and bitterness,” Chester said.


    “Must it?” Radburn asked. “Jealousy and bitterness are powerful forces.”


    “People do act irrationally,” Guy agreed. “Even elves.”


    “Especially elves,” I muttered. But I thought of Chester’s comment on the ride here, about how we yearned toward the knowledge of a lost amity. Did the elves also long for the lack of humanity? Did some elf write this volume out of love for his companion race? Dare I hope for such a thing: evidence that we were meant to live in peace, rather than as predator and prey, or estranged family?


    “I take it that no one has found anything about the curse itself,” Eyre said, and we all looked at one another, waiting. When no one volunteered, Eyre nodded. “Then we must resume our work.”


    “We must,” I said. “But we must also eat, or we will have no strength to press on.”
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    It was something of a triumph that we were able to continue our work long past the normal hour, for it proved we remained of a single mind when it came to the pursuit of knowledge... and I was glad of the camaraderie and shared purpose. We did break to eat, but we didn’t leave the room, even to sleep; Almond and Serendipity found blankets to drape over whomever had fallen to slumbering in a chair or at a desk. I read quickly rather than deeply, hoping to find an account of the actual historic act, but of that I encountered not even a mention: had the elves excised the event from their books in the hopes of preventing its reoccurrence? Or had the athenaeum been sealed before anyone could write of it? I could imagine being less frustrated at how much knowledge we now had access to, and yet how little of it relevant... but only just.


    And always, in the back of my mouth, I could taste wine, and blood. When my head dropped into my folded arms and I dozed, I heard the clash of swords, smelled sweat, panted through the urgency of a battle I feared was coming closer. One of these dreams seemed particularly urgent, and when I woke it was because I’d been lanced with guilt and relief and the falling wave of a victory won against terrible odds, but not completely. I felt a ghost of heat on the insides of my thighs, as if I clasped them to muscled sides and felt the great barrel of the drake rising and falling.


    Only Ivy and Eyre were awake when I lifted my head. My mentor cocked a brow.


    “He’s coming,” I said softly. “But the danger follows.”


    “Do you know what it is yet?” Ivy asked.


    I shook my head.


    “God be with us, then,” Eyre said, and returned to his study.


    But I found I could not remain in the chair afterwards, and no one seemed surprised when I excused myself to go up the stairs and to the surface, where it was somehow still the same night. One of the Church’s knights espied me and vanished, no doubt to give report of me. I waited, contemplating the stars scattered across the cobalt sward of the sky, and not long afterward Rose joined me. She looked out with me, the chill autumn wind caressing us both.


    “You are facing north,” she observed.


    “Yes.”


    “Because you intend to go there next.”


    “Yes,” I said, though I didn’t recollect making the decision.


    She nodded. “We will accompany you wherever you go, my lord.”


    “Thank you,” I murmured. Recalling what I’d come for, I said, “The King is on his way.”


    “And Last?”


    “I presume they are together, but...” I summoned the impressions, sorted through them as they glided over my skin with phantom emotions, like layers of scarves. “...they may not be.”


    “Either way,” she said, and left it thus: a promise I felt not at all worthy of. Who was I, other than a man who could heal back from his own death? If I had been fated to undo the enchantment of the elves—if in fact Kelu had been correct and the fate of all I held dear rested on my ability to read books—then why was it taking so long to put the pieces together? I could sense the magnitude of the puzzle as well as my failure to grasp even the size of it. I feared that state would continue to obtain, and we would be laboring here when the demons came for us with laughter on their lips and anguish cupped beneath their wings.


    I had been putting off the book that mattered.


    I sighed. “I return.”


    She nodded. “When your people tire, send them up. They will find their work impeded if they subsist solely on naps caught in chairs.”


    “No doubt,” I said, and inclined my head to her before returning downstairs. The antechamber now echoed with the silence that no doubt had characterized it for centuries before Vigil’s scholars had pierced it... I felt a melancholy for those abandoned books, and little saved me from it but that I heard, now and then, a murmur from the vault where I was bound.


    I rejoined my fellows, picked up The Countenance of Demons, and resumed the task.


    The study of demons was as grim a thing as I’d anticipated. What I hadn’t expected, however, was how very like the studies of folktales it would prove. The book I’d chosen was a slender volume, and it involved the identification of demons, their powers, their methods of work. It contained illustrations that seemed to consist of ink poured over pages, or spattered. It made frequent references to fear and guilt and doubt. It was more a piece of poetry than a guide. And yet, it was strewn throughout with dire warnings and adjurations on how one must behave in order to prevent the incursion or depredations of demons.


    Perhaps it was the earnest presentation of the text that caused me to find the one fact in it that could stun me into speaking aloud completely believable.


    “Demons cannot die.”


    My faithful paused in their own studies. “I beg your pardon?” Chester asked.


    “Demons,” I repeated. “It says here they cannot be killed by violence. They have no form that can be pierced with sword or lance. They bleed, but they cannot die.”


    “Like you,” Ivy said, stunned.


    The words rang in me, twice, thrice, like an echo from a very great distance. The enchantment had not only given us claws like demons… it had turned us into creatures like demons.


    “So how does one prevail against them?” Radburn asked, frowning. “The Church has spent centuries training its knights. One presumes that effort was predicated on the notion that demons could be destroyed.”


    “They’ve trained to kill the dead,” Chester said. “And the dead do need swords to be destroyed.”


    “Swords charged with magic,” I murmured.


    “Which the Church knows about,” Chester said.


    “Sooth.” I drew in a breath. “It says that demons can be banished, and that once banished they must be invited back into the mortal realm in order to take form there. Otherwise they exist as... accentuations of our own doubts and negative thoughts. This is also the tool they use to manipulate us into doing their will.”


    “So how does this banishment work?” Radburn asked.


    “Let me guess,” Guy drawled. “A kind word, a good deed, an act of great sacrifice, love.”


    I cleared my throat and said nothing.


    “Oh no,” Ivy said, laughing. “Don’t tell us that’s what it says.”


    “It does, yes.” I eyed Guy. “If with rather less mockery.”


    “I tell you I am so surprised,” Guy said, but he was smiling, and resigned, I smiled back. “Be candid, Morgan. You’d be lost without someone to inject a little skepticism into your life.”


    “I’m afraid I find skepticism difficult to maintain in the face of immortal enchantments, fairy tale royalty, and apparently demons that can grow to any size and devour whole armies.”


    “That part must be fantasy,” Ivy said, frowning. “If they can’t be killed by mortal sword, why can they kill us? Does it say?”


    “They don’t have to,” I said. “When they arrive, apparently all fall before them in abject terror. Some even die of it, or so it says here.”


    “Less an attack,” Eyre murmured, surprising us, “than a betrayal. Of ourselves.”


    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, just so.”


    “So what protection against that can be fielded?” Chester asked, irritated. “A force that can cause your own heart to burst from fear?”


    “A pure spirit, obviously,” Guy said.


    “God save us,” Radburn exclaimed. “We shall all die. Even Ivy now that you’ve debauched her, Morgan.”


    “As I recall,” Ivy said tartly, “It was I who did the debauching. And some convincing it took as well.”


    “Ivy!” I exclaimed.


    “You see?” she said, unperturbed. “He still blushes to speak of it.”


    “Then he’s the only pure heart among us,” Radburn said with a laugh. “Ivy, you are horrid.”


    “I am exactly as horrid as any of you, or very probably less, as my embraces were inspired by love and not wasted on strangers found in some whorehouse.”


    “I don’t think purity of heart is measured entirely in sexual abstinence,” Eyre said dryly. “Or the absence of purity would be a requirement for life to continue and somehow I doubt God intended us to pass through the gates of sin in order to perpetuate His creation.” He glanced at me. “Folklore would suggest the pure heart is one that passes through trial into compassion for others, and generosity in the response to their suffering. What does your book say?”


    “That to banish them again requires sacrifice,” I said, quiet. “Or demonstration of a great love.”


    “Ah, then, we’ll be safe,” Guy said. “No shortage of that in this group, eh?”


    Radburn snorted. “You mean to say that Ivy and Morgan will survive and the rest of us are doomed.”


    “Love is not solely romantic,” Ivy said. “But I wouldn’t expect any of you to admit to it.”


    “It also says,” I continued, scanning the text, “That magic is of great aid, as it assists with resisting the attacks of demons. Those attacks being the betrayals of which Professor Eyre spoke.”


    “We have been remiss with the lessons since arriving here.” Radburn closed his book, frowning. “Perhaps we should resume?”


    “Doing so would alert our hosts as to the existence of magic,” Chester said. “Granted, Locke’s dramatic return from the dead has no doubt put the notion in their heads, but I thought the idea was to remain discreet about our ability.”


    “And yet, as you said, they can hardly be unaware that the world is now rather more mysterious than they assumed,” Ivy said.


    “More importantly,” Kelu interrupted, “It’s ridiculously late at night and they’re supposedly all sleeping. How are they going to find out?”


    “It’s true,” I said. “The Vessel and her knights are maintaining their vigil, but I doubt anyone else is.”


    “Here’s a thought, though,” Ivy said. “Why not invite them?” She lifted her hands. “I know what you are about to say. But how better to bind them to us than to offer them something they want dearly but can receive no other way than at our hands? We could win them forever with that gift, I am sure.”


    “There is something to that,” Radburn murmured.


    “Assuming the professor’s colleagues don’t take it into their heads to resent our knowing something they don’t, again,” Chester said. He glanced at Eyre. “Do you suppose they will want it more than they would hate us for giving it to them?”


    “How quickly you learn their habits,” Eyre said with a sad smile. “But no. I think this is one prize that they will care little as to how it is acquired, so long as they might have it. The idea has merit, and not just because it would ensure their loyalties... but because it might also protect them from demons, and is that not our duty?”


    “We might prevent the descent yet,” I said. “It is my duty and all my aim to do so.”


    “And yet,” Eyre murmured.


    “We are not living someone else’s folktale yet,” I said to him firmly. I turned to Ivy. “However, much as I like your plan... it would be in vain, as it will fail to affect the two people most hostile to our cause. Neither of the professor’s male colleagues have any magical potential at all.”


    “What?” Chester said, startled. “How is that possible? They were born in Troth, weren’t they?”


    “They were, yes,” Eyre said.


    “Were they aristocracy, then, to eschew the rituals of the common man?” Ivy asked, frowning.


    Eyre tapped his fingers on his folio. “They were, yes. Though I was sure they’d attended at least in their youth. When we were young it was not quite as politic to avoid the Church.” He glanced at me. “You are certain of their disability?”


    I tapped my glasses. “Not only are they not glowing with the inner fire I associate with it, they have something in opposition: a darkness.”


    “Darkness?” Ivy asked, wary.


    “Not just an absence,” I agreed. “Though most of the others have that absence. What I see in Roland and Powlett is something active.”


    “Demons,” Almond whispered, and I caressed her to still her shivering.


    “That can’t be,” Eyre said, “or Morgan would know. But still... both Emery and Hugh? And the rest of the team here... not a single one of them?”


    “Maybe scholarship extinguishes the irrationality necessary to accept magic,” Guy said. “And the only reason we’ve been exempt is through contamination with a prime source.”


    Radburn snorted. Ignoring them, I said to Eyre, “Not a one, save Carrington.”


    “Mary,” he said, and sighed. “Such an opportunity lost.”


    “We could train her, though?” Ivy said. “I know the Vessel would be delighted to have another female student....”


    “Her and only her among all her peers?” Chester said. “Be reasonable, Ivy. The jealousy would be incandescent. If our purpose is to unite them in allegiance to our cause, awarding only one of them the teaching they will all desperately desire will completely contravene our purpose.”


    “He’s right,” Eyre said, sighing. “We can’t just teach one of them. No matter how hard she tries to remain discreet, she’ll reveal herself, and then... then we really will have trouble.”


    In silence we contemplated the future that could have been had fate been kinder. But we had what we had to work with. I said, “You should all go up and have your training from the Vessel. If you are the only ones who can learn, then your duty to do so is all the more paramount.”


    “I could use a stretch,” Guy said.


    “Go see the stars,” I said. “The evening is beautiful. I’ll tarry, and see if I can finish this book. Her methods don’t work for me, anyway, with the enchantment’s trammeling.”


    This suggestion met with general agreement, and my companions rose then, stretched stiff limbs, and one by one passed out of the room. Ivy paused to have a kiss of me, which I gave her gladly. She no longer smelled of her violet soap, but her hair had its own perfume, one that belonged to her and her alone, a greenscent like something growing and bright. Perhaps it was part of woman’s magic, expressing itself through her skin with the regular practices. Whatever it was, I loved it.


    “You’ll be fine by your lonesome here with the echoes of history?” she asked after we parted.


    “You won’t be gone that long,” I said, amused and fond.


    “So long as you’re sure.” She sighed. Then looked over her shoulder at the door. “Don’t think we don’t see you, Chester St. Clary. You are loitering why? Do you believe me to need a chaperone?”


    Chester had indeed stayed behind. He gave up being unobtrusive and joined us. “I trust Morgan with your honor, Ivy.”


    “Do you?” she asked, surprised. “I had thought you would disapprove of our actions.”


    “Me—but not Douglas or Du Roi?” He lifted his brows.


    “Guy and Radburn gad about town, getting drunk and pawing women of questionable virtue,” Ivy said dismissively. “They are hardly paragons of virtue. You, though, are your parents’ model son. Your every move with Minda has been overseen by anxious aunts and dowager cousins to ensure not the first hint of impropriety. Moreover, I believe that to be so because you honestly wish to protect women from the predations of men, who would tumble them and then leave them penniless and with child.” She tilted her head. “So yes, I expected you to have an opinion on the matter, one not necessarily shared by two confirmed bachelors with no need to wed.”


    Chester looked from her to me, then back to her. Quietly, he said, “Morgan is no predator.”


    “No, but he is no innocent either.”


    “No one is who lives long enough.” Chester shook his head. “I’m not here because I believe you to require escort to the surface.”


    “Then why—”


    He met my eyes. “Last gave me a charge.”


    Of course. What could I say to such a thing, if he believed it his duty to guard me? And yet to think of Chester falling to a demon because he failed in his lessons.... “You must go up,” I said. “You serve me better if you learn to use magic to defend yourself against my enemies.”


    “You have more enemies than those that must be defeated with a virtuous heart and a familiarity with cantrips.”


    “And all of them can be overcome by the sword you already know how to ply,” I agreed. “But against demons and the walking dead you have no recourse save sorcery. Chester—I will keep the genets with me, and you will be gone all of an hour. That hour may save your life—and mine—in the future. Go, please.”


    Ivy touched his arm. “Come.” Her smile flickered, quick and bright, over her mouth, though her eyes remained grave. “We love him, we two. We should not fail him. And I sense we have little time.”


    Chester glanced at her, startled, but her touch pacified him. “You,” he said to me. “Don’t go over the balcony again.”


    “Trust me, once was enough,” I said, pained. That won me a chuckle, and their reluctant removal from my presence.


    The darkling shadow that came to me before the echo of their quiet conversation had a chance to fade did not surprise me. “Go with them,” I said to Emily before she could ask. “I know you’re fond of Ivy.”


    The genet flipped her ears back in as close to an expression of chagrin as her training permitted. “She has been kind to me.”


    “Kelu and Almond will keep me company. And Serendipity, if I can find her.” I tilted my head. “Where is she, do you know?”


    “Looking at things,” Emily said. “She likes looking at things, now that she can.”


    Who could blame her? A life in a cage did not grant one much opportunity to experience anything new. Only the weather, and what joy was there in that when one was also subject to it? How far the two Pearls had come from that resignation, that Serendipity could feel comfortable indulging her curiosity, and Emily could stand here with her slim straight shoulders, daring to want something I had not told her to want. Her little pine frond had been reduced to a brittle curl of branch, but she was still wearing it. I smiled, and set a hand on her shoulder. “Follow, and learn, if you wish.”


    “Thank you, Master,” she said, with a quick rub of her cheek against my jaw, and then she was gone.


    From her position, half-hidden in the inglenook, Kelu muttered, “Well, now you’ve done it. Left yourself completely alone here? With us for company?”


    “You and Almond have served me for company well in the past,” I said. “I’m not sorry to be with the two of you now.”


    “She’s asleep.”


    “She’s still good company to me asleep, and you speak enough for both of you,” I said, amused.


    Kelu snorted. “So now what?”


    “Now,” I said, and drew in a breath. “I study.”
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    To return to the contemplation of demons with the room emptied of the comforting presence of my companions was more than I could countenance, so I set that book aside and investigated what my friends had left on their desks. Ivy and Guy were at work on similar tomes on the theory of magic; Chester, unavoidably, had immersed himself in something I could not decipher. Perhaps he could teach me, when all this had been put to rest—these round glyphs were my birthright, as strange as I found the realization. The professor was reading what appeared to be a book on religion, clotted with angels and theories on the metaphysical significance of the two races: apparently of some dispute, then, despite what the book of fables would have its readers believe.


    Radburn had his recent history on the desk, and I skimmed one of its pages, surprised to find it reading like a gossip column rather than a factual account. My eyes were already drifting off of it when I caught sight of the words ‘Red Prince.’ Curious, I stopped, found it was, like the rest of the page, involved in its scurrilous recounting of some tale of who was attempting to attract whose attention. In this case, the whole affair had been broken up by the Red Prince, who apparently disdained gossip.


    There had been a human with that appellation, but he’d been given it based on the folklore figure. I hadn’t known there had been an elven version—was this the source of the folktale? I sank into Radburn’s chair, paging backwards, finding mention here and there of the Red Prince. It was near the beginning of the book where I found him introduced, and he had a chapter to himself. The king at that time was known as Marne, an ebullient personality, vibrant, a burning flame of an elf with “all the love that could be granted to a great heart, and spilling over onto everyone he touched.” I paused at that, wondering if they were intimating something more scandalous, or if this was commentary on a magnanimous nature.


    Marne had also been the name of the king who had died to save humanity… but his prince had been Sihret. This Marne’s prince was named Sirél, and since the king and prince were an unbreakable pairing, then this account had to refer to some other Marne. Did the elves, like humans, reuse the names of past royals? As if we didn’t have enough to compensate for without adding the need to puzzle out multiple kings with similar names.


    This Marne was a King-Engaged, as opposed to my brother, a King-Reclusive. And accordingly, he did not have a sword for a prince, but a shield: this being Red Prince Sirél, so named because he had eyes as brilliant as a cardinal’s wing. Sirél had been quietly, deeply devoted to Marne, and the author rhapsodized on their love throughout the chapter while also breathlessly relating the Prince’s formal presentation to the other blood-flags and the elves’ human allies. But as much as Sirél loved Marne, he seemed to love other people very little—from what the author intimated, he was not cruel for cruelty’s sake, but rather impatient with people’s frailties, their flaws, and their petty failures. And oh, how the author liked to linger on the interactions between the two! I thought of the one illustration I’d found of the Red Prince in the King’s arms and wondered if it had been born of similar scurrilous gossip-mongering and hoped it hadn’t. It would be like a human biographer to focus on the possibility of a perverse carnal relationship between two men, even, or perhaps especially, when they were elven. Wouldn’t it? I was not the student of history that Chester and Guy were, to know whether even the mentions of such things would have been permitted at the time of this book’s writing. I would have to ask later.


    I continued reading, skipping to find other mentions of Sirél and Marne—while never discussed in detail, it was clear that Marne was less alarmed by Sirél’s ungenerous nature than their subjects were. Was there some secret knowledge there, shared only between them, that moderated Marne’s views? Or was Marne simply so magnanimous that he loved Sirél despite that impatience?


    Perhaps it was neither of these things. Perhaps Sirél was simply so good at being the Prince to Marne’s King-Engaged that he would have been forgiven a great deal.


    I sought some account of anything that might have befallen the two of them to justify Sirél’s distemper, but nothing untoward happened to either Marne or Sirél by the book’s end. I could not help but wonder how the relationship had seemed to those observing, absent some demonstration of Sirél’s virtues. I could well imagine the truth that had not been recorded, or perhaps even noticed by a human biographer. A great-hearted King and the withdrawn Prince determined to protect him, even from the consequences of his own magnanimity? I felt a pained sympathy for my generations-dead predecessor, who’d been given that impossible task. Guarding Amhric, even from demons and blood-flag leaders determined to enslave him, seemed far less periculous.


    Had this been the source, then, of the folktale? The Red Prince stories were so numerous, and had so many variations... and their use to describe the principals in recent human history had muddied those waters significantly. But I could well see humans remembering the devotion between King and Prince, as well as their seeming warring priorities, and embroidering tales of them in the same way this biographer had.


    Sitting back from the book, I slipped my hands beneath my armpits to warm them. The fire had dwindled, and in the creeping cold I remembered the whispers of demons. They had called me the Red Prince. Why? Because they’d plucked the folktales out of my memories and wanted to taunt me with something I feared? Or because I was an elven prince and there was an association there?


    What if there was some deeper association? Had Sirél’s less effusive nature left him prey to the depredations of demons? Had his heart been swayed?


    Had he betrayed his king?


    Surely such a thing would have been recorded. The betrayal of a king would have made for a powerful story, one guaranteed to be retold by humans in every variation that included pain and grief.


    I suddenly found myself restless. Even knowing that what I probably wanted was to flee from the thought of someone like me betraying someone like Amhric, I couldn’t force myself to sit again. “I am going to take a walk.”


    “Not far, I assume,” Kelu said without lifting her head.


    “Just out into the greater library. I want to stretch a little.”


    Kelu snorted. “If a bookcase falls on you, I’m not going to pull you out from under it.”


    Almond lifted her head, blinking sleep-bleary eyes. “Did... hear... falls? What?”


    “I am going for a walk,” I told her, bending down to trace her hair back from her eyes. “You may stay with Kelu, or follow as you wish. I won’t be gone long.”


    The genet murmured something and rubbed at her eye. I left her to Kelu’s supervision and passed out of the room and into the echoing vastness of the chamber with its ambitious stairs. This place had been beautiful once, and, if not elven, then at least partially elven, shared once with humans. Would it be possible to recreate that world, the one that both races perhaps longed for? Did we, as Chester suggested, feel the lack of one another? Did we need one another, even, to save ourselves from the dark paths that would lead us to possession?


    It was so tempting to hope so, and yet elves and humans had lived together once already, and that had turned out very badly indeed. What, then, was the answer? Did one open the door to allow the good in, as I’d advised the genets in Saintly’s church cell, because the bad would surely enter either way?


    I walked past the tables and podiums with the manuscripts still open, waiting... pictured humans there with elves looking over their shoulders, murmuring explanation, encouragement. And yet, why did I always imagine that they should be the ones to teach, to help? Humans were capable of offering that to elves... were, in fact, doing so now given what my companions were doing for me. Modern humans could now wield magics, thanks to Winifred’s intervention, which made us equals in that regard as well. And I was very nearly a human prince to an elven king, in all but blood.


    But if we did it, I thought, we would have to do it better this time, and not bring it all down to wrack and ruin. No more traitorous deals with demons. No more... whatever it was that elves had done to deserve it. Be too beautiful, and too unaware of their own effects on others, perhaps. It seemed an unfair thing to pin on them, and yet jealousy existed. As Radburn said, it was often a surer force for evil among people than more extreme motivations. I paused at one of the tables, rolling a discarded pen barrel across its surface. We would simply have to find a better way. Surely with history’s errors to guide us, we could steer a safer course. I missed Evertrue with a painful intensity. I missed the sea. And yet I could content myself here, in a renewed Vigil that welcomed both human- and elvenkind. There were mysteries yet to be solved, but surely we would have time for them once we dealt with the demons, the enchantment, the dead....


    I thought again of the vultures, sure they were headed north. We would have to go there next, and soon. Amhric was coming—


    The pen rolled all the way to the edge of the book left on the table, drawing my eye to it, and there was a picture of what must be a demon, a sinister silhouette before which someone was kneeling. Drawn, I settled onto the stool in front of it. Had someone once petitioned demons as they had angels? There was no text on the page to explain the illustration and yet I was transfixed. Something about it was important, was a key to the puzzle. My mind clouded with all we’d read and discussed, about the invitation to evil. We knew a great deal more about that, I thought, than about the enchantment we’d come to research.


    A thing born of demons, Last had said. A thing that knew no limitations because demons knew none.


    A demon-born thing.


    What had Eyre said once or twice? I had been referring to immortality as an enchantment, something we might undo with magic. But he had called it…


    …a curse…


    The first red droplet that fell on the paper surprised me from my intense reverie, drawing my attention to the illustration. The flood that followed…it was as if someone had dumped a pail of blood onto the paper. My first thought was horror for the ruination of the book. It took several heartbeats for me to understand that the blood soaking the precious manuscript was mine. Someone was behind me. Someone with a knife had opened my throat. Did it hurt? I was in too much shock to feel anything. But threatened, I reacted, and grabbed for the magic, found it, pulled it to me. Someone behind me grunted. No, more than one. Several. I took all their magic and used it to heal myself, and before the wound fully closed they were at me again, and there were more of them this time, and more knives. They dragged me from the stool, and I fought them, but my blood was surging across the floor, an enormous pool of it, and it drained my strength with every surging tide sent out by my desperately beating heart.


    When at last my limbs would no longer obey me, when the pain of the cutting mazed my thoughts and left me weak, I found my head cradled in the arm of a man who should not have been able to answer my winnowing. Hugh Roland, who should have been a magicless shell, was looking at me with grim determination.


    “Are you sure this is enough?” Powlett’s voice, behind my back.


    “All the books say the demons taint the blood, and that without the blood the demon cannot reach them. If he stays empty, he shouldn’t be able to heal. Or hurt us.”


    “We’ll need to get the bonfire up quickly, then. Or keep him bled?”


    “I have an idea on that count. I’d like a chance to talk to Eyre and the other humans he suborned. Perhaps absent his malign influence they’ll wake from their ensorcelment and realize they have been abetting evil.”


    “And if they don’t?” A voice I didn’t recognize.


    “Then we will have to hold them here,” Roland said, reluctant. “Until we can remand them to human justice. And keep them away from any other demons, in case their previous dealings with the tainted have rendered them susceptible to all the tainted.”


    Could I speak? I tried. I whispered, “Madness.” But no one heard, and perhaps that was well. If they knew I could hear they would not perhaps speak so freely… and while nothing they said was of use to me now, the fact that they apparently weren’t planning to kill my friends outright was of great comfort.


    “He’s healing up—”


    “Slash him again, for God’s sake. Keep him bled dry. It’s the only way. Like this—”


    The pain was nothing to the sense of weakness that accompanied that slash, somewhere on my thigh. “There. Now pick him up. And get someone here to clean the mess.”


    “Ruined a perfectly good book.”


    “The book served its purpose. It warned us. Now let’s finish the job.”


    They were too good with this, too informed. I thought suddenly that the books held here, in the antechamber, might well contain volumes written after Vigil’s fall. Had not Eyre lent me one at Leigh, oh so long ago, one that had suggested that where elves walked, demons came, and that perhaps there was cause for that? And they had seen me heal back from death. What else could they think?


    My struggles were not answered by my body. I was hefted up into someone’s arms, attended by those who exsanguinated me with the grave attentiveness of priests, cutting my flesh as it healed.


    The last thing I saw before I could no longer hold my eyes open was Almond’s face, eyes so wide the whites encircled the lavender of her irises. I wondered if I had told her that I loved her before I walked out of the vault. I prayed that she would stay hidden. I hoped that Someone was listening.

  


  [image: Book 3 Teaser]

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.”
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