
Author’s Note

Welcome back to The Legends of the First Empire! I want to start by thanking you for the warm reception extended to the new series. It’s a risky business setting aside a well-established franchise and creating something new, and I’ll admit I was a bit anxious with the release of Age of Myth. I love the new characters and hoped you would, too, but until a book gets into the hands of the readers, I’m never sure how it’ll be received. Well, the book has been out for seven months and the results are in. Age of Myth has garnered more than ten thousand reviews and ratings from Goodreads, Audible, and Amazon. Even better, 90 percent have rated it a 4 or 5 and only 2 percent a 1 or 2. I don’t think I could ask for more than that! So thank you for assuaging my fears about not being able to write anything that didn’t have Royce and Hadrian in it.

Speaking of characters, one of the things I love most about Age of Swords is shining a light on more of the key players for the series. From its onset, I wanted The Legends of the First Empire to consist of an ensemble cast, but had I fully introduced all the players in the first book, it would have significantly dragged down the pacing. Age of Myth already had a lot to do: introduce two major races (Rhunes and Fhrey), set up the cultural differences between them (primitive and technologically advanced), and tell a self-contained story while starting threads that will weave across the entire narrative—such as what’s up with Malcolm and Nyphron, and who is Trilos and what part does he play.

In Age of Myth, you’ve briefly met Gifford, Roan, Brin, and Moya, but with Age of Swords, you’ll start to see why I love them so much and what unique aspects they’ll be bringing to the rest of the story. Of course your old favorites will be back, including Persephone, Raithe, Malcolm, Arion, and I couldn’t leave out Suri and Minna. You’ll also have a chance to meet the Dherg, a race that we don’t get to see much of in The Riyria Revelations. Traveling to their homeland will be a major aspect of this story, and I’m pleased to introduce the last of the triumvirate that makes up the major races in the world of Elan.

There is something else I would like to mention before sending you off to the tale. In the author’s note of Age of Myth, I mentioned that the whole series was written before I submitted the first book, and this was, and is, true. But I fear I may have unintentionally given the wrong impression, and I want to clear things up. What I’m referring to is the difference between written and done, which is a pretty wide chasm. Having all the books written means: I completed the first draft to my satisfaction. But done is something much more. It requires polishing the books after receiving feedback from others I trust, including my alpha reader, my beta readers (generally fifteen to twenty people), my agent and a few others at his agency, my editor, and my publisher. And then the line editors, copy editors, and proofreaders need a chance to further groom the manuscript and turn it into something I couldn’t do on my own. All those finishing touches take time, and that’s a major factor in the release schedule.

I will say that we are going to try to shorten the time between books for the rest of the series. Yes, there was a one-year gap between the first book and this one, but that was largely because some major rework was required. You see, when Robin (my wife and alpha reader) finished the series, she proclaimed the first three books to be in really good shape, but believed that the end of the series had a number of issues. There were a few plot points she felt were confusing, and some logic that she didn’t agree with; most important, she felt that the ending was rushed. As is usually the case, she was right.

To address these concerns, I spent over a year working on the ending, and in the process, the series grew from five books to six. You see, I was trying to smoosh (a highly technical literary term) two books together when the story really wanted a natural break at a particular point. While I was off doing that, Age of Swords sat untouched. Until I had the series ending reworked, I didn’t know what changes would be needed in Age of Swords, and as it turned out, some tweaks were necessary. I would have hated to release it and then been unable to make the required adjustments.

Anyway, I turned the revised book over to Robin in May 2016, and for the rest of the year we gathered additional input, incorporated changes, and line and copyedited the manuscript, which was finally locked down in early February 2017. It’s a fascinating process seeing a manuscript morph into a finished book. If it’s something you are interested in, Robin is creating The Making of Age of Swords—a free ebook that provides an interesting peek behind the scenes. We did something similar with the third Riyria Chronicle (The Death of Dulgath), and you can receive either of these just by sending an email to: michael@michaelsullivan-author.com. Please make sure the subject of the email includes “Making of…” and the title (or titles) you are interested in, and we’ll send them out to you.

Okay, last thing, I promise. If you read the acknowledgments of Age of Myth, you might have noticed that I mentioned wanting to hear from people. I’ve had hundreds of letters, most of which apologize for intruding on my time. I always get a chuckle out of that, as if knowing people like my books could ever be an imposition. I’ve enjoyed these letter so much that I thought I would once again extend the invitation. So if you like this book (and even if you don’t), feel free to drop me a line at michael@michaelsullivan-author.com. I’m always interested in hearing what you have to say.

And that’s the end of my preamble. Now sit back, adjust the volume if you’re listening to an audiobook, or adjust the font and background of the ebook, or run your fingers down the paper and take a deep breath of the ink of your printed copy. It’s time to dive in. Age of Swords is my favorite book of this series, and I hope you’ll enjoy reading it as much as I did writing the tale.


CHAPTER ONE

The Storm


Most people believe the first battle of the Great War occurred at Grandford in the early spring, but the first attack actually took place on a summer’s day in Dahl Rhen.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


“Are we safe?” Persephone shouted up at the oak.

Magda was the oldest tree in the forest, massive and majestic. Standing before her was like staring at an ocean or mountain; each made Persephone feel small. Realizing her three-word question might be too simple, too vague, she added, “Is there more that needs to be done to protect my people from the Fhrey?”

Persephone waited for an answer.

Wind blew; the tree shook, and a massive branch fell.

She jumped when it hit the ground. Falling from such a height, the limb would have killed her if it had landed a few inches closer. Broken branches suspended in the forest canopy were called widow-makers. Since Persephone had already lost her husband, the dead wood lying beside her must have been an overachiever.

“What’s that about?” Persephone asked Suri.

The young mystic with the white wolf glanced at the fallen branch and shrugged. “Just the wind, I think. Feels like a storm is coming.”

Once before, when Persephone had sought the great tree’s counsel, Magda’s advice had saved her people. Now she was back, seeking answers again. Months had passed since her last visit, and life at Dahl Rhen had returned to a comfortable routine. The destruction created by the battle between two Miralyith had been cleaned up, but Persephone knew that hadn’t ended the conflict. Questions remained—questions no human or Fhrey could answer. And yet…

Persephone looked at the fallen tree limb. It’s not a good sign when Magda starts a conversation by trying to crush me.

“Something wrong?” Arion asked. The Fhrey was still learning their language and stood beside Suri and Minna watching the proceedings with great interest. She wore the green hat Padera had crocheted for her; its whimsical quality made the Miralyith appear more approachable, less divine, more—human. Arion had come along to witness the oracle in action, although Persephone had expected more talk and less action.

Suri looked up at the tree. “Don’t know.”

“What’s Magda saying?” Persephone shouted to Suri over the rising howl of wind.

That was how it was supposed to work. Persephone posed questions to the tree and the mystic revealed the answer after listening to the rustling of leaves and branches. But Arion was right about something being wrong. Suri had a perplexed look on her face—more than merely puzzled; she looked concerned.

“Not sure,” the girl replied.

Persephone clawed a lock of hair away from her mouth. “Why not? Is she talking in riddles or just ignoring you?”

Suri’s face twisted in frustration. “Oh, she’s talking, all right, but so fast I can’t tell what she’s saying. Just babbling, really. Never seen her like this. She keeps repeating ‘Run…run fast…run far. They’re after you.’ ”

“They? Who? Is she talking to us? Is that the answer to my questions?”

Suri shook her head, short hair whipping across the tattoos on her forehead. “Nope. She was yelling before you said anything. I don’t think she heard you. I’m not even sure how Magda knows the word run. I mean, seriously, how does a tree know what that is?”

“Are you saying the tree is hysterical?”

Suri nodded. “Scared to death. I know mice who have made more sense. She’s not even using words now, just making noises.” Suri’s brows jumped up, her face tensing, eyes squinting, mouth pulling tight.

“What?” Persephone asked.

“It’s never good when a tree screams.”

Tall grass slapped Persephone’s legs, her dress whipping and snapping. Ripped from their branches, the oak’s leaves flew thick as snow in a blizzard. Under the dense canopy, Persephone couldn’t see the sky, but the wind was stronger than ever. Stepping out, she discovered that what had been clear blue just moments before had turned a tumultuous gray. Dark clouds bubbled one upon another, turning midday into twilight. A strange green light cast everything in an eerie, unnatural hue.

“What’s happening?” Arion asked.

“Tree is panicking,” Suri answered.

“Maybe we should return to the dahl,” Arion said, her head tilted up. “Yes?”

Minna whined and drew closer to Suri, nearly knocking the girl down. The mystic knelt to comfort her wolf. “Not right, is it, Minna?”

Looking more serious, Arion gave up speaking Rhunic and returned to her native tongue. “We need to—” She was cut off by a blinding flash and horrific crack.

Minna yelped and bolted down the slope.

Persephone staggered. Blinded by the afterimage that left a bright, splotchy band across her vision, she vainly tried to blink it away. Her nostrils filled with wood smoke, and she felt the heat of a blaze.

Magda is on fire!

Arion lay on the ground at the base of the tree, both hands raised, shielding herself. The Miralyith shouted a single word—nothing Persephone recognized—but it sounded like a command. The fire engulfing the old oak vanished with a pop. In its place was a terrible hiss and smoke swirling in a malevolent wind. Magda was split down the center, cleaved in two. A horrible blackened gash with bright-red edges flared with each gust of wind. The ancient and wondrous mother of trees had taken a mortal blow from the gods.

Persephone helped Arion to her feet.

“We need to run,” the Fhrey told them.

“What? Why?”

Arion grabbed her by the wrist and pulled. “Now!”

Persephone’s scalp tingled as Arion dragged her down the hill and out of the glade toward the thick shadow of the Crescent Forest. Suri and Minna were already ahead of them, sprinting.

Crack!

Lightning struck the ground somewhere behind them.

Crack! Crack!

Two more bolts rent the air close enough for her to feel their heat. Running together, Persephone and Arion followed Suri and Minna as they plunged headlong into the forest through thickets, brambles, and thorns. Gasping for air, Persephone glanced back. A series of scorch marks smoldered in a direct line between the oak and where they stood.

Crack!

They all jumped as the sound exploded directly overhead. Like the old oak, the trees above caught fire. One huge branch fell like a giant torch—another widow-maker wannabe.

“Need shelter,” Arion said, and pulled again.

“Rol nearby,” Suri shouted. “This way.” The girl dashed deeper into the wood, Minna bounding at her side.

Persephone might not understand the language of trees, but she understood anguish. The wood shrieked. Branches snapped, trunks groaned, and the forest cried out as the wind stripped away summer gowns of green. Then a new sound rose, a loud, all-encompassing roar from everywhere at once. At first, Persephone thought it might be sheets of rain, but the noise was much too loud, far too violent. Balls of ice tore through leaves and branches. Fist-sized missiles assailed the canopy, ricocheting off limbs and trunks. With arms raised over her head, Persephone screamed as two huge chunks of ice struck her back, glancing blows, but they carried the sting of a switch and the force of a punch.

Ahead, Suri stopped at the foot of a sheer, rocky cliff and slapped the face of it with her palm. To Persephone’s immense relief, a section of the stone’s face opened, revealing a little room neatly carved out of rock. The mystic leapt inside, followed closely by the wolf. From the doorway, Suri swung her arms in huge circles, waving the other women to safety. The chieftain of Dahl Rhen and the Miralyith crossed the threshold together, crouching to avoid hitting their heads. Once in, Persephone turned to witness the destruction.

Crack!

Another bolt of lightning split the air, and for an instant, a dazzling array of translucent shades of green illuminated the leaves, a light brighter than the sun.

Crack!

A nearby cottonwood caught fire. Sheared in half, the tree fell in a rain of sparks and flame. The wind fanned the fires started by the strikes, spreading an inferno—ice and fire, wind and debris. Persephone stared, lost somewhere between horror and awe.

Suri slapped the keystone, and the door closed.

Outside, the lightning cracks and hammering hail continued, but from a safe, muffled distance. Panting from the run and realizing they’d escaped without significant injury, the three exchanged the stunned looks of survivors. Relief washed over Persephone…until she noticed they weren’t alone.

—

Gifford would never win a footrace. Although he came to this realization late in life, everyone else knew it the day he was born. His left leg lacked feeling, couldn’t support his weight, and dragged. His back wasn’t much better. Severely twisted, it forced his hips in one direction and his shoulders in another. Most people pitied Gifford and a few even despised him. He never understood either.

Roan was the exception. What everyone else saw as hopeless, she took as a challenge.

The two were out in front of Gifford’s roundhouse, and Roan was lashing the wood-and-tin contraption to his left leg, tightening its leather straps. She knelt in the grass before him, wearing her work apron, a smudge of charcoal on the side of her nose. Her dark-brown hair was pulled back in a short ponytail so high on her head that it looked like a rooster’s crest.

Dozens of cuts from working with sharp metal marred her clever little hands. Gifford wanted to hold them, kiss the wounds, and take the pain away. He’d tried taking her hand once, and it hadn’t gone well. She’d pulled away, her eyes widened with fear, and a look of horror crossed her face. Roan had an aversion to being touched—Gifford had known that—he’d simply forgotten himself. Her reaction wasn’t limited to him. She couldn’t suffer anyone’s touch.

Yanking hard on the ankle strap, Roan nodded with a firm, determined expression. “That should do it.” She rose and dusted her clean hands symbolically. Her voice was eager but serious. “Ready?”

Gifford answered by pulling himself up with the aid of his crafting table. The device on his leg, constructed from wooden sticks and metal hinges, squeaked as he rose, a sound like the opening of a tiny door.

“Do you have your weight on it? Try. See if it holds.”

For Gifford, any attempt to support himself with his left leg was akin to leaning on water. But he’d gladly fall on his face for her. Perhaps he could manage a roll and make her grin. If he’d been born with two stout legs, strong and agile, he’d dance and twirl like a fool to amuse her. He might even make her laugh, something she rarely did. In her mind, she was still a slave, something less than nothing. Gifford longed for Roan to see herself the way he did, but damaged as he was, he made a poor mirror casting back a broken image.

Gifford tilted his hips, shifting some weight to his lame leg. He didn’t fall. A strain tugged on the straps wrapped around his thigh and calf, but his leg held. His mouth dropped open, his eyes widened, and Roan actually did smile.

By Mari, what an amazing sight.

He couldn’t help grinning back. He was standing straight—or as straight as his gnarled back allowed. Using magic armor fashioned by Roan, Gifford was winning an impossible battle.

“Take a step,” she coaxed, hands clenched in fists of excitement.

Gifford shifted weight back to his right side and lifted his left leg, swinging it forward. The hinges squeaked once more. He took a step the way normal people did a million times, and that’s when the brace collapsed.

“Oh, no!” Roan gasped as Gifford fell, barely missing the newly glazed cups drying in the morning sun.

His cheek and ear slammed into the hardened dirt, jarring his head. But his elbow, hand, and hip took the bulk of the punishment. To Roan, it must have looked painful, but Gifford knew how to fall. He’d been doing it his entire life.

“I’m so, so, so sorry.” Roan was back on her knees, bent over him as he rolled to his side. Her grin was gone, the world less bright.

“I’m okay, no pwoblem. I missed the cups.”

“The metal failed.” She struggled to hold back tears as her injured hands ran over the brace.

“The tin just isn’t strong enough. I’m so sorry.”

“It held fo’ a while,” he said to cheer her up. “Keep at it. You’ll make it wuk. I know you will.”

“There’s an added force when walking. I should have accounted for the additional weight when your other leg is raised.” She slapped the side of her head several times, flinching with each strike. “I should have realized that. I should have. How could I not—”

He instinctively grabbed her wrist to prevent additional blows. “Don’t do—”

Roan screamed and jerked away, drawing back in terror. When she recovered, they exchanged embarrassed looks, mirroring each other. The moment dragged unpleasantly until Gifford forced a smile. Not one of his best, but it was all he could manage.

To ease past the uncomfortable pause, he picked up the conversation where they’d left off, pretending nothing had happened. “Woan, you can’t know ev-we-thing when doing something new. It’ll be betta next time.”

She blinked at him twice, then shifted her focus. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular; she was thinking. Sometimes Roan thought so intently that he could almost hear it. She blinked again and emerged from the stupor. Walking over to Gifford’s crafting table, she picked up one of his cups. The awkward moment vanished as if it had never happened.

“This design is new, isn’t it?” she asked. “Do you think it could hold its shape at a much larger size? If we could find a way to—”

Gifford’s smile turned genuine. “Yew a genius, Woan. Has anyone told you that?”

She nodded, her little rooster crest whipping. “You have.”

“Because it’s twue,” he said.

She looked embarrassed again, the way she always did when he complimented her, the way she looked when anyone said something nice, a familiar unease. Her eyes shifted back to the brace, and she sighed. “I need something stronger. Can’t make it out of stone; can’t make it out of wood.”

“I wouldn’t suggest clay,” he said, pushing his luck at trying to be funny. “Though I would have made you a beautiful hinge.”

“I know you would,” she said in complete seriousness.

Roan wasn’t one for jokes. Much of humor arose from the unexpected or preposterous—like making a hinge out of clay. But her mind didn’t work that way. To Roan, nothing was too absurd and no idea too crazy.

“I’ll just have to think of something,” she said while unbuckling the brace. “Some way to strengthen the metal. There’s always a better way. That’s what Padera says, and she’s always right.”

Roan had good cause to think so highly of Padera’s opinion. The oldest resident of Dahl Rhen, she’d seen it all. She also had no trouble expressing her thoughts, regardless of whether people wanted to hear her opinion or not. For reasons beyond understanding, Padera had always been particularly harsh with Gifford.

As Roan struggled with the buckle, the wind gusted and blew his cloths from the crafting table. Two cups fell over, making a delicate clink. Thick, voluminous clouds rolled in, blotting out the blue and blanketing the sun. Around the dahl, people urgently trotted toward their homes.

“Get the wash in! Get the wash in!” Viv Baker yelled to her daughter.

The Killian boys raced after chickens, and Bergin rushed to shut down his new batch of beer. “A perfectly blessed day just a minute ago,” he grumbled, peering up at the sky as if it could hear him.

Another gust made Gifford’s entire set of cups collide and ring. Two more toppled, rolling on their sides and making half circles on the tabletop. He had been having a productive day before Roan had stopped by, but she was always a welcome distraction.

“We need to get your pottery inside.” Roan redoubled her effort to remove the brace but was having trouble with one of the buckles. “Made it too tight.”

The wind grew stronger. The banners on the lodge cracked with a sharp report. The fire braziers near the well struggled to stay lit but lost their battle, both snuffed out.

“That’s not good,” Gifford said. “Only time they’ve blown out was when the lodge’s woof came off.”

The thatch of his little house rustled, and dirt and grass pelted his face and arms.

Frustrated with the buckle, Roan reached into one of her pockets and pulled out another of her inventions: two knives bound in leather so they could both cut at once. She used them to release the brace’s straps, freeing him. “There, now we can—”

Lightning struck the lodge. Splinters, sparks, and a plume of white smoke preceded a clap so loud that Gifford felt it pass through him. Giant logs exploded and thatch ignited.

“Did you see—” Gifford started to say when another bolt of lightning struck on the other side of the lodge. “Whoa!”

He and Roan stared in shock as a third and then a fourth bolt hit the log building. Cobb, the pig wrangler and part-time gate guard, was the first to react. He and Bergin ran toward the well, picking up water gourds on their way. Then another bolt of lightning exploded the well’s windlass into a cloud of splinters, and both of them dived for the ground.

More lightning bolts rained, both inside and outside the dahl. With each shaft came screams, fire, and smoke. All around Roan and Gifford, people ran to their homes. The Galantians, Fhrey warriors who had been welcomed to the dahl when exiled, rushed out of their tents and stared up at the sky. They looked just as frightened as everyone else, which was as disturbing as the cataclysmic storm. Until recently, the Fhrey had been thought to be gods.

Gelston the shepherd ran past. Lightning hit while he made his way between the woodpile and a patch of near-ripe beans in the Killians’ garden. Gifford didn’t see much, just a snaking, blinding brilliance. When his sight returned, Gelston was on the ground, his hair on fire. Bergin rushed to the man’s side and doused his head.

Gifford shouted to Roan, “We need to get to the sto’age pit. Wight now!”

He grabbed his crutch and pushed himself up.

“Roan! Gifford!” Raithe yelled as he and Malcolm hurried toward them. Raithe still carried two swords: the broken copper one slung on his back and the intricately decorated Fhrey blade hanging naked from his belt. Malcolm held a spear with both hands. “Do you know where Persephone is?”

Gifford shook his head. “No, but we need to get to the pit!”

Raithe nodded. “I’ll spread the word. Malcolm, help them.”

The ex-slave moved to Gifford’s side, put his shoulder under the potter’s arm, and practically carried him to the big storage pit while Roan followed close behind. With the first harvest still more than a month away, the pit was nearly empty. Lined with mud bricks, the hole retained the smell of musty vegetables, grain, and straw. Other members of the dahl were already there. The Bakers huddled with their daughter and two boys against the back wall, their eyes wide. Engleton and Farmer Wedon peered out the open door at the violence of the storm.

Brin, the dahl’s newly appointed Keeper of Ways, was there as well. “Have you seen my parents? They’re not here,” she said in an unsteady voice.

“No,” Roan replied.

Outside, thunder cracked and rolled continuously. Gifford could only imagine the lightning strikes that accompanied them. Being down in the pit, he couldn’t see the yard, just a small square of sky.

“I need to find them.” Brin bolted toward the exit, springing like a fawn. Unlike the crippled potter, Brin could win a footrace, and she was easily the fastest person in the dahl. The fifteen-year-old regularly won every sprint during the Summerule festivals, but Gifford had anticipated her dash and caught her wrist.

“Let me go!” She pulled and jerked.

“It’s too dangewous.”

“I don’t care!” Brin yanked hard, so hard she fell, but Gifford still hung on. “Let me go!”

Gifford’s legs, even his good one, were mostly useless, and his lips slid down the side of his face because he didn’t have the muscles to support them. But reliance on his arms and hands turned them into vises. Gavin and Krier, who always picked on him, had once made the mistake of challenging Gifford to a hand-squeezing contest. He humiliated Krier, making him weep—his name magnifying the boy’s embarrassment. Gavin was determined not to suffer a similar fate and cheated by using both hands. Gifford had held back with the first boy but didn’t see the need to do likewise with a cheater. He broke Gavin’s little finger and the tiny bone that ran from the second knuckle to his wrist.

Brin had no possibility of breaking free.

Autumn, Fig, the Killians, and Tressa stumbled through the door, all of them exhausted and out of breath. Heath Coswall and Bergin came along just after. They dragged Gelston, who remained unconscious. His hair was mostly gone, the scalp red and black. Bergin was covered in dirt and grass and reported that the lodge was burning like a harvest-moon bonfire.

“Has anyone seen my parents?” Brin asked the newcomers.

No one had.

As if the wind and lightning weren’t enough, hail began to fall. Apple-sized chunks of ice clattered, leaving craters in the turf on impact.

More people raced into the shelter of the pit, running with arms and baskets over their heads. They filed to the back, crying and hugging one another. Brin watched each come in, always looking for but not finding the faces she sought. Finally, Nyphron and his Galantians charged in with shields protecting their heads. Moya, Cobb, and Habet were with them.

“Let me go!” Brin pleaded, struggling against Gifford’s unrelenting grip.

“You can’t leave,” Moya said, her hair a wild mess. “Your house is burning. There’s nothing—”

Outside, a roar grew like the angry growl of a colossal beast. Everyone stared out the doorway as the sky turned darker still, and the wind blew with even more force. Without warning, the Bakers’ roundhouse ripped apart. First the thatch blew away; then the wood beams tore free; finally, the log walls succumbed and disappeared, sucked into the air. Even the foundation of mud bricks was sheared and scattered. After that, a whirlwind cloud of dirt and debris consumed everything outside the storage pit.

“Close the door,” Nyphron ordered. Grygor, the giant, started to haul it shut just as Raithe arrived.

“Has anyone seen Persephone?” Raithe asked while scanning the crowd.

“She’s not here. Went to the forest,” Moya replied.

Raithe drew close to her. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Suri, Arion, and Seph went to talk to Magda.”

“That old oak is on top of a hill in an open glade,” he said to no one in particular. Raithe looked like he might throw up. There had been rumors that the Dureyan was in love with Dahl Rhen’s chieftain, but a lot of recent gossip had turned out to be untrue. Seeing Raithe’s face removed any uncertainty. If Roan were still outside, Gifford would have looked the same way.

Everyone sat or knelt in tearful silence as the roaring grew louder. With the door closed and guarded by the giant, Gifford let go of Brin, who collapsed and sobbed. All around, people quivered, whimpered, and stared at the ceiling, no doubt wondering if it, too, would be ripped away or cave in.

Gifford stood beside Roan, the crowd pressing them together. He’d never been this close to her for so long. He felt her warmth and smelled charcoal, oil, and smoke—the scents he’d come to associate with Roan and all things good. If the roof collapsed and killed him, Gifford would have thanked Mari for her final kindness.

The shelter was little more than a hole in the ground, but because it protected the dahl’s food supply, the pit was solidly built. The best materials went into its construction. The walls were dirt and stone, the ceiling braced by logs driven into the ground. Most of Gifford’s work ended up in that pit. Huge clay urns held harvests of barley, wheat, and rye. Their tops were sealed with wax to keep out the mice and moisture. The enclosure also safeguarded wine, honey, oil, vegetables, and a cache of smoked meats. At this time of year, most of the urns were empty, and the pit was little more than a hole, albeit a sturdy one. Still, the ceiling shook, and the door rattled.

The only bit of light entered through the narrow cracks where the door didn’t precisely meet its frame. This sliver of white flickered violently.

“It’ll be okay,” Gifford told Roan. He said it in a whisper, as if a secret chosen to share with her alone.

Around them, people wailed, and not just women and children. Gifford heard Cobb, Heath Coswall, Habet, and Filson the lamp maker weeping openly as well. But Roan didn’t make a sound. She wasn’t like them; she wasn’t like anyone. The light from the door highlighted the contour of her face, and she didn’t look scared. Instead, intensity shone in her eyes. If not for the dozens of people between Roan and the exit, he had no doubt she would have opened the door. She wanted to see. Roan wanted to see everything.

After what felt like hours, the clatter of hail stopped, but the rain continued to fall, hard at times then lighter, only to pound once more. The howl of the wind faded. Even the cracks of lightning fell silent. Finally, the light from around the door became bright and unwavering.

Nyphron shoved the door open and crept out. A moment later he waved for the others to follow.

Everyone squinted against the brightness of the sun, struggling to see. One of the lodge’s banners lay on the ground, its ends frayed. Thatch and logs were scattered everywhere. Not a single roundhouse had survived. Branches, leaves, and broken bodies littered the yard, none of them moving. Overhead, clouds were breaking up, and patches of blue emerged.

“Is it over?” Heath Coswall asked from the back of the crowd.

As if in answer, a loud boom sounded, and the dahl’s front gate trembled.

“What is that?” Moya asked, speaking for everyone.

Another bang hit, and the gate began to buckle.

—

The rol where they sheltered was like the one under the waterfall that Suri had shown Persephone months ago, which had provided refuge from a pack of wolves and a deadly bear named Grin. Carved from natural stone, the room was about the size of a roundhouse and had strange markings near the ceiling. While the waterfall rol was slightly larger and square, this one was perfectly round and contained six stout pillars surrounding a gemstone the size of a storage urn. Embedded in the floor, the standing crystal gave off a green, unnatural light. Six heavy benches encircled the stone, as if it were a campfire and the room used for telling ghost stories. In front of the bench farthest from the door stood what Persephone first thought were three small men. Each was less than four feet in height, their faces illuminated by the eerie emerald light. She might have screamed, and certainly would have recoiled, if their expressions hadn’t been so clearly marked by shock and fear.

“He…hello,” Persephone stammered, a bit embarrassed and out of breath. “Sorry for barging in. A bit scary outside.”

None of the three replied.

Stocky to the point of appearing square, with large hands, broad noses, deep-set eyes, and bushy brows, they stood as motionless as statues. They wore shirts of metal rings, and a row of metal hats lay on the nearby bench. The reflection of the green light from their armor made them appear to glow in the dark.

Dherg.

Persephone had met their kind before. She’d traveled with several caravans to Dahl Tirre and the nearby port town of Vernes where the Dherg had shops. She and her husband, Reglan, had traded with the Dherg on behalf of Dahl Rhen, swapping antlers, hides, and pottery for bits of tin. The Dherg were far less intimidating than the Fhrey but even less trusting.

The Dherg on the left had a long white beard and a sword. The one on the right also had a sword, but his beard was gray. The fellow in the middle had no sword at all and almost no beard. A massive pickax was strapped to his back, and around his neck he wore a golden torc.

“Is this your rol?” Persephone asked.

The Dherg didn’t answer. They didn’t even look at her. Instead, the three focused on Arion with a mixture of hatred and terror.

“Do you mind if we share it until the storm passes?” she continued, undaunted.

Still no answer.

Persephone wondered if they even understood Rhunic. Not all Dherg did. There were orthodox factions that shunned outsiders and foreign ways, including language.

“I need to sit,” Arion said, and staggered toward the benches.

At her approach, two of the Dherg—the ones with the beards—bolted for the door. One slapped the keystone, and it started to slide open. The moment it did, the noise outside grew deafening.

Neither the voice of hail nor the roar of fire, this rumble was louder, deeper. The growl of whirling wind. Persephone had seen it before. As a girl, her father had held her high on the dahl’s wall to witness a god’s wandering finger scratch the back of Elan. Across the distance of more than a mile, the whirling black funnel ripped up trees. Persephone had wondered what it would be like to be a rabbit or mole caught in that cataclysm. Now she knew. Outside, leaves, grass, dirt, stones, hail, branches, and whole tree trunks flew sideways, smashing into one another. A loud shattering crack issued from somewhere in the storm—another tree snapping in half. Persephone felt a pull like the current of a powerful river dragging on her as air was sucked out through the opening.

The white-bearded Dherg felt it, too, and braced himself at the threshold. He looked at the raging storm then glanced back to Arion, trying to decide. With his beard whipping, he shouted, “Close it! Close it!”

The gray-bearded one clapped hand to stone. The door reversed direction, the stone rolling back into place until the roar was shut out once more.

“You’re doing that!” the white-bearded Dherg accused in Fhrey, pointing at the door while glaring at Arion.

She shook her head wearily while sitting on the stone bench. “Not of my making. Believe me.”

“I don’t believe you!”

Arion flexed her fingers. Shock and worry creased her brow. She reached up and put a hand to the back of her head.

“It’s okay. It’ll come back.” Suri pointed at the series of runes chiseled along the top of the walls. “The markings.” They were the same as the ones on the bandages that had prevented Arion from using magic.

Arion nodded slowly. She was frowning but looked relieved. Seeing that the Dherg were still glaring at her, she pointed to the runes and said, “Those are yours, so you know I’m not responsible for what is happening out there.”

Persephone had never seen Dherg quite like them. None of the others she’d met were dressed in metal. The traders in Vernes wore floppy wool hats of bright orange or red, and long tunics usually dyed yellow or blue. Metal in the southern regions wasn’t common, and the Dherg coveted it like sacred relics—their form of magic. They haggled stubbornly for even small bits of tin. But it was their other metals that were truly remarkable: wondrous bronze, which could be forged into invincible weapons, and gold and silver, which shone with divine light. She wondered if these three were rulers or otherwise-powerful members of Dherg society. Whoever they were, it’d be a mistake not to make a good impression. Or at least the best that could be made after barging in on them.

“I’m Persephone, chieftain of Dahl Rhen,” she said, thinking it was time someone did the polite thing. “This is Arion of the Fhrey. And this”—she gestured toward the mystic—“is Suri. Oh, and her wolf, Minna, who is very nice, and will do you no harm.”

Perhaps because they realized Arion wasn’t capable of performing magic, or because Persephone had been the first to address them, the three finally appeared to notice her existence. They looked at her with no less suspicion but far less fear.

“Now then,” she said, offering the friendliest smile she could conjure. “Who might you be?”

They all offered one more glare at Arion before the white-bearded one spoke. “I’m Frost of Nye. This is Flood,” he said, clapping a hand on the shoulder of the one beside him, making the gray-bearded Dherg wince. “And he”—Frost pointed at the one with the pickax who hadn’t run for the exit—“is called Rain. My companions obviously weren’t properly watching the door.”

“Us? And what were you doing?” Flood asked Frost. “Why was guarding the door our responsibility?”

“I was busy trying to remove a pebble from my boot.”

“Careful, it might be your brain. If you toss it away, then…well…now that I think of it, we likely wouldn’t notice any difference, so go ahead.”

Frost scowled.

“Honored to make your acquaintance.” Persephone bowed formally, which appeared to surprise them.

“Now, how did you know about our rol?” Frost asked no one in particular. “These are secret places, safe areas known only to our kind.”

“Suri is a mystic and has lived in the Crescent Forest all her life.” Persephone glanced at the girl. “She led us here.”

The Dherg smirked. “All her life? How long could that possibly be?”

“Suri is…well…special. She’s located many rols. Haven’t you?”

Suri was petting Minna’s neck, oblivious to the conversation.

“Suri?” Persephone nudged the mystic with an elbow.

“What?”

“I was telling them that you have a knack for finding rols. Could you explain how you do it?”

Suri shrugged. “Empty places feel different from the ones filled with dirt and stone. It’s fun to find the spot that opens the door. Although Minna sometimes gets bored if I take too long. Don’t you, Minna?”

“We just came here to get away from the storm,” Persephone said. “No idea it was occupied. I hope you don’t mind, but as you can see the storm is…the storm is…” A thought wriggled into her head—and then more than one. A whole set of puzzle pieces fell together: the suddenness of the storm, Arion telling them to run, and the trail of scorched divots left in their wake.

She turned her attention to the Miralyith and spoke in the Fhrey language, “Arion, how did you know?”

The bald woman sat on the bench, head resting in her hands. “Know what?”

“You told us to run. And that lightning, it…it wasn’t random. I don’t know how, but it was trying to hit us. Right?”

“Yes,” the Fhrey said, looking up. The relief that Suri’s explanation had provided earlier was gone, replaced by a painful expression as Arion rubbed the knit hat on her head.

“This was how it was in the war.” Frost seemed to be talking to his companions, but spoke in Fhrey. “When the Fhrey attacked, we’d shelter in rols.”

“You couldn’t know anything about the war,” Arion said. “I was young, but I remember. You don’t. You only know stories. Dherg don’t live that long.”

“Don’t call me a Dherg…you…you…elf!” Frost’s hand went to his sword.

Arion’s brows rose at the term elf.

“Hold on, hold on,” Persephone said. “Maybe we should all calm down a little. I’m sure Arion meant no disrespect. The storm is too dangerous for any of us to leave, so let’s make the best of it. We don’t know how long we’ll all be stuck in here.”

Overhead, thunder boomed, and the wind’s howl continued.

Persephone moved to take a seat on the bench beside Arion and was unpleasantly reminded about the hail that had struck her back. She also had time to notice the many cuts along her hands and legs from the thornbushes. Her left ear hurt as well, though she didn’t know why.

“Might as well sit down,” Persephone told the three.

Frost and Flood looked at each other and then returned to the benches on the far side of the glowing green gem. Rain, who hadn’t stopped looking at the runes since they’d been pointed out, had wandered into the shadows. He stood near the back wall, head tilted up, studying the carvings.

“Pardon me for asking, but if Dher…er…what Arion said isn’t the correct way to refer to your kind, then what is? It’s the only term I’ve ever heard.”

“Dherg is a Fhrey word meaning ‘vile mole.’ How would you like it if we called you Rhunes?” Frost asked. “That’s also a Fhrey word. You know what that means, right? ‘Barbarian,’ ‘primitive,’ ‘crude’? Do you like being called that?”

Persephone hadn’t thought about it before. To her, to most everyone in the Ten Clans—few of whom spoke Fhrey—Rhune was just a common term, a name. Now that he mentioned it, she realized it had been an insult. “So what do you call yourselves, then?”

“Belgriclungreians,” Frost said.

Persephone took a breath. “Really? That’s…that is a mouthful, isn’t it? And what brings you to the Crescent Forest? I don’t remember your kind ever coming this far north.”

The three exchanged looks—uncomfortable expressions—and Frost growled, “That’s really none of your business, now, is it?”

Persephone was becoming exasperated by the effort of the conversation. Even idle chitchat seemed to provoke their ire.

Outside, the noise grew softer, only rain now; the storm was lessening. The patter became a pleasant, comforting, non-threatening sound. Does that mean it’s over? Persephone wondered, realizing she wasn’t at all certain what it was. Not exactly.

That morning had begun so agreeably. A clear sky and a leisurely walk through the forest made a refreshing change from the growing tension about a potential war. Prior to a few months ago, the Fhrey were thought to be gods—seemingly immortal. Then, Raithe of Dureya had killed one, throwing everything in doubt. A few weeks later, he slew Gryndal, the seemingly all-powerful Fhrey Miralyith, and all skepticism had vanished. The Fhrey were not gods, but they were powerful. Retaliation was only a matter of time. Still, Persephone had expected an army, not lightning bolts.

“Headache?” Suri asked after seeing the Fhrey rub her temples.

Arion replied with a shallow nod and got up. Her movement sent a jolt of fear through the two bearded Dherg, who briefly jumped to their feet. When Arion lay down on the floor and rested an arm over her eyes, they relaxed.

“What’s wrong with the elf?” Flood asked.

“Don’t talk to them,” Frost snapped.

“Why do you call her elf?” Persephone asked.

“That is what they are to us,” Frost said. “Nightmares.”

Persephone said, puzzled, “But elf is a Fhrey word.”

“Not much sense calling them names in our language. What good is insulting someone if they don’t know you’re doing it?”

“You aren’t pronouncing it right,” Arion said. “It’s ylfe, not elf.”

Persephone moved to where Arion lay and knelt beside her. The Fhrey used both hands to rub her eyes.

“The pain is bad?” Persephone asked.

“Yes.”

“Is there—” Persephone stopped when the ground shook.

Everyone exchanged glances with similar worried expressions.

The earth quaked again, accompanied by a muffled thud.

“What is that?” Persephone asked.

No one answered.

The Dherg were on their feet again, all three looking up.

Another thud, louder this time, sent a tremor through the rol, and dust, bits of rock, and pebbles rained down from the ceiling, glinting off the gemstone. Persephone got to her feet and approached Frost, who, along with Flood, was backing away, moving toward the door again.

“During the war, did the Fhrey ever manage to get into these rols?”

The two Dherg looked at each other with so much concern that Persephone didn’t need an answer.

“How?” she asked, as another shudder shook the room. The stone ceiling cracked, and a large piece of rock fell, followed by a shower of dirt. Through the gap, a massive eye peered in.


CHAPTER TWO

Giant Problems


The first giant I ever saw was friendly and liked to cook. The second one might have as well. I do not know; I never asked. It is hard to pose questions while screaming.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


The huge eye drew back, and a fist punched through part of the rol’s remaining ceiling. The tawny-skinned hand was ten times the size of a normal man’s, its knuckles coarse and caked in dirt. Persephone and the others scattered as rock and dirt fell, bursting on the floor. Another blow and the great fist smashed through again, this time opening a hole large enough for an aurochs to pass through.

Frost and Flood were the first to the door.

“Arion!” Persephone cried.

The Fhrey was still on the floor. She’d sat up, but that was as far as she’d gotten.

Two massive hands slipped through the opening. They gripped the sides of the hole and tore back the roof. Brilliant sunlight entered as the unmistakable silhouette of a giant loomed. The mountainous man crouched on his knees, digging with bare hands, his tongue poking out of his mouth in concentration. Tossing aside a fistful of heavily rooted forest floor, the giant thrust his craggy face into the opening, blotting out the light once more. He peered in, as if examining the contents of a sack. The green glow of the gemstone worsened an already terrifying visage. Narrow eyes set beneath a precipice-brow bulged with a maniacal leer. Shadowy canyons lay to either side of a promontory nose, beneath which gaped a cavernous mouth of uneven, intermittent, tombstone-shaped teeth.

“Hag-la!” the behemoth bellowed with hot breath smelling of rotted meat and strawberries.

The head drew back and a hand thrust in.

“Run!” Persephone yelled.

Frost and Flood had already escaped with Suri and Minna close behind, but Arion never had a chance. The giant grabbed at her as she struggled to her feet. As the massive hand closed, Rain swung and planted the spiked end of his pickax in the giant’s fist. The colossus let go and jerked his hand back. He clutched his blood-gushing wound while looking down with snarling fury. Persephone and Rain took that moment to help Arion, and together they dived out the open door just before the giant rose and slammed his foot down on the rol. The ground shuddered as dirt and dust blew through the door.

Outside, the trees were gone. Some had been uprooted, others snapped, leaving only splintered trunks. Mangled limbs, logs, branches, and leaves littered what was now a bald spot within the wood.

Frost and Flood leapt fallen trees on their way toward thicker cover. Suri and Minna paused atop a toppled hickory to look back as Persephone labored to get to her feet in the tangle of branches. Unlike the others, Arion wasn’t fleeing. She sat still, arms out, anger in her eyes.

The giant howled as he struggled to free his foot, which had become lodged in the hole where the rol had been. He became frustrated as it slipped deeper despite his attempts—sinking first to the ankle, then to the shin. Finally, the ground swallowed him up to the knee. The giant’s other leg was finding similar difficulty, as if the mutilated forest floor had turned into a swamp of tar.

“Arg rog!” he shouted in what sounded like a mix of anger and fear. Two huge hands came down in an effort to push himself up, but there was no solid ground, and they, too, were sucked into the mire.

Slowly, steadily, and with an occasional snap of a branch or rustle of leaves, the floor of the forest pulled the giant down. He sank past his waist, then his shoulders, and as the rich, leafy soil inched up around his neck, Arion lowered her hands and the descent stopped.

Flood clapped Frost on the shoulder and pointed at the Fhrey, and for the first time Persephone saw them both smile.

“Did you see that?” Frost asked.

Flood nodded. “Maybe there is a way back, after all.”

The giant began screaming then. A number of words Persephone didn’t recognize were shouted before he cried out, “Help!” in Fhrey.

“You speak my language?” Arion asked from where she had taken a seat on the fallen trunk of a maple.

“Yes! Yes!” the giant cried.

“Lucky you.” Arion got up and carefully stepped through the carnage. Finding the hat Padera had made, she reached down and withdrew it, sighing at the dirt and leaves covering the garment.

“Let me live,” the giant begged. “I yield. You win. I’ll quit.”

“Quit what exactly?” Arion asked.

The giant hesitated.

Arion looked up from her hat with an irritated frown, and the giant began to slip deeper, the soil now up to his chin.

“Trying to kill you! Trying to kill you. We were sent to kill you!”

Arion nodded as she brushed the dirt and leaves from the hat. Then she stopped, looked up puzzled, and glared at the giant again. “What do you mean—we?”

—

The thick-beamed brace snapped in half, and the front gate of Dahl Rhen burst open. Over the last few months, Gifford had seen many strange things enter through them—the dead body of a chieftain and before that his son; three groups of Fhrey, two of which had held a magical battle before the lodge’s steps; and Raithe, the famed God Killer. Gifford imagined he’d seen it all, but standing outside the storage pit in the wreckage left by the storm, he realized he was wrong. What entered that afternoon was a sight beyond his imagination; or more accurately, it was a sight that should only exist there.

Giants. A lot of them.

Everyone knew they existed, just as everyone knew gods, witches, goblins, and crimbals did. Dahl Rhen had even played host to one, but Grygor, who had accompanied the first set of Fhrey, turned out to be a pleasant sort. He enjoyed cooking and kept mostly to himself. These were different: angry and ferocious. They were also bigger, much bigger, wearing kilts and vests poorly stitched from the hides of numerous beasts of different species.

Taller than the gate, they had to duck to pass under the parapet. Their feet were the size of Gifford’s bed, and they carried wooden mallets that looked to have been fashioned by shoving a thick branch through a hole in a tree trunk. In total, there were twelve, and they broke through the gate with bared teeth and wild eyes. Rushing in, the giants swung their mallets, smashing the already ruined piles of thatch and fractured logs. They hammered the wind-strewn rubble and crushed a goat that had survived the storm but had made the mistake of not running. A few took the time to lift the thatch and peer underneath, then one looked Gifford’s way.

Much of the surviving citizenry of Dahl Rhen was still in the pit. Those outside, like Gifford and Roan, watched as one of the giants howled with excitement, pointing directly at them. The other eleven turned, and the ground shook as the group hurried forward. Having seen what had happened to the goat, nearly everyone cried out and retreated in terror.

Roan didn’t. She stood her ground, watching in awe.

From behind, the Fhrey warriors charged out of the pit, weapons drawn, too impatient to wait the few seconds for the giants to close the distance. The first to land a blow was the one called Eres, who threw two javelins. One pierced the throat of the nearest giant, which Gifford believed to be a female Grenmorian, as she had breasts and a shorter beard.

The other javelin caught one of the larger attackers in the eye, driving itself so deep that only the rear portion poked out of the socket. The giant staggered, then collapsed face-first into the remains of the lodge, flipping a log into the air and shaking the ground so violently that Gifford had to take a step to keep his balance.

Sebek, the Fhrey with short blond hair and a pair of swords, ran directly into the pack of invaders. He sprinted past the first two, and Gifford couldn’t understand why until he realized that the Galantian had picked out the biggest for his target. Sebek reached his prey, ran between the giant’s legs, and drove a sword into the middle of each foot. The giant howled a long deep note of rage and pain, which grew louder as he tilted forward and struggled to free his feet from the ground. The blades dislodged but not before the giant lost his balance. Once more Gifford staggered and nearly fell when the giant crashed to the dirt. Fast as a rabbit, Sebek retrieved his weapons and sprinted up the giant’s stomach. He leapt across the invader’s chest and stabbed both blades into his neck.

Anwir was the next Galantian to land a strike. Pulling forth a loaded sling, he swung it in circles over his head and unleashed the stone. The rock staggered a medium-sized giant just as Tekchin reached him with his long, narrow blade. After severing three fingers of the giant’s mallet-like hand, Tekchin stabbed the giant’s chest, cutting a semicircle before withdrawing the sword.

Roan took a step forward. She had that familiar single-minded curiosity in her eyes, a sort of blind fascination that was impossible for Gifford to understand. Once, she’d broken an ankle after falling into Crescent Creek while preoccupied by a butterfly. Gifford didn’t know what had caught her eye this time, but in a battle between Fhrey and giants, it hardly mattered. If she wandered too far, if she tried to get ahead of Nyphron, who’d taken up a position between the giants and the people of Dhal Rhen to act as a final bulwark, Gifford would take hold of her wrist as he’d done with Brin. Yes, she would panic and lash out, but he’d gladly endure the pain inflicted by her reaction if it was the only way to keep her safe.

He reached out but stopped when, to his relief, she didn’t move any farther. Roan wasn’t interested in the giants; she was shifting her gaze between Anwir and Eres, staring with intensity as Anwir wound up another stone and Eres launched another javelin. She muttered softly, “There’s always a better way.”

To Gifford’s surprise, Grygor joined the other Galantians in the fight against his brethren. Grygor didn’t appear to care about their kinship as he raised his huge sword and hewed down a slightly larger giant with a single stroke.

Vorath, the only Fhrey who had a beard—which he’d grown in the style of the Rhunes—advanced with a three-spiked ball on a chain in one hand and a star-shaped mace in the other. He waded into the fray, a whirling cyclone of whipping metal. The giants appeared confused by his weapons until Vorath solved the riddle by crushing knees and then skulls.

With a shout, which may have been a command that Gifford didn’t understand, the giants retreated, dragging their fallen with them. The Fhrey didn’t pursue or interfere, even when one giant strode toward the well to reclaim the body of his comrade, which was just a few yards from where Sebek stood.

As the giants fled, Gifford noticed other dahl residents who hadn’t reached the storage pit but had survived the storm. Old man Mathias Hagger stood near the waste holes behind what used to be the lodge, sodden with muck. Arlina and Gilroy, their three boys, and daughter, Maureen, were clustered around the grindstone where the millhouse once stood. Arlina’s face was covered in blood, but otherwise she looked fine. Many more weren’t as lucky. Bodies were strewn everywhere. Feet and arms protruded from under wreckage. The battle was over, but the toll had yet to be tallied.


CHAPTER THREE

The Circle of Fire


I will never forget the day my parents died. I was a child of fifteen, and my world had been destroyed. Then Persephone led us away from what had been our home, and I was not a child anymore.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Arion lay on her back, eyes closed, in a small area cleared of debris inside the walls of Dahl Rhen. When a shadow covered her face, she was reluctant to open her lids. Her head was still throbbing, the pain unbearable.

“Try this,” Suri said.

If it had been anyone else, Arion would’ve pretended to be asleep, but Suri could always tell.

Arion opened one eye. The Rhune mystic stood over her with a steaming cup. Just behind the girl was the old woman Padera. The two had become something of a team lately, joining forces to concoct primitive recipes to ease Arion’s pain. None worked. Knowing the two would continue to pester her until she drank, rubbed, or gargled whatever they brought her, Arion sat up and took the cup. Miraculously, the delicate vessel, called a Gifford Cup by the dahl’s residents, had survived the attack. The exquisite chalice was as out of place as Arion in that world of mud and logs.

Suri made a gesture indicating that the brew should be drunk. Arion sniffed the cup’s contents, then recoiled at the stench.

“You sure?” Arion inquired.

“Pretty sure,” Suri answered with an encouraging smile.

The hot tea was bitter but not nearly as repugnant as its smell. The liquid had a woody aftertaste. “What’s this one?”

“White willow bark.”

“Good for headaches?”

Suri nodded. “The best.”

Arion knew the young mystic was stretching the truth. If the concoction was the best, it would have been the first the pair tried, and they had gone through nearly half a dozen attempts. She took a second sip, which also made no improvement, but at least the steam was pleasant. The old woman didn’t speak Fhrey, so Arion forced a smile and nodded in her direction. Padera said something unintelligible and her sour face turned even more acidic. Suri had been teaching Arion Rhunic, just as Arion worked at improving Suri’s mastery of Fhrey. But Arion’s vocabulary was still limited to a few hundred words, and Padera hadn’t used many of those.

“What did she say?”

“She doesn’t understand why you aren’t getting better.”

“That makes two of us.”

Looking around, Arion saw that not much had changed since she’d lain down, except that now neat rows of wrapped bodies were carefully laid out in a mass grave. Each building was still destroyed. Logs, thatch, and rock foundations were scattered everywhere. She considered repairing the damage—not that she knew exactly how it all went back together—but she didn’t dare take the risk.

Earlier that morning before she’d gone to the forest, Arion had thought she’d finally mended. Her head hadn’t hurt for days, but now the throbbing announced most emphatically that her hopes of being healed were, at best, premature.

Months ago, after arriving at the dahl to bring Nyphron to justice, Arion had been hit in the head with a rock by one of the villagers. She’d yet to discover the culprit’s identity, but it didn’t matter. What had mattered was being completely cut off from the Art. After the injury, she couldn’t manage even a simple weave. It wasn’t until after the bandages wrapping her head were removed that the Art returned. Apparently, Suri had been afraid Arion would retaliate against the dahl because of the attack, so the young mystic had painted Dherg runes on the bandages, and they had inhibited Arion’s use of magic.

With the restoration of the Art, Arion had fought Gryndal, but by the end of the battle the pain had blinded her. She couldn’t walk and had to be carried back to bed. She hadn’t fallen asleep after the fight; she’d passed out. When she awoke a full day later, Arion was physically sick and emotionally devastated, but at least she had the Art once more, or so she’d thought.

Using the Art to extinguish Magda’s flames, then later to trap the giant, had brought the pain back. So while she was no longer blocked from accessing the power of the Art, using it was another matter.

“You’re awake. Good.” Nyphron waded toward her through a pile of thatch that had been someone’s roof. The Galantian leader was wearing his armor for the first time in weeks, the bronze shining brilliantly in the late-afternoon sun. He towered over her. “Do you still think a diplomatic solution can be found?” he asked, his tone forceful, aggressive. He wanted to fight—verbally at least. No surprise there, the Instarya tribe were the warriors of their people.

Suri and Padera rushed off, but Arion couldn’t avoid Nyphron so easily.

The pain was coming in hammering waves that blurred her vision as if from the pummeling of blows. She rubbed her forehead while making a pained expression, hoping he would get the hint and leave her alone.

He didn’t.

Nyphron gestured at the destruction around them. “Do you think this was a random accident? A rogue band of Grenmorians wandering some three hundred miles away from home? A weirdly large group who managed to avoid Instarya patrols, who walked right by Alon Rhist to smash this dahl for the sheer joy of it? And the storm? Was that just a freak occurrence?”

“No, I don’t think any of that.” Her words were slow, tired, and dribbled out of her mouth. He must grasp that she was miserable. Common decency should cause him to—

“So what are you thinking?”

She wasn’t. That was the point. Thinking hurt. Of course the attack was deliberate, but who exactly was being targeted? The Rhune village for Gryndal’s death? Nyphron for his defiance? And it was impossible to discount the accuracy of the lightning strikes. Had Prince Mawyndulë convinced his father that she was a threat for the part she had played?

“I think this isn’t the time to have this conversation. I’m tired, my head hurts, and I just want to rest.”

“Your hesitation has already cost us valuable time. Months have passed while we’ve lingered and done nothing.” He gestured at the devastation around them. “This is the result. We need to take this war to Fane Lothian himself.”

“War?” Now it was her turn to use an incredulous tone. “What war? Yes, Dahl Rhen has been attacked, but I really can’t blame Lothian for that. This dahl has harbored you and your Galantians, and one of its residents killed First Minister Gryndal. This was retaliation, plain and simple. But a war? What I need to do is defuse the situation, not fan the flames.”

“Are you really so naïve? This isn’t about a single dahl. Did they even tell you why you were sent to retrieve me? What my transgression had been?”

“Yes. You attacked Petragar, the new leader of Alon Rhist.”

“I chose to avoid arrest for disobeying an order, a directive to destroy the Rhune villages—all of them. Lothian wants the Rhunes gone. The fane has declared war.”

Arion did remember passing through a burnt set of ruins, but it wasn’t until then that she realized how it had been destroyed and why.

“But you can’t fight a war against Estramnadon. Will you kill your own kind? Break Ferrol’s Law? You can’t possibly be willing to be barred from Phyre. Living the rest of your life as an outlaw is one thing, but being banned from the afterlife is unthinkable.”

“I don’t have to do any killing myself. I’ll teach the Rhunes to fight. They can do the slaying. Raithe has proved that. They just need training.”

“And you think with a few lessons they can stand against the full might of the fane?”

Nyphron smirked, shifting his eyes as if she’d said something both amusing and distasteful. “The fane? What does Lothian know about war? What do any of those across the Nidwalden know of battle? We Instarya have protected them for centuries. If my host of Rhunes can present a credible threat, then the rest of the Instarya will join our cause.”

“As simple as that, is it?”

“At the very least my brothers-in-arms will stay out of the conflict. And without them, the fane will have no strategists, no skilled commanders, no warriors, no army, and no clue how to fight.”

“And the Miralyith? Fenelyus single-handedly defeated the entire Dherg army at the Battle of Mador. Your mighty Instarya were merely spectators.”

“We’ll use the Dherg runes. Put them on every shield, every helm.”

Arion was surprised. He’d thought this through more than she’d expected. Clever, but filled with holes overlooked out of ignorance or stupidity. She remembered the words of Fenelyus: It’s easier to believe the most outlandish lie that confirms what you suspect than the most obvious truth that denies it. Apparently, lying to oneself wasn’t restricted to Artists.

“The Dherg’s runes won’t win a war for you,” she said, blinking against the pain that was making her eyes water. “Your thinking is limited, skewed toward what you want, what you need to believe. The runes will only prevent the Art from affecting the wearer. If I wanted to kill you right now, my first thought might be to incinerate you. Fire is easy and doesn’t take much effort. It is one of the first things aspiring Miralyith learn, but I’m guessing that wouldn’t work, would it? The flames would be conjured and you’ve already lined the interior of that armor with protective markings.”

Nyphron’s brows lifted, confirming that Arion was right, and that he was surprised she had guessed.

“But what if I opened the ground beneath your feet? Or caused a tree to fall on you. What if I rerouted a river through your army’s camp…a big, powerful river? The Miralyith are a creative lot. We call it the Art for a reason. So how will you and your Rhune army stand against a team of Miralyith who are able to turn Elan herself against you?”

The pounding in Arion’s head was lessening. Maybe the tea was helping. She was finding it easier to think.

“I’ll overwhelm them with numbers. Do you know how many Rhunes there are?” he asked.

“Thousands.”

Nyphron smiled with equal parts pleasure and mischief. “One of the tasks of the Instarya is to keep a census of the Rhunes, the same way we track animal populations and the status of the Grenmorians and goblins. Every ten years we take a count. When the numbers get too large, we promote warfare between the Gula-Rhunes and the Rhulyn-Rhunes to cull the herds.”

“That’s terrible.”

Nyphron shook his head. “What would be terrible is to let them breed uncontrolled. In a few generations, the Rhunes would be a flood upon the world, and the Fhrey and Dherg could be pushed aside and eventually erased. And it’s not like they don’t enjoy killing one another. They would fight more if we didn’t stand between them. But we should have been more vigilant. Once they settled in villages, even primitive ones like this, their population exploded. When they were nomadic, their numbers were kept small by predators like the goblins and Grenmorians, and by a lack of food. But then they learned farming.”

“Did we teach them?”

“No, they started using copper and tin around that same time, so we think it was the Dherg.” He shot a glare in the direction of the three, who huddled near the outer wall. They weren’t close enough to hear the conversation, but there was no mistaking the disgust in Nyphron’s venomous expression. All three got up and moved farther away.

“The Dherg taught the barbarians all sorts of things, and soon the Rhunes were erecting granaries and buildings, settling down, and spreading out. Suddenly there were thousands, then tens of thousands, and now…” He lowered his voice for dramatic effect. “Arion, there are more than a million Rhunes.”

“Million?” she asked, certain that she heard incorrectly, or that her sluggish, wounded brain wasn’t recognizing a jest.

There were only about fifty thousand Fhrey, and the idea that Rhunes could outnumber them twenty to one was disturbing.

“And it’s only going to get worse. Next year, Estramnadon will welcome, what, ten or twenty births? That same year the Rhunes will see twenty-five thousand.”

“But…but they die so quickly. I’ve heard they don’t even reach a full century.”

“True. About fifteen thousand die each year, but that still means ten thousand are added to their population. Two hundred thousand could be born to this coming generation. When they were thought to be as docile as rabbits, they didn’t represent a threat. But now…well, Raithe killed Gryndal, didn’t he? The Rhunes once considered us immortal gods, but now that they know we bleed and die, will they sit idly by when Lothian attacks or will they rise?”

He looked past her at the inhabitants of the dahl, “War is inevitable, and we can be trampled or we can learn to harness and ride. I’ve made my choice, and I suggest you do the same.”

—

The bonfire roared as it consumed a hundred years of civilization in a single night. From the moment Raithe had arrived in Dahl Rhen, he’d considered this place to be the high point of mankind’s achievements. He’d never seen a place so rich and luxurious. Every family had a home—a roundhouse constructed from wood. The storage pit was deep enough to last a whole winter and beyond. The fields were lush and fertile, growing multiple varieties of seed grass. The residents of Dahl Rhen had excesses of beer, mead, bread, meat and fish, herbs and spices. And all their riches had been protected by a high wall and a massive gate, but the gate hadn’t been strong enough.

The bodies had been buried by nightfall. Otherwise, the scent would’ve lured animals out of the wood. Without a secured perimeter, everyone felt it best to put their loved ones safely underground. Raithe had worked hard all day. Covered in sweat and dirt, he was pleased to see that the well was working again. The Dherg, three small-statured people who had returned with Persephone’s group, had created a vessel made from beaten metal. They called it a bucket, and it worked better than the gourds the villagers had used in the past. Raithe poured water over his head and let it drain down his hair and soak his chest and thick black beard.

Those who’d survived were gathering around the bonfire built on the ruined foundation of the lodge. They fed it splintered logs, thatch, and the other broken pieces of their lives. Not including the Galantians, fewer than three hundred had survived, and when he’d first arrived there had been almost a thousand people in Dahl Rhen. Given the destruction, Raithe would have expected the toll to be higher.

Somehow the oldest resident, Padera, had weathered the attack. She claimed her dead husband had something to do with her survival, but Raithe hadn’t listened to the reasons why. He’d been busy burying Brin’s parents while the girl sobbed into Persephone’s chest. There had been a lot of crying that day. Gelston, whom Raithe had only just discovered was Delwin’s brother and Brin’s uncle, was still alive, having survived the lightning strike. Still, he was in no shape to care for his niece. The man had barely spoken and hardly moved all day.

Some villagers hadn’t been in the dahl during the attack. A number of folks benefited that afternoon from tending their fields or being in the forest cutting wood or hunting. If the giants had attacked at night, the death toll would have been higher. And without the Galantians, there might have been no survivors at all. The Fhrey had saved them, but after seeing what was left of the dahl, maybe saved wasn’t the right word.

With the destruction of the gate, Dahl Rhen was just a hill, an exposed mound surrounded by wilderness. Neither the lodge nor any of the roundhouses had survived the storm. In one cursed day, generations of labor had been lost. They were back to how it must have been when the clan first paused in that spot and built a similar fire from the wood of the forest.

And yet despite the losses, there was cause for appreciation. Gone was the idea of Fhrey gods, but there was plenty of room for heroes in the Rhen pantheon. Any reservations or suspicions the dahl’s inhabitants had held about the Fhrey warriors were erased by the feet of giants. Around the fire, the men of Dahl Rhen sat shoulder to shoulder with the Galantians, sharing beer and mead and toasting the dead.

“There you are,” Malcolm said as he headed toward Raithe with a wooden cup in each hand. “Here. Bergin opened his best jugs of beer to honor the dead. Thought you could use a drink.”

“Thanks, but do you know where—”

Malcolm tilted his head, and Raithe turned to see Persephone, Nyphron, and Arion approaching them from behind. He offered her a smile as she passed but didn’t receive one in return. She looked tired, her eyes sore and red. He’d seen the same expression on many faces throughout the day. Not for the first time, Raithe questioned his own callousness. The deaths meant little to him. He rationalized that he didn’t know the people of Rhen well, or maybe the impact of the devastation was somehow delayed. But Raithe was still waiting for the arrival of grief over his father’s passing, and he suspected it might never come. He was Dureyan, and the simple truth was that his people had little use for mourning or sympathy. Sudden, inexplicable death wasn’t a surprise to them. The only constant was suffering. Those of Clan Dureya learned this lesson well, and they learned it young. They also knew anything could be endured—even life.

Raithe and Malcolm found seats around the fire not far from where the three Dherg clustered just inside the ring of light. Raithe looked at Malcolm and indicated the visitors, to which Malcolm merely shrugged. The conversation around the fire quieted when Nyphron and Arion sat. Persephone remained standing. She clasped her hands and took a deep breath.

“This has been a dark and grievous day,” she said. “A sad and bewildering one that saw the loss of many beloved friends and family.” Her eyes strayed toward Brin, who sat between Moya and Roan, her cheeks still streaked. “Tonight we say goodbye, tonight we grieve, tonight we remember the past.” She paused and looked up at the stars overhead. “But tomorrow will bring a new day, and the question before us is: What shall we do with it?”

“Why did this happen?” Hanson Killian asked. The woodworker sat cross-legged next to his wife, who clutched their remaining three children. Earlier that day, Raithe had been in the burial pit when Farmer Wedon handed down the other four Killians.

Raithe didn’t think Hanson expected an answer. The question was at the forefront of everyone’s minds, but the same question arrived with every tragedy. Why my son? Why today of all days? Why us again? The clans suffered loss with such regularity that the questions often felt as pointless as prayers. At least that was the case in Dureya, and there was never an answer, at least not one mortals could understand.

“Because the Fhrey seek to kill us,” Persephone said.

Some of the gathered were drinking, some shifting their seats because smoke was blowing toward them, most were just staring out into the dark or into the flames with the same vacant expressions they’d worn all evening. But at that moment, everyone focused on their new chieftain. For a full minute, the only sound was the crackle of the fire.

No one had explained the full details of what had happened when Arion and Gryndal waged a battle of magic outside the lodge, the day Raithe killed his second Fhrey. All the residents of the dahl had witnessed the fight, but the verbal exchanges had been in the Fhrey language. Only Persephone, Suri, and Malcolm understood it well, and none of them, nor any of the Fhrey, had volunteered explanations. Raithe knew more than most. He wasn’t fluent, but his father had taught him enough to understand part of what had been said, and it was clear that Gryndal’s death wouldn’t be the end of the conflict.

“The rumors we heard during Chieftain Konniger’s first clan meeting are true,” Persephone said. “The Fhrey have destroyed the dahls of Dureya and Nadak and have added Dahl Rhen to the tally. But we now know the Fhrey aren’t gods, and their actions weren’t revenge for the death of Shegon, the first Fhrey killed by Raithe. The fane, leader of the Fhrey, has had plans to rid the world of us for years. They fear us because of our growing numbers and because we are a people capable of challenging them, able to defeat them.”

Again, Persephone paused to look around at their faces, to give those gathered the chance to comment. No one did. The fire crackled, a burst of sparks floated skyward, and Persephone went on. “Some of you already know, or have guessed, that Nyphron and his Galantians are hiding here because they refused orders to slaughter us. Likewise, Arion risked her life defending this dahl against Fane Lothian’s sorcerer. You saw what happened for yourselves. Now the Fhrey ruler has sent giants and storms. But we’re still alive. We endure. I’m sure this most recent attack will not be the end of his aggression. Yes, they will be back, and next time they’ll likely send an army.”

Raithe watched fear creep back into the faces of those who thought they had faced the worst life could muster, and the combination was a current dragging everyone toward hopelessness.

“But,” Persephone began again, this time with a louder voice, “we aren’t helpless. We who were never a threat before will become what they fear the most. When news of the other dahls’ destructions first reached us, I stood in the lodge and told everyone of a plan to save ourselves. No one listened to me then, but you must listen to me now.” She took a step forward so that the fire’s light shimmered on her face. “I’ve already sent runners to Menahan, Melen, Tirre, Warric, and the Gula clans, asking their chieftains to convene a summit at Tirre. We will unite all our leaders, form a war council, and appoint a single keenig to lead us.”

“But how can we fight against giants and storms?” Cobb asked.

Nyphron stood up. “I will teach you. Many of you saw our battle with the giants. Twelve against seven, but we won without a single wound.”

“But that’s because you’re Fhrey,” Filson the Lamp said.

“And was it a Fhrey who killed Gryndal?” Nyphron pointed at Raithe. “He’s already killed two of my kind, and he isn’t particularly special. He has, however, been trained. My father taught his father how to fight, and he passed those skills on to his son. I can do the same with you. The only differences between Fhrey and Rhunes are training, tools, and experience. I can give you all of these. My Galantians are the best warriors in the world, and they will teach you all they know.”

“But even you were powerless when Gryndal came,” Engleton said. “What chance have we against magic?”

Nyphron pointed to Raithe. “Have you seen the markings on the shield Raithe carries? Did you see what happened when the fane’s sorcerer turned his magic against the Dureyan? The answer is nothing. Nothing at all. Raithe was unharmed, protected by markings discovered ages ago by the Dherg people. We will use these markings to negate the power of those who would wield the Art against us. You have superior numbers. You have the protection of the Dherg runes. And you will be trained by the most capable warriors Elan has ever known. If I thought you wouldn’t be victorious, I wouldn’t be here. I and my Galantians would have left long ago.”

Nyphron pointed to Persephone. “Your chieftain is wise. The fane will not stop until your kind is exterminated. This war is winnable, if you’re willing to fight.” He took his seat once more, and all eyes went back to Persephone.

“In the morning we will begin preparations to leave our home and travel to Tirre. There’s nothing left for us here, and the farther we can get from Alon Rhist the safer we will be,” Persephone told them all. “Within the week Clan Rhen marches south.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Rapnagar


As far as I know, Suri was the first of our kind to use the Art. It must have been wonderful to do magic, except when it was not.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Bodies were broken in half, collapsed on one another or lying side by side. Hundreds were dead, maybe thousands. Many were strangers; some mere acquaintances; others friends, but a few Suri considered family. The horror was almost too much to bear as she moved through the forest of fallen trees ravaged by the storm. She’d seen storms before, windstorms, ice storms, floods, and fires, but those had always been the will of Wogan—this wasn’t.

And then there was Magda.

Suri and Minna led the way through the decimated forest; they traveled quickly, but Arion managed to keep up, so her headache must have improved. She moved with a nimble, youthful grace that contradicted Arion’s past comments about being old. She seemed anything but elderly. Even without hair, and perhaps because of its absence, Suri thought Arion was the most beautiful person she’d ever seen—on par with the big swans from the high lake or the snowy owl that used to winter near the mountain’s western face. Arion had that same smooth elegance and otherworldly serenity. And her skin was perfect: no pimples, blotches, wrinkles, or marks. Most of the time, she didn’t seem real at all.

Also with them was Nyphron, the leader of the Galantians. He wasn’t nearly so beautiful, but he was silent. Not that he didn’t talk—though none of them said much as they hiked the ridge—it was more that he made no noise at all. Dressed in layers of metal and adorned with sword and shield, he trotted up the forest slope with a ghostly quiet. Suri prided herself on moving noiselessly through the wood, and Minna was no slouch herself, but Suri had to stop occasionally to make sure Nyphron was still there. He always was, and closer than she expected.

Nearing the top of the rise, Suri found herself looking upon that holy glade where all other trees refrained from growing out of deference to the Grand Lady of the Wood. She stopped at the sight of Magda. The ancient tree, sheared in half, was naked, her leaves gone. One side of her trunk was blackened; on the other, bark-stripped wood splintered from the trunk. On the ground lay a severed limb. Suri stood staring, unable to move. Minna brushed her side and nuzzled her hand, but Suri couldn’t take her eyes off the horror that had been the oldest tree of the forest.

The wind blew, then blew again.

Silence.

A tear slipped down Suri’s cheek, and then another. Minna once more prodded her, whimpering slightly as she nudged. The wisest of all wolves knew it was best not to dwell on such horror. The two moved on, following Arion and Nyphron, who hadn’t bothered to stop and pay their respects.

“Who’s there?” The voice came from down the slope and through the thicket, where an enormous head poked out of the ground. Shifting into the Fhrey language, he added, “Come to finish me, have you?” The giant, still sealed in dirt, must have smelled them; he was facing away from their approach and unable to turn his head fully. Suri wasn’t an expert on giants and their ability to detect scents, but the four of them had made no more noise moving through the woods than a gentle summer breeze.

Nyphron took the lead then and marched down the length of the devastated hillside and right up to the colossal nose.

“Rapnagar, what a surprise…and by surprise I mean it’s not, and by Rapnagar I mean you son of the Tetlin whore.”

Arion followed the Fhrey warrior. “You know this Grenmorian?”

Nyphron nodded and put a booted foot on the bridge of the giant’s nose, leaning in toward his left eye. “Shouldn’t have left Hentlyn.”

“No food in our mountains.”

Nyphron frowned and put more weight on the giant’s nose. “Yeah, right. So, who sent you?”

“Go fill a pig,” Rapnagar growled back.

Nyphron drew his sword and pierced the giant’s left nostril, pinning it to the ground. The Grenmorian cried out.

Arion took a surprised step backward. “What are you doing?”

“I came here for answers.” Nyphron spoke just as much to the giant as to Arion.

“You won’t get any from me,” Rapnagar said through gritted teeth. “But why don’t you enlighten me? I’m sorry I wasn’t there to see my brothers’ destruction. How many did we kill? Was Grygor among them? How is it that you survived? Were you hiding like a coward?”

“Your brothers died before they even reached the dahl’s gate. They trampled some flowers and frightened a goat, but that’s all.”

“Liar!”

Nyphron twisted his sword and the giant cried out again.

“Stop doing that!” Arion shouted, stepping forward. “Listen,” she said, addressing the giant, “your attack did fail. That should be obvious by the fact that we are standing before you. When I told Nyphron of your predicament, he insisted on an audience. The only thing you have to bargain with is knowledge. I think it’s in your best interest to cooperate.”

Rapnagar didn’t answer right away. His big eyes blinked twice and his lips shifted once to the left and then to the right. At last he asked, “What’s in it for me?”

“How about an easy death and proper burial?” Nyphron asked. “I’ll slit your throat from ear to ear. Be real quick about it, and then the Miralyith will bury you so the animals won’t feed on your body…only the worms.”

“Not good enough. I’ll talk, but in return you have to let me go.”

Nyphron was shaking his head even before Rapnagar finished. “We don’t need to know that badly. I can already guess most of it. The storm was a pretty big clue.”

“I can tell you their next move.”

“No, you can’t. They thought this attack would succeed. Any plans already in existence have changed.”

“I can tell you who we were after. Who specifically.”

Nyphron paused and took a moment to think. “Was I singled out?”

“I’d nod but I have a sword in my nose.”

With a quick jerk Nyphron pulled his weapon free, causing the giant to grunt, his eyes to wince. “Who else? Did they mention any other names?”

The giant shook his head. “No, no. I won’t say anything else until you promise to let me go.”

“Okay, you tell us what you know and you can go free,” Nyphron said.

Rapnagar shifted his eyes and focused on Arion. “She agree?”

“Yes,” Arion replied.

“Okay. Okay. Arion of the Miralyith, Nyphron of the Instarya, and all the Rhunes in the wooden fort, especially the one called Raithe, the one known as the God Killer.”

Arion furrowed her brow, thinking. “And no one else?”

Nyphron looked at her curiously. “Who were you expecting?”

“Her.” Arion pointed toward the mystic, who lingered partway up the slope. “Mawyndulë didn’t tell his father about Suri. I wonder why. If Lothian has decided to slaughter the Rhunes, it’s only because he considers them nothing more than animals. Knowing they can wield the Art could change that perception. Discovering our similarities would make it impossible to annihilate a whole race. It would end the conflict, save lives on both sides. Suri proves Rhunes and Fhrey are more similar than anyone previously knew.”

Nyphron shook his head. “No, you have it wrong. Rhunes with the Art would be seen as an even greater threat. The last thing people in power want is to share. Lothian won’t welcome them as equals. It’d harden his resolve against them.”

“I don’t agree, and I know Lothian better than you.”

“Well, you have your opinion and I have mine. Guess we’ll never know for sure, especially now that the fane knows about your part in Gryndal’s death.”

“He doesn’t know the circumstances. He’s only heard one side of the story.”

“Oh, so you think he’ll believe you over his own son? And exactly how are you going to get an audience with him? You have as much chance getting into the Talwara as I do. Welcome to—”

“Hey,” Rapnagar interrupted. “Haven’t you forgotten something? Let me out.”

“Seriously?” Nyphron smirked. “You think your life is worth three names? You’ll have to do better than that.”

“What else do you want to know?”

“Well, you can start with who hired you.”

“His name was Vertumus, but he spoke on behalf of a fella named Petragar.”

“Vertumus went to Hentlyn?”

“Came right to the Yarhold. Actually knocked on the door. He was very cute.”

“He didn’t go alone.”

“No. Sikar was babysitting.”

“Did Sikar look pleased with his orders?”

“Sikar looked as if he hoped we would step on Vertumus. Only reason we didn’t was because Furgenrok thought it was a trap.”

“Strange,” Nyphron said.

“Yeah, that’s why we let them leave. Figured it was a trick.”

“No.” Nyphron leaned over to clean his blade on Rapnagar’s hair. “I meant it’s strange that Furgenrok is capable of thinking.”

Arion took another step forward, coming so close that she could touch the giant’s ear if she wanted. “What did this Vertumus say? What did he ask of you exactly?”

“Said there were herds of Rhunes in the south for us to eat if we killed Arion, Nyphron, and Raithe. He also said Petragar was the new lord of the Rhist now that Zephyron was dead and his son Nyphron had turned traitor. We were also told that the Instarya wouldn’t enforce the ban anymore, and we’d be allowed to feast on any Rhunes we came across.”

“Were any Miralyith with you?” Arion asked.

“Nope. Not even Vertumus showed up for the fight. But they said we’d have help. They were sending a storm to soften things up and show us where to go. The lightning would indicate where you were. Most hit the Rhune fort, but I noticed the bolts up here and came to check.”

“From how far away can a Miralyith create a storm?” Nyphron asked Arion.

“Depends. If they used the Valentryne Layartren…”

“The what now?”

“It’s a room in Avempartha, the tower that sits on top of a waterfall just west of—”

“I’ve seen it.”

“Ah, well, the tower gathers the power of rushing water and channels it to a chamber. It significantly improves the ability of anyone utilizing it. The tower is excellent for finding things. Working together, teaming up, I suspect a group of Miralyith could attack us all the way up here. Lothian would just need to issue waivers from the Law of Ferrol.”

“Oh, I’m sure he’s done that.” Nyphron frowned as he rubbed his chin, a hard look in his eyes. “My guess is he’s granted universal immunity to everyone. Probably placed a bounty on our heads as well.”

Arion looked concerned. She stared at the ground near her feet, wet her lips, and then said in an ominous tone, “They can kill us, but we can’t kill them.”

Nyphron smiled at that. “Well, not exactly. We just can’t use our own hands. So long as it isn’t our arms that swing the sword, Ferrol will look the other way.”

“When did you become an Umalyn priest?”

“It’s true, isn’t it? If I convince you to kill another Fhrey, the Law of Ferrol descends on you, not me. The act, not the instigator, is punished.”

“Strikes me as manipulative and self-serving, even cowardly.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t make the rules. Ferrol did. Personally, I prefer to see it as allies coming together in a common cause against a common enemy. Sounds so much better that way, don’t you think?”

Arion sighed.

“Now, if you don’t have any other questions, I’ll be putting Mr. Rapnagar out of the misery he’s called his life.”

“What?” Arion gasped. “No!”

“No, what?” Nyphron asked. “No, you don’t have anything else to ask?”

“No, she doesn’t want you to kill me,” Rapnagar shouted.

“Stay out of this,” Nyphron snapped. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“This has everything to do with me. You said if I talked, you’d let me live. And I did. You need to hold up your side of the bargain.”

“The giant is right,” Arion said. “You aren’t going to kill him. You made the deal. Now honor your word.”

“See, that’s the difference between you and me. While I tend to be pragmatic, you let idealism cloud your judgment. I can’t kill you…well, I could, but not without severe repercussions for breaking Ferrol’s Law…but I most certainly can kill Rapnagar. And believe me, he deserves it.”

“I don’t, and you made a vow!” the giant shouted.

“He’s right, you did,” Arion said.

Nyphron rolled his eyes. “No, I didn’t. I only promised. A vow is different. I promised my father I’d accept Lothian as my fane if he failed in the challenge; I also promised Tekchin he could have the last chunk of bread last night, and I promised myself I wouldn’t drink to excess anymore. I’m lousy at keeping promises.”

“Well…well…then I vowed on your behalf,” Arion said.

Nyphron shook his head. “No, you didn’t.”

“Someone did!” Rapnagar yelled.

“There wasn’t any vow,” Nyphron said. “Neither one of us swore to anything. We just engaged in a weak agreement, which I am willing to break.”

“I’m not,” Arion declared.

“Fine.” Nyphron pointed. “You stand over there. Look away if you like.”

“Absolutely not! I assured this Grenmorian he would be set free, and he will. Now put your sword away before I melt that little toy.”

Nyphron hesitated. Arion’s hands came up.

“Okay.” He dropped the sword back into its scabbard. “But you’re making a mistake. Rapnagar, well all of the Grenmorians really, is monstrous. Grygor being the one exception. If the situation were reversed, Rapnagar would be burping you up right now.”

“Suri.” Arion waved the mystic over. “Remember how I discussed teaching you? Well, today you’re going to begin your first practical lesson in the Art. You’re going to free this giant.”

Suri had never done anything more than start fires and cast bones, and freeing the giant was as unlikely as restoring the trees or bringing Magda back to life. If such things were possible, she certainly wouldn’t put any energy into helping Rapnagar.

As a rule, Suri didn’t dislike anyone, but she would make an exception for him. He had destroyed the rol—one of her favorites—and was, by his own admission, in league with those who’d murdered Magda and Suri’s other friends, like the beautiful young maple. Suri had only recently become acquainted with the sapling who was now lying in a pile of debris, snapped in half three feet up from her roots. Suri had been surprised Wogan hadn’t killed the giant during the night. She imagined rodents gnawing out the giant’s eyes and burrowing into his head. While Suri wasn’t overly fond of Nyphron, she sided with him about how to deal with the giant.

“This might take a little while,” Arion told the Instarya. “I don’t want to rush her. So you can go back if you like.”

“I wouldn’t dream of leaving,” he said, moving to sit on the body of a freshly fallen birch. Suri didn’t know the birch, but he looked like he’d been nice. “I’d love to see how one teaches magic, this Art of yours.”

Arion shrugged. “Suri, we in the Miralyith call the ability to use the power of the world the Art, because it’s such a creative process. While there are basic foundations, principles, and techniques, just as you would find in any artistic endeavor, these are only guides. They are mostly designed to assist students to grasp ideas, to get them started. But I think you’ll find there are no genuine rules except those you set for yourself. Some of these will be choices you make; others will be made for you, simply because of who you are.”

Suri assumed Arion was speaking to her, and she heard all the words clearly but still struggled with their meaning. Over the last month, the bald Fhrey Miralyith had improved Suri’s understanding of the Fhrey language, but she still had to guess at a few of the words, and Arion was talking fast.

“Thing is,” Arion went on, “everyone is capable of using the Art, in the same way that everyone can draw, but not all drawing is considered art. In this same way, people use the power of nature all the time. Speech, for example, is a form of mundane magic. A base branch of summoning, in fact. The natural powers of sound, pitch, and tone can ‘magically’ transfer ideas from one person to another. Smiling and causing another to smile back is another form of the same idea. Do you understand?”

Suri shook her head.

“Creating fire—the way you already know how to do—is yet another form of basic magic. Nyphron can also create a fire. To do so he’ll harness the power of friction to summon heat. A more advanced wielder of nature’s powers might use metal and stone to generate sparks, an easier and faster method. And to the person who uses friction, it can be seen as magical, but magic is merely another word for ‘I don’t know how you did that.’ You, of course, know an even better way to start a fire.”

Suri smiled, having understood this last part. She had seen Tura start fires using both methods, but the old mystic never started one the way Suri did.

“Your method, Suri, is even more elegant, easier, and faster. And to you that’s all it is, another way of making a fire. But to Nyphron, with his lack of understanding, it’s magic.” She turned to the Galantian. “I apologize for using you as an example, but you chose to stay.”

“Not a problem,” he replied. “I enjoy seeing how you instill a sense of superiority in your student along with the lesson. I can see how it happens.”

“How what happens?”

“How you’ve come to see yourselves as gods.”

Arion paused, and a shadow of self-doubt crossed her face.

“I’ll do the same thing when I teach the Rhunes to fight. Confidence is important, particularly in a war.”

Arion hesitated a moment longer, then turned back to Suri. “So where was I? Oh, yes, there’s a divide between those who trace or copy a picture that someone else drew and people who can create a drawing out of their own imagination. The people who have a natural talent, something they are born with or develop at a young age, are Artists. But there are others who can only use magic by relying on physical constructs such as wood, water, minerals, and metal. Those who must rely on the crutches of physical items are known as faquins or stylists. You, Suri, are a true Artist.”

Suri smiled again, certain that was a compliment. She liked Arion. The Miralyith wasn’t just beautiful; she was fascinating, too. The Fhrey was like an elegant version of Tura, kindly, understanding, and wise. They both dripped with knowledge like an overloaded sponge. No one could be around either and not learn something.

“You improve as an Artist by understanding the basics of how elements interact and how to affect them,” Arion explained. “This is similar to learning to communicate. You learn to speak by discovering which sounds mean what. A lot of magic is based on sound. Sound and motion can create weavings and bindings like knots, similar to the string game you play. They fasten aspects of natural power into patterns that can be used by the Artist. Knowing the language of the world and how to speak in usable patterns allows an Artist to effect change.

“Everything in the world is connected to everything else. Understanding the paths allows you to make new connections. To do this, an Artist needs to be in contact with a source of power. In terms of the string game, this would be your fingers. In the real world, power comes from life, heat, and movement. So you can use sunlight, fire, the flow of water, or life itself. Seeds are a good source; the potential they hold is extremely powerful and you can carry many with you, which makes them convenient as well. Of course, here in this forest, you have an abundance of power to tap. Now, there are several categories of source power. Elemental, which is most common and is the manipulation of elements: Rubbing wood makes fire, adding heat to water makes steam. There are subcategories of this such as weather art, water, fire, and such. There’s also Life and Vision art, but there’s no sense going into those yet. Today we’re going to begin with dirt.”

“Dirt?” Suri asked.

“Yes, dirt. It may seem inert, but like seeds, it holds the power of life. The soil has provided strength and nourishment to these massive trees, and it will provide the power to free Rapnagar. Now, you should already know how to tap. You do it every time you start a fire. It’s that sensation, the drawing in of elemental strength that is akin to taking a deep breath, the summoning you do just before you clap. I want you to do that now. Close your eyes. That’ll make it easier to concentrate. Listen to the wind; feel the ground beneath your feet. Reach out with your senses and explore. Try to feel the dirt around Rapnagar. Imagine the ground being an extension of yourself. It is. Everything in the world is part of everything else. We are all related in that we affect one another. You just need to pull on the right thread and manipulate the string pattern so that the dirt moves away from Rapnagar.”

Suri tried to do what Arion asked, but she didn’t have much to go on. Her eyes were closed, and she was imagining the dirt—seeing worms wiggling around. That was pretty easy. She also felt her feet on the soil but wasn’t sure how that helped.

As if understanding her difficulty, Arion said, “Try humming.”

“Humming?”

“Yes.”

“What should I hum?”

“Nothing. Don’t hum a tune, just a single, even tone. Just make a steady sound.”

Suri did.

“Feel the vibration? Now change tone and feel the difference. This will help you center yourself. It’s a good base point. It’ll help focus your mind on what you’re looking for. Now reach out and search for a similar tone outside of you, the same way you do when summoning fire.”

Suri did feel the vibration in her throat, chest, and head as she hummed. It almost tickled when she changed notes. She thought of how she found fire. Suri always thought she called to the fire spirit, but maybe she summoned it, sucked it in like a breath. As she hummed, Suri sensed another vibration outside herself. The vibration was familiar—fire.

Suri grinned broadly with this discovery. How exciting it was to learn more about something she’d done for years, like the time she found out it was impossible to swallow without touching the roof of her mouth with her tongue.

At the same moment, she became aware of other tones, other vibrations.

Sound and motion can create weavings and bindings like knots, similar to the string game you play.

Suri realized it then: The vibrations were like strings she could pull and twist. Without thinking, she raised her hands, moving her fingers just as she would when playing the string game. The movement was familiar and helped her balance, helped her focus.

“That’s it,” she heard Arion say. “Work it out just like the game. Form a pattern to draw the ground apart.”

Suri struggled. She didn’t know which strings did what, and the more she concentrated the more strings she found. She became overwhelmed. This was a game with an infinite number of strands.

“There’s too many. I don’t know which—”

“You’re standing on it,” Arion replied.

Suri grinned again. This time a bit more stupidly because the answer was so obvious.

She found the chord, big and deep, heavier than most of the others. This was less a string and more a rope. Without thinking, she dropped her humming to a lower tone and let her fingers play out before her. She heard a sound through her ears, a faint rustling as she bent the chord slightly.

“That’s it,” Arion said. “You’ve got it. Just hook and draw apart.”

Suri slipped her fingers underneath, as she would have if she were playing the game, and pulled her hands apart. As she did, just as in the game, the chord slid around her fingers and tightened.

“Suri, no!” Arion shouted. “Stop! Stop!”

Stopping wasn’t easy. Just as with the game, after looping a finger she had a natural desire to pull the strings out to their full extent. Suri craved to feel the pattern complete, to feel the loops tug near her knuckles, and it was all happening so fast.

The rustling became cracking as if trees were being broken.

“Suri!”

Arion grabbed her hands, and Suri opened her eyes.

The expression on Arion’s face was one of horror, and Suri turned her head to search for signs of what had caused it. Suri was terrified that she may have inadvertently harmed more trees, but they looked exactly as they had before. This left her puzzled as she had heard the cracking of trunks.

“What’s wrong?” Suri asked.

Arion said nothing and just closed her eyes while putting a quivering hand to her mouth.

Suri looked over at Nyphron who remained sitting on the fallen birch, a smile on his lips. “Nothing at all,” he told her. “You did wonderfully.”

Only then did Suri notice Rapnagar.

The giant’s head had slipped farther, only the crown exposed above the surface, and it was crushed like an egg. Suri hadn’t opened the ground. She had closed it.


CHAPTER FIVE

Small Solutions


Roan was, without overstatement, the most intelligent person I have ever met. To our great misfortune, we did not realize this fact for far too long; to our great luck, we discovered it in the nick of time.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Persephone had grossly underestimated the time it would take to get her people moving. Even if Dahl Rhen hadn’t been destroyed, it would have taken weeks to evacuate. The people just didn’t know how to move a village of that size. Hundreds of years had passed since Clan Rhen was migratory, and the techniques of their nomadic ancestors were lost. She considered asking Brin to provide some insight. As the Keeper of Ways, Brin was the repository of their people’s history, but the girl was in no condition to think. Even if Persephone had been able to quiz her, the forebears had lived in a world much different from the current one. Their existence had been lean. They wouldn’t have been able to imagine the wealth amassed by future generations, and therefore they couldn’t help make decisions about what to bring and the things to leave behind.

Adding to the task was the overwhelming grief. Most days Persephone spent time prodding people who’d become stagnant while sifting through debris. Just this morning, she had come across Eli the Miller as he struggled to pull a shoulder basket out of the remains of his home. When he spotted his daughter’s hair-tie in the wreckage, he stooped, picked it up, and then crumpled to the ground. Persephone gave him the next hour to cry, but then had to assign him a task or he would have been there all day.

“How’s it going?” Moya asked, trotting over and catching Persephone near the well.

“Slow…real slow.” She stopped and fixed the young woman with a harsh look. “Are you packed?”

Moya’s face assumed one of her indignant expressions, consisting mostly of sour lips. “Let’s see…” She glanced down at herself. “I’m wearing my dress and have both my arms and legs, so yes, I’m packed.”

“Good, then you can help carry food. Do you think you and someone else could carry one of the pots of wheat?”

“Oh, sure. No problem. While we’re at it, would you like me to carry the miller’s stone too? Seph, that pot must weigh three hundred pounds.”

She was right, of course, and Persephone nodded, adding another task to her already long list. “We’ll need bags, and lots of them. We’ll divide each urn among ten or fifteen people.” She sighed. “Even if every man, woman, and child carried a thirty-pound bag of wheat or barley, we still wouldn’t be able to take half of what’s in the storage pit, and it’s nearly empty. And what about the elderly? I can’t ask someone like Padera to haul a heavy load.”

“I wouldn’t worry about her. She’s tougher than all of us. That old woman will likely carry a goat under each arm.”

“We need to find a way to bring it all. What if Tirre refuses us? If they keep their doors barred, we’ll have to camp outside for who knows how long, surviving on only what we bring. They don’t have a forest to hunt in. And what happens in autumn when there’s no harvest for the coming winter?” Persephone turned, caught sight of the well, and sighed again. “And then there’s water. I know where there are a few small streams on the way, but in the middle of summer, they might be dry. We’ll need a lot of water.”

Moya nodded and pointed in the direction of Dahl Rhen’s patron god. “And what about Mari? She’s none too light.”

“Oh, for the love of Elan, I almost forgot.” Persephone looked over at the stone statue. “I don’t think abandoning our god is a wise idea right now.”

“Exactly.” Moya nodded toward the Galantians, who were clustered around more than a dozen jugs of Bergin’s beer. More than half of the containers were empty, lying on their sides. They hadn’t stopped celebrating their victory since the battle with the giants. “Maybe Grygor could carry her.”

The two walked over to the group.

“And then Sebek, he runs right for the biggest one,” Vorath was saying. The stocky Fhrey with the fledgling beard stood before the others, gesturing broadly with a cup that sloshed over the brim.

“Just trying to get ahead of my javelins,” Eres said.

“We could use some help packing up,” Persephone told them, and folded her arms in what she hoped was a commanding manner. She looked around their circle for Nyphron but failed to spot him, which did nothing for her confidence.

They all looked at Persephone for a moment. Then Sebek, with as charming a smile as she’d ever seen, said, “We are helping. We’re working hard to lighten the weight of beer that needs transporting.”

They all laughed.

Persephone waited for it to calm, then asked, “Where is Nyphron?”

“Went off with the Miralyith and that mystic this morning.”

“Great,” she muttered.

“Why don’t you join us?”

“Sorry, I have a village to save.”

“Moya,” Tekchin said, “you can stay, can’t you? I saved you a place on my lap.”

“There’s always plenty of room there, because there’s precious little else to get in the way,” the young woman replied.

Tekchin’s eyebrows shot up, and Sebek laughed so hard he fell off the broken log he’d been sitting on.

Moya opened her mouth once more, but Persephone latched on to her wrist and dragged her away.

“Why do you always do that?” she asked. “Why do you antagonize them?”

“They’re warriors, Seph.” Moya pulled her arm back. “You think kissing their ass is the way to impress them?”

Persephone was still pondering the question when she spotted Raithe and Malcolm trudging up the recently cleared eastern walkway.

“There you are,” Raithe said. “Hard to find anyone anymore.” Both men were slick with sweat. Raithe had bundled his shirt into a bag made from his leigh mor and hung it from his belt.

“We saved twenty-three sheep,” Malcolm said. “Found most of them nicely clustered in a little valley a few miles to the northeast. They were a pleasant lot, but a handful led us on a merry chase. Habet and Cobb are watching them.”

“That’s wonderful,” Persephone said, and she meant it, though her tone was less than happy. The efforts to round up the scattered flock served to remind her that Gelston, the shepherd, was barely alive, and Delwin was dead. Then she couldn’t resist thinking about Sarah, Brin’s mother and Persephone’s best friend. She bit her lip, sucked in a quick breath, and walked on, struggling to beat down the emotion.

We still have so much to do.

Persephone’s feet led her to the area cleared for packing. Bundles of the spring’s wool harvest were piled, waiting to be carded, spun, and woven into cloth. If Sarah were there…Persephone squeezed her quivering mouth closed. As she fought back tears, she saw the three Dherg sitting on the far side of the wool piles, lounging in the bundles as if they were giant pillows. Emotion boiled up. Tears or rage were her choices, and Persephone didn’t have the luxury of appearing weak.

“What are you still doing here?” she shouted at them.

They jumped, but for a moment none of them said a word.

“We…ah…would like to talk to the one you call Arion, the bald Fhrey. You see we have a problem that—”

“Arion isn’t here right now, and if she were, she wouldn’t have time to be bothered. Neither do I. Can’t you see how busy we are?”

Frost started to say something but Persephone became distracted by what she saw over his shoulder.

“Roan?” she yelled. “What in Mari’s name are you doing?”

Roan’s old roundhouse—the one originally built by Iver the woodcarver—had been reduced to little more than a lean-to by the foot of a giant. One pole remained upright and held a single crossbeam in place, but that was enough to grant her cave-like access to most of the tools and supplies. She and Gifford worked out front. He was hammering on what appeared to be a giant wooden box.

Both Roan and Gifford paused in their fevered labor to look at her, each with a guilty expression.

“Roan,” Persephone said, walking past the wool and the Dherg to confront the two. “I thought I made myself clear. You of all people need to get your things together.” She looked at the chisels, mallets, and ax spread out on the ground. “We need to hurry. You know that! Why are you still—”

“Woan got an idea when she was helping me pack my spinning table,” Gifford said.

“Roan always gets ideas!” Persephone nearly screamed in frustration. “We have no time for her ideas. We need to pack up and get out of here. I have no clue when the next attack is coming, but if we’re still here when it arrives, we’re all going to die. Do you understand that idea? We have no gate anymore, Roan. No protection, and the Fhrey are getting drunk!”

Clutching Gifford’s large, round pottery table to her chest, Roan retreated toward the devastation of her home.

Gifford shoved himself as upright as possible and hobbled toward Persephone. “This idea is impowtant,” he said as firmly as his lisp allowed. Leaning heavily on his crutch, his twisted back and dead leg made him a tragically comic figure, but Persephone saw fire in his eyes, a familiar sight.

We’ll do it together, Aria had said on a day long ago when Persephone’s shortcoming had ended their friendship. She saw the intensity of her childhood friend’s stare again, this time through the eyes of Aria’s son. That stopped Persephone, and she looked past Gifford to Roan, whose lower lip was trembling.

I didn’t mean to upset her. I didn’t mean to yell. I was just so…Persephone felt tears bubbling up again. “Okay, I’m sorry. Tell me. What is this great idea?”

Roan stared at her a moment, then said, “No, I’m the one who should apologize. I didn’t…I didn’t think it would take so long. We’ll stop, and I’ll get packed.” Roan set down the pottery table and began picking up her tools, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Tell me the idea, Roan,” Persephone said, softer still.

Roan straightened up and wiped her face. She looked at Gifford, who nodded his support. Walking over to where he’d been hammering, she retrieved a long pole.

She wiped her cheeks again. “Gifford was sad because his pottery table is too heavy to move. Well, it’s round, so I thought maybe we could roll it. You know how we move rocks, right?” Roan asked.

Persephone shrugged.

“Well, we put them on a sled with logs underneath and then push. When a log comes out from underneath, we pick it up and put it in front of the others and keep pushing. It’s a lot of work moving those heavy logs, and it’s hard pushing the sled over them, but look…”

Placing the pole into the hole at the center of the table, she tilted the large round stone up on its side. She swung the pole, and the pottery table moved easily along an arc. “Now imagine another pottery table, just like this one, on the other end of the pole. Then, if that big box”—she pointed at the wood Gifford had been hammering when Persephone first came over—“was sitting on top of the pole, we could put stuff in it.”

“So what are you saying? Could we put pots of wheat and barley in the box and move heavy things?”

Roan nodded. “It reduces rubbing. Instead of the entire surface of a sled grinding against a set of logs, all the weight is on just two small points.” Roan indicated where the pole passed through the disk. “I’ll put pins on the ends to keep them on.” Then her face saddened. “But it’ll take time to make the other side. It took nearly a week to chisel Gifford’s first table. But if I work real hard…I don’t sleep much, you know…and I could work on it night and day, then—”

“She’s made a wheel,” Frost said as the three Dherg strode over.

“She’s put a pottery table on the end of a pole,” Moya said.

Frost’s bushy eyebrows knit together and he looked amused, as if she’d made a joke. “Don’t you people know what a wheel is?”

Silence.

The three Dherg laughed.

“Wow. So she didn’t make a wheel,” Frost said and looked at Roan with newfound respect. “You made the wheel. The first one invented by your kind, I’m guessing. Very impressive in a sad and stunningly pathetic sort of way.”

“Don’t call Woan pathetic!” Gifford said, the fire once more in his eyes. “She’s bwilliant.”

Frost scowled. “Belgriclungreians have used the wheel for hundreds of years, mostly in mines. We put carts on them. That’s like what the cripple is making. Our wheels are made of metal, as are the axles. That’s what the pole part is called. We move thousands of pounds of rock with them.”

“Thousands? How many Belgric…Belgriclung…oh, blessed Grand Mother! There must be an easier way of referring to your kind that isn’t as insulting as Dher…well, that Fhrey word. How about Bels?”

Scowls all around. “We don’t jingle.”

Persephone had no idea what that meant.

“How about little men?” Roan asked.

Flood’s brow rose. “We are not men! And our size is perfect. It’s your kind that is freakishly tall.”

“But you are little. How about dwarfs?” Persephone said. “You know, like dwarf rabbits or dwarf wheat. They are smaller but just as good. In the case of dwarf wheat, it’s even better because we get higher yields with less acreage. Would that be okay?”

The two frowned but shrugged.

“Fine. So, how many dwarfs would it take to move a thousand pounds with your carts?”

“On level ground? One.”

“One?”

“Well, it takes a bit of effort to get it rolling, but then not much at all. Of course we affix our wheels to the axles and grease the bearings.”

“Grease the bearings?” Roan asked, looking at the little man with stern intensity.

“Yeah, at the places where the axles rub on the wheels.”

Roan nodded, a smile forming.

“Without using metal,” Persephone said, “doing what she’s trying to do here, could this thing carry a lot of clay urns of wheat and barley? And what about jugs of water and beer?”

“Easily,” Frost said. “But why not use barrels? They’d be much lighter.”

“What’s a barrel?” Persephone and Roan asked together.

Frost raised his hands in exasperation. “I’m starting to understand why the Fhrey refer to your kind as Rhunes. A barrel uses planks of wood bound with hoops of metal. Smaller than your pithos, but they weigh a fraction of all that clay.”

“And that, what did you call it, wheel? Could you help Roan carve more of them so we could make several of these carts?”

“Well, we could…but it’d be faster to down one of those huge trees from the forest and just saw disks from its trunk.”

“Saw?” Roan asked.

Frost rolled his eyes. “Dear Drome, are you really so backward? Yes, a saw is used to cut through wood. We could use one to make wooden wheels and staves for the barrel.”

“And how long would that take?” Persephone asked.

“Well, not long if we could get our hands on some metal. Rain, do you think you could dig some up?”

He nodded. “The surface around these parts has been picked clean, but there is plenty below.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Persephone said. “You help Roan, and I’ll ask Arion to talk with you. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” Frost nodded.

“What do you say, Roan? Wanna work with the dwarfs and learn to make some new things?”

Tears were back in Roan’s eyes. She nodded enthusiastically while Gifford beamed a smile in her direction.

—

In less than three days, the Dherg had helped Roan create six carts and more than a dozen barrels, which were truly remarkable. When first filled with liquid, they leaked, but then the wood swelled and the metal bands held the staves in place until not a single drop escaped. Not only was Persephone able to pack up every last grain in the storage pit, but she had six full barrels of water to ensure that the people of Dahl Rhen wouldn’t go thirsty on the trip even if the streams along the way were bone-dry from the summer’s heat.

The saw was an even greater miracle. With it, a dozen wheels had been created in just a few hours, simply by slicing through the trunk of a large tree they felled at the eaves of the forest. Watching two of the Dherg push and pull it back and forth was a comical sight. Especially since they argued constantly.

With the tasks completed, it was time for Persephone to honor her promise, and she offered to act as an intermediary. She’d already obtained Arion’s consent to the meeting, and given how helpful the Dherg had been, she wanted it to go well. Besides, the Dherg were better at speaking Rhunic than Fhrey and she didn’t want any mistakes in communication to cause a rift before their request was fully aired. She led the three over to a small lean-to that was acting as Arion’s living quarters.

“Is now a good time?” Persephone asked in Fhrey.

“Good as any.”

Persephone was impressed with the change in the Dherg’s demeanor. Gone was the hostility and distrust, and they reverently bowed in greeting. “As I mentioned, the dwarfs have been very helpful. Our travel to Tirre will be much easier. They have a problem and would like to speak to you.”

“Dwarfs?”

“Yes, that’s what we’re calling them now. Can I impose on you for their audience?”

“Yes, of course.”

Persephone smiled, stepped back, and Frost came forward. “Flood and I are from Nye, that’s a small town in the south of Belgreig. We met Rain in Neith.”

Persephone translated for Arion, “These three live in a city across the sea.” Then to Frost she said, “I’ve heard of Neith. That’s directly across the Blue Sea from Dahl Tirre. It’s near Caric, right?”

“Yes. Caric is a small port city, but Neith was the first home of the Belgriclungreians. It’s largely abandoned now. Few people go into the mountain anymore. Mined out, they say. But Flood and I thought we could still find treasure there. So we put together a team and set off. That’s how we met Rain.” He gestured in the direction of the younger Dherg, and Rain bowed once more. “Rain is a digger—the finest there is. Flood and I are builders.”

“Hah!” Flood erupted. “One of us is.”

Frost ground his teeth and glared up through the bristles of his brows. “When are you going to get over that? It wasn’t my fault that the scaffolding broke. And besides, you weren’t even hurt.”

“Then why do I have this limp?”

“You don’t have a limp!”

Flood folded his arms. “No thanks to you, I can tell you that.”

“You’re an idiot.” Frost shook his head and smiled apologetically in Arion’s direction.

Before Frost could continue, Flood retorted, “Yeah, well, your mother slept with the entire village.”

“We’re brothers!” Frost replied.

Flood turned then. With a smirk on his lips and hands moving to his hips, he said, “That’s your answer for everything, isn’t it? We’re brothers. You don’t have a limp. My name isn’t Shirley. Fish don’t fly. You’re always the one with the answers, aren’t you?”

Frost lowered his voice and addressed Flood, “Now isn’t really the time. Can you just keep your big mouth shut?”

Frost tugged his brother’s beard and glared. Flood scowled back just as intently. For the first time, Persephone noticed that the two had similar eyes, the same nose, and most certainly the same exact scowl. She had no idea how she’d missed the family connection before.

Immersed in their altercation, the Dherg were oblivious to Arion’s irritation, and Persephone cleared her throat to get their attention.

Frost looked sheepish, and he bowed respectfully toward Arion once more, then repeated the gesture to Persephone. “I apologize for the interruption, Your Majesty.”

Persephone addressed Arion, “They went into a mountain to find treasure.”

“Seriously? All that boiled down to they are treasure hunters?”

“Well…”

“Doesn’t matter. What is it they want?”

“I think it would be best if you got to the point,” Persephone said to Frost.

“Of course, of course,” he said apologetically. “As I was saying, we were part of a team, exploring the depths of Neith…the unmapped areas…the old places. Eight of us including Rain. We were in a corridor when we heard it coming. That happens in the deep places. You hear things, feel them, too, and there’s no place that goes deeper than Neith.”

Fear crept into Frost’s face. “It came from behind us. We were at the end of a corridor with no place to go. I’m not exaggerating when I say we feared for our lives. We would’ve died. Should’ve really. But Rain, well…he started digging. No one digs like he does. He gets going and it’s like he’s a mole. The giant ignored us and chased him; it follows sounds, you see. The rest of the party scattered. Easy to get lost down there. Of the remaining seven, only Flood and I got out. We never expected to see Rain again. And we didn’t, not for a long time. Then one day he popped up. He’d spent months in the deep, in the dark, with hardly any supplies. No one knows how he survived. He don’t talk about it, and we don’t ask.”

Persephone asked, “Is he also related to you two?”

“No, but we’ve sort of adopted him. Flood and I are alive because of Rain, so we owe him. First thing we did was get him out of Neith, out of Belgreig entirely. Away from all of it, because, well…it wasn’t exactly legal what we done…digging in the old mines. So we crossed the Blue Sea and headed north. No idea about where to go, just traveling, running really. But now we’re here and after seeing what she did, well…” Again he looked at Flood, then at Arion. “I think we might have discovered a way to fix things so that we can go home, if you understand me.”

Persephone shook her head. “Sorry, not a clue.”

“Not surprising,” Flood said. “Your people only recently discovered the wheel. How bright can you be?”

Frost slapped Flood across the back of his head, making the gray-bearded Dherg flinch. “Show some respect to the lady. She’s the queen of her people.” Frost turned back to her. “Please forgive Flood, Your Majesty. Our mother never cared for him, and this is what neglect yields.”

“So what is it you need?” Persephone asked. “To go home, that is?”

“Oh, see, it was huge, a giant about the size of the one Arion subdued a few days ago. It’s still down there, barring our people from their homeland. If Arion could come to Neith and get rid of it, then we wouldn’t be in so much trouble for digging around in places we shouldn’t have been. Gronbach would surely grant us pardons.” Frost smiled hopefully.

Persephone said to Arion, “They went to forbidden area and found a giant. Now can’t go home. If you could get rid of it, they might be forgiven.”

Arion shook her head, and Frost’s face fell. “I’m sorry. I appreciate their situation, but I need to focus on stopping the war. Perhaps if I manage to do that, then maybe I can do something for them, but right now I have more important problems.”

Persephone spoke to Frost, “I am sorry. You’ve been a great help to us these last few days, but Arion is needed here. She’s trying to stop a war between the Rhune and Fhrey peoples. You are welcome to join us during our trip to Tirre. There are many of your kind down south, and perhaps you can find a group to take up with.”

The three bowed formally once more. “We thank you both for your time and for the invitation.” Then they turned and walked away.

—

“You really messed that up,” Flood told Frost when they were once more back among the piles of wool. “A giant? Seriously?”

“What? It’s big, isn’t it?” Frost replied.

“What are we going to do now?”

“I don’t know. That elf is our best chance. Maybe if we convince her that Balgargarath is a greater threat than the war, she would help.”

Flood shook his head. “In order to do that, you’d have to tell her the truth.”


CHAPTER SIX

The Prince


The land of the Fhrey is called Erivan, a vast nation of great cities and numerous woodland villages set within the ancient forests of the east. The capital is Estramnadon, the seat of the fane and his son Mawyndulë.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Mawyndulë was certain he hated Vidar. The senior councilor was old and he smelled, a bit like sour milk. Thinking about it, Mawyndulë realized he hated most people, but made a distinction for those he truly despised. People like Vidar, Arion the Traitor, the God Killer, and Mawyndulë’s own father fell into this especially loathed group. The rest of the world was filled with individuals he merely disliked. As Mawyndulë followed Vidar up the marble steps to the columned building where the Aquila met, he realized Gryndal had been the only person he honestly liked. Gryndal had been the greatest of the Fhrey and he had been killed by Mawyndulë’s ex-tutor-turned-traitor, Arion. Although the God Killer had removed Gryndal’s head from his body, it had been Arion’s fault for helping the Rhune get so close.

As the new junior councilor, Mawyndulë was to assist Senior Councilor Vidar in representing the voice of the Miralyith tribe in the Aquila. Mawyndulë’s task was quite simple. He did nothing. Only the senior councilors could vote or speak in the Aquila, which relegated Mawyndulë’s role to that of an observer. He was there to learn, which meant Vidar was another tutor—his third in less than two months.

“The Aquila was formed in the year 8901 as a formalization and public recognition of the group of Fhrey who had been assisting Gylindora Fane for more than a century.” Vidar had stopped, turning back to lecture.

As he did, Mawyndulë noticed the gleam of sweat on Vidar’s ample forehead. He’s pretending to teach me, but the dusty old relic is really out of breath from the climb.

“Gylindora had always asked the leaders of each tribe their opinions on matters of governance. They worked as her general council, and their role, as she explained it, was to present problems, make suggestions, and assist in the overall administration of our people. At the time, the Fhrey nation was small, but she knew it would grow. One person couldn’t hope to effectively run the whole thing.”

He thinks he’s being so clever, but if he’s stopping to catch his breath, why does he talk so much?

Mawyndulë stood with one foot on the next step, wondering what would happen if he just went on ahead; the two wore identical purple-and-white asicas, which Mawyndulë believed was the only requirement to gain entrance to the main floor. Instead, he tapped his foot to show impatience. Vidar, being the oblivious lout that he was, didn’t notice.

“The Aquila is still composed of six councilors and the fane, but he doesn’t attend often. The councilors usually have assistants, like yourself.”

Assistants? As Mawyndulë’s father had explained it, the prince was to be the junior councilor. Since he was paired with Vidar, Mawyndulë saw his responsibilities more along the lines of making sure the older Fhrey didn’t embarrass himself by drooling or forgetting his own name.

Forget you are the prince while you are with Vidar, his father had said. Learn from him, from all of them. See firsthand how the Aquila works. This will be invaluable to you in the future when you are fane.

Mawyndulë didn’t know why he should listen, especially given that the fane was under no obligation to take advice from the Aquila. Gryndal wouldn’t have cared what they thought. Mawyndulë wished he could have been made junior councilor when Gryndal represented the Miralyith in the Aquila, one of only a few First Ministers to share the dual roles. Serving with Gryndal, Mawyndulë would have certainly learned things, lots of things.

Vidar prattled on, “Imaly is the Curator of the Aquila and presides when the fane isn’t present. She’s very clever for a Nilyndd, and not to be trusted. In the event the Curator is unable to conduct the responsibilities of their office, the Conservator of the Horn appoints a new one.”

Mawyndulë had lost interest, if he ever had any to begin with. Not his fault, he reasoned. The old Fhrey had a droning manner that could put a rushing river to sleep. The prince’s gaze strayed, as did his thoughts. Since he’d never had any interest in the meetings of the Aquila, Mawyndulë had never bothered to climb the stairs to the Airenthenon, where the council met. Although the stairs were not above the forest canopy, they nevertheless granted an impressive view of the capital. The city was nestled in the valley amid three hills: the one where the Airenthenon sat, the one where the palace stood, and the one with the Garden. At the foot of the hills, the Shinara River snaked its way among great trees, homes, and shops. In several places, it was crossed by bridges, the largest near Florella Plaza where artisans set up stands to hawk their wares.

From this vantage point, Mawyndulë saw the Garden as a small ring of rich green surrounding a great edifice of stone. The most sacred place in the world was how the Garden had always been described. Mawyndulë had never thought much of the Garden, or of the wall at its center that supported a great dome. The wall had only one entrance, a permanently sealed door. From above, it didn’t look so sacred. It looked small.

He soon grew bored with even the bird’s-eye view and his attention was drawn to the nearby fountain built as a decoration on the marble steps. The excessively noble-looking statue of a stag stood within a gurgling pool of water, its head bent down as if to drink. With a flick of his wrist and a swirl of his fingers, Mawyndulë summoned up three balls of water the size of fists. He made them whirl in the air, chasing one another in a circle. So much easier to do with the Art. The Traitor was a fool to force me to juggle by hand like a common Fhrey.

“Stop that!” Vidar snapped.

Mawyndulë let the balls drop, splashing on the steps. A few drops sprayed the bottom of Vidar’s asica, causing him to glare. “This isn’t playtime, my prince. And it is forbidden to use the Art in the chambers, so restrain yourself.”

Should have dropped the balls on his head.

“Now, back to what I was saying. The Aquila holds no direct power, since the fane’s authority is absolute, ordained by Ferrol. However, this esteemed body has an important role in determining who shall be given the right to blow the Horn of Gylindora. They don’t decide who will be fane. Ferrol does that. But they determine who gets the opportunity to challenge, and this makes them very powerful.”

For the first time, Vidar had caught Mawyndulë’s attention.

“How is that done?” Mawyndulë asked, and he noted a superior smile on the senior councilor’s lips as if the old Fhrey had won something. Then Mawyndulë realized Vidar had done just that. How could the prince maintain an air of indifference, proclaim he already knows everything worth knowing, if he asks questions? This defeat—his thoughtless misstep—irritated Mawyndulë, and Vidar’s little smile was a gloating insult.

“The Horn of Gylindora is kept by the Conservator who is charged with keeping it safe and producing it when, under the leadership of the Curator, a decision is made as to who shall blow it. In theory, anyone of Fhrey ancestry has a right to challenge, but since only one Fhrey can do that every three thousand years, it is an important responsibility to determine who that will be. Challengers must apply to the Aquila for the right. Then from those applicants, the council decides. Applicants appear before the council to argue their case. All this is done confidentially. No identity is revealed until the horn is blown. Those who aren’t chosen remain anonymous, and the deliberations and the proceedings are never disclosed. This hill, on which the Airenthenon sits, gives our council its name. Aquila literally means ‘place of choosing.’ ”

So endeth the lesson, Mawyndulë thought when Vidar finally resumed his climb.

Mawyndulë didn’t follow immediately. He remained on the step staring up at the marble columns of the Airenthenon, wondering about the list of applicants. His father had been challenged by Zephyron, the leader of the Instarya. Until that moment, Mawyndulë had assumed he had been the only challenger.

Were there others? How many? Who were they? Since Gryndal had been a senior member of the Aquila, had he known who they were?

Mawyndulë turned to look back at the city. Below him, the Fhrey went about their lives on that beautiful summer morning, and the prince wondered how many of them were his enemies.

—

Mawyndulë had been told about his first and, until that day, only visit to the Airenthenon. He had no memory of the occasion, seeing as how he was an infant at the time. The council chamber, while open to the public, wasn’t for children. And as far as the world of the Fhrey was concerned, he’d only recently crossed the line into adulthood by reaching the age of twenty-five. Before entering the Aquila, Mawyndulë had expected something truly wonderful, but after arriving, he couldn’t say he was impressed.

The hall wasn’t overly large, nor unusually grand, nor particularly breathtaking. He imagined some might think so—those who hadn’t grown up in the palace—but for Mawyndulë, the meeting chamber was a disappointment. The place was little more than a simple stone room with meager adornment except for the ghastly frescoes of Gylindora Fane and Caratacus painted on the underside of the dome. The two wore almost-smiles as they looked down on everyone from thrones of intertwined birchwood. Gylindora wasn’t pretty. Mawyndulë didn’t understand why anyone would create a painting and make her unattractive. He wondered if she had been alive when they painted it, and if so what became of the artists after she saw the fresco. Her famed adviser, Caratacus, wasn’t terribly handsome, either, which made Mawyndulë wonder if all the Fhrey from those days were homely.

The rest of the chamber was a semicircle with three rows of tiered benches capable of seating twenty or thirty people. Mawyndulë was surprised at how small the space was but also curious at the number of seats. If there were only six councilors and their junior counterparts, why were there more than twelve seats? This led Mawyndulë to wonder who else was present. Not everyone wore purple and white, which identified the senior and junior members. Maybe some councilors had others on their staff. He considered asking Vidar about it, but remembered the smirk the old Fhrey had given him after his last question, and he refused to provide any further entertainment.

In the center of the room sat a large chair. Like everything else inside the Airenthenon, it was carved of stone, but it was also endowed with lush gold cushions. That must be where his father would sit, if he were there. He wasn’t. Fane Lothian was still at the tower of Avempartha. Mawyndulë didn’t know the details of his father’s visit. Maybe Vidar did, but, again, the prince refused to ask.

An old woman approached the gold-cushioned chair and took a seat. Like Gylindora Fane, she, too, was homely. She had a wide, flat face, thin lips, brittle hair, and eyes just a tad too big—like a bulbous-eyed fish. The woman was tall and stocky, with wide shoulders and masculine hands. He didn’t like her, could tell that even from such a distance. She was odd, different. Ladies shouldn’t be so strapping. She sat with too much confidence, too much authority. She wasn’t fane, not even related, and yet she looked back at the gathering crowd of purple and white like a teacher waiting for a class to assemble. Mawyndulë was tired of teachers and tutors. This looked like another one, and he didn’t care for her in the least.

Vidar directed him to a bench, where they seated themselves. The stone was cold and hard, and the back support too straight, forcing him to sit more upright than he was used to.

“Is that the Curator?” Mawyndulë asked grudgingly, figuring if he guessed correctly it would deny Vidar the upper hand and prevent the insidious grin.

Vidar didn’t even look at him, but whispered, “Yes, that’s Imaly Fane, mind yourself around her.”

“Fane?” Mawyndulë ventured, without even realizing he had added yet another question.

“Imaly is a direct descendant of Gylindora Fane.” Vidar paused, then looked at him. “You do know Gylindora was the first fane, yes?”

Mawyndulë rolled his eyes as dramatically as he could. “I know that,” he said, stretching out each word to properly demonstrate his annoyance.

Vidar did grin derisively at him then.

“This fifth meeting of the Aquila in the Age of Lothian is hereby called to order,” someone said in a deep voice, and Mawyndulë leaned forward to peer down. The speaker was a tall, thin fellow holding a huge staff. “May our lord Ferrol grant us wisdom.”

“His Greatness, Fane Lothian, will not be with us today, as he is still dealing with issues at Avempartha,” Imaly said. She remained sitting, addressing the audience with legs crossed at the knee. The top foot bounced slightly under the long folds of her asica. “His son, however, is here, and I’d like everyone to please welcome our newest member, Prince Mawyndulë—junior councilor for the Miralyith.”

Everyone, including Imaly, began applauding.

“Stand up,” Vidar said sternly.

Mawyndulë pushed hurriedly to his feet, so quickly he nearly fell headlong over the rail. This brought a scowl and shake of Vidar’s head.

One more reason to hate you, Mawyndulë thought. He did, however, like the applause. Something about the dome made the clapping of just twenty-some people sound rich, full, and satisfying. He was smiling before he knew it, a broad, tooth-filled grin. He’d never been applauded before. People always clapped when Mawyndulë was with his father, but never just for him. The sound, and all the smiling eyes, made him feel buoyant in a way he’d never experienced before.

The moment was over all too soon. The clapping stopped, and Vidar tugged on Mawyndulë’s sleeve as if he didn’t trust the prince to know enough to resume his seat.

All the faces turned back to the Curator then—all but one.

She sat in the third tier—the row where those not dressed in purple and white were relegated. Young, and displaying the immaculately bald head of a Miralyith, she continued to smile at him long after the others had turned their attention back to Imaly. Mawyndulë looked away, feeling uncomfortable. He wasn’t accustomed to being stared at; he wasn’t accustomed to being seen. He’d spent most of his life in the Talwara alone with servants, who were far too busy to pay attention to him.

At first, he thought the girl was about his age, but then he decided she was probably older; almost everyone was. Births were so rare that they were greeted with citywide celebrations.

“…resulting in a surplus of acorns and mint tea,” Imaly was saying, but Mawyndulë hadn’t been listening. He was still thinking about the girl in the third tier.

Is she still looking? It felt like it. Funny how he could almost feel the stare, like an itch on the side of his face, making his cheek hot. He had to look. He performed the most modest of glances.

She was still focused on him. Her big, wide eyes were as cute as a kitten’s. And at that moment, she was biting her lower lip in a manner that made his stomach feel odd, sort of light and fluttery.

Mawyndulë heard a humph. Vidar was scowling at him and took that moment to fold his arms in a severe manner.

Mawyndulë looked back toward the center of the room, to the chair, which was now empty. Imaly was walking in slow thoughtful steps before the spectators.

“…no, I’m afraid not,” she said as if answering someone’s question, and she may have been. Mawyndulë, who’d entered the Airenthenon with noble intentions of listening closely to the concerns of the day, found himself lost in deafening thoughts about the girl in the third tier. At least he was until he heard Imaly say, “…former First Minister Gryndal.”

His head snapped around, and he fixed his attention on the Curator.

“By all accounts the assault was less than successful. Seers report that neither Arion nor Nyphron was so much as scratched. As for the God Killer, they saw a Rhune with a copper sword on his back and a Fhrey sword in his belt, so I’m guessing he wasn’t harmed, either. Mawyndulë, does that description fit with your recollection of the Rhune known as Raithe?” she asked him directly. “The one who killed Gryndal?”

“Yes,” he replied, not certain if he was expected to stand before speaking.

Imaly hesitated a moment, as if anticipating he’d say more. Then she went on, still walking with her hands clasped behind her. “The Grenmorians were slaughtered, and only a few escaped. Despite the surprise of the attack and the disarray caused by the storm, the Galantians weren’t shaken. I had predicted as much when I voted against the action.”

“What is being done now?” Volhoric asked. Mawyndulë knew him from many holiday celebrations. Being the leader of the Umalyn tribe, he was the Conservator of the Horn, and he officiated at all religious events. Although not a Miralyith, the priest was completely bald. Mawyndulë decided he didn’t hate him. Volhoric had a quirky sense of humor that Mawyndulë appreciated, and the priest could usually be counted on to smile at most things. At that moment, however, he wasn’t smiling. No one was. “Is that why the fane is still at Avempartha? Will there be another attempt?”

“I don’t know,” Imaly said in her brash voice. “His Greatness has not included me in his thoughts on this matter. Perhaps his son can tell us more?”

Again, Mawyndulë felt many sets of eyes, and his cheeks burned.

Vidar shot to his feet. “His son is here to observe…for the present. But I’m sure that the fane will not rest until these rebels are brought to Ferrol’s justice.”

“Such good news.” Imaly smiled gently at Mawyndulë, then turned to the senior councilor. “Vidar, as senior representative of your tribe, could you enlighten this esteemed body on how a primitive village and a handful of Instarya managed to defeat the might of the Miralyith?”

“I can’t say I care for your tone or insinuation,” Vidar shot back.

Imaly lifted her eyebrows in surprise. The response was just a tad overdone to be sincere.

“Might I ask what tone you would like me to use? One of greater disappointment and surprise, perhaps? Oh, wait. No, that doesn’t work, does it? I distinctly recall being the one to say the attack was a bad idea. So surprise wouldn’t be appropriate, would it? How about dismay? How about despair at how easily those who defy this assembly’s advice stand here and pretend to be insulted when an explanation is requested?”

“The fane isn’t accountable to this assembly,” Vidar shouted with indignation.

Imaly stretched her thin smile. “And you are not the fane.” She turned to face the rest of the members, throwing out an arm in a sweeping gesture. “Or are you claiming the title in his absence, and Lothian is simply tardy in sending us the good news?”

This brought a muffled bit of laughter, most of it coming from the third tier.

Despite her ugliness and her large brutish body with its ungraceful movements, Mawyndulë enjoyed seeing Imaly belittle Vidar. He also hoped the girl in the third tier was one of those who laughed.

Vidar said nothing. He stood rigid, making fists with his bony hands.

“I hope the fane isn’t intending to repeat such a performance,” Imaly went on in his silence. “One humiliation should be more than enough for anyone to learn from. Don’t you think, Vidar?”

—

The rest of the meeting was too boring for Mawyndulë to process. He heard what was said, even understood some of it, but instantly forgot it all once the doors to the Airenthenon finally opened. When the light of the day spilled into the stone cave, Mawyndulë felt he could breathe again. His excitement at being a member of the grand council had been replaced with the dread that he’d have to do this again in less than a week. The idea depressed him.

He had imagined the Aquila as an exciting place of grand debates on the nature of the world. He saw himself arguing eloquently about how the Miralyith should be recognized as a distinct and superior race, separate from the general Fhrey population, much as Gryndal had believed. He would, by virtue of his logic and poetry, convince everyone of this sensible course. Instead, the grand total of his first day’s impressive elocution was a single word, yes.

He lingered near the door as the attendees, including Vidar, streamed out and down the steps. His Aquila tutor was no longer in the mood for lessons, and Mawyndulë caught just a flash of the senior councilor’s robes as out the door he went.

Mawyndulë looked up toward the third tier, already emptied. She wasn’t there.

He sighed and plodded toward the exit, nearly walking into Imaly. She was even bigger face-to-face, a good two inches taller than he was.

Was Gylindora Fane that tall? No wonder she took charge of the seven tribes. No, six tribes—he mentally corrected himself. The Miralyith hadn’t existed back then. They came later.

“I hope you enjoyed your first day with us,” Imaly said in a pleasant, friendly voice—so different from the booming one she’d used when addressing the assembly. “It’s not always as boring as this. Sometimes it’s fun. Extremely fun.” She spoke the last word as if referring to something in particular, and that it wasn’t actually fun but something more sinister. She didn’t bother to explain, but proceeded as if he already knew. He didn’t, but Mawyndulë appreciated that Imaly wasn’t talking down to him the way Vidar did, as if he was an idiot or a burden. She spoke as if they shared secrets, even if he had no idea what those might be.

“Don’t let Vidar ruin you,” she said. “Stand up for yourself. You might be young, but you’re still Lothian’s son, and quite possibly the next fane. Remember that and the fact that Vidar will never forget it, either.” She grinned at him.

He felt she was saying more than her words suggested. He could see Imaly was the sort of person who did that—who spoke in innuendo, a complex language he wouldn’t always understand and maybe wasn’t supposed to.

Mawyndulë smiled back. The moment he did, he squashed his lips into a forced frown. He didn’t want to like the big, ugly lady with fish eyes. She wasn’t Miralyith. She wasn’t his equal. In all likelihood, she was his enemy and the enemy to his aspirations. He didn’t need her to remind him he would be the next fane—and what did she mean by quite possibly? There wasn’t any possibly about it. He was the prince. And when his father died—and his father was already old—Mawyndulë would sit on the Forest Throne. He didn’t need her to tell him this.

“You’ll be just fine,” she assured him. “See you next week.” She offered him a wink, and once again, he wondered if there was a hidden meaning in that last bit, as if perhaps next week would never come, or he wouldn’t live to see it, or maybe she would end up blind and unable to see him. He found speaking with Imaly exhausting.

He nodded and ducked out the door, following behind the oldest and slowest councilors. The elderly wave of purple and white spilled down the steps of the Airenthenon. Some were caught up into conversation by small waiting groups. Mawyndulë recognized most of them, but he didn’t know a single name. They all knew him, of course. Everyone in Estramnadon had filed past his crib, or visited the Talwara over the last few years to see the new heir to the Forest Throne. And they all knew one another because they were centuries old. Mawyndulë was a sapling in an ancient forest. Still, he was the prince, and one day he would rule. But at that moment, he felt like a foreigner, an outsider looking at a world he didn’t know.

Alone, he descended the steps to the ancient interlocking stones of Florella Plaza. Artists displayed examples of their work: statues of animals, glass sculptures as delicate as moths’ wings, and breathtaking paintings of the sweeping frontier. A group of landscapes near the Fountain of Lon caught Mawyndulë’s attention, and he went over to examine a particularly large image.

The painting depicted a dramatic view of Mount Mador, caught in the light of a setting sun. The image was bold, passionate, emotionally stirring—and also a lie. Mawyndulë had stood at the same vantage point as the artist. He’d seen the view, and the pinnacle didn’t look anything like the picture. There were no bright oranges and deep purples, no gold ridges on the slopes. And while the mountain was large and impressive, it wasn’t that big. Not to mention, the clouds didn’t swirl so dramatically. Everything was embellished for effect. Looking at it, Mawyndulë thought the artist managed the opposite of their intention. The lurid colors and exaggerated size cheapened the truth, replacing grandeur with garishness.

“Hello.” He heard a soft voice and turned.

His muscles froze and rooted him in place. He was face-to-face with the girl from the third tier. She stood within arm’s length, smiling at him, and just as pretty up close. Prettier even.

“That’s mine.” She pointed at the painting. “Do you like it?”

He nodded, his mind searching for his voice. “Yes…much…ah very much. It’s…it’s wonderful. Amazing really.”

Her smile grew bigger and brighter.

Mawyndulë’s heart began to gallop. He could feel it throbbing and worried it might be noticed under the layers of his asica.

“I wasn’t actually there,” she admitted. “I borrowed from other paintings.”

“I was,” he said.

“I know. Did it look like this? Do you think I captured it?”

“Absolutely. Better than absolutely. Better than perfect. You improved on perfection. Really.” Mawyndulë tried not to listen to himself. He knew he was babbling. His fingers trembled, and he was starting to sweat.

Again she smiled, and his stomach became buoyant, feeling the way it did when he went swimming. Actually, no—more than that—he felt a tad nauseous, but in an impossibly pleasant way.

“I’m Makareta.”

“I’m Mawyndulë.”

She laughed a short, light sound. “Of course you are. Everyone knows you.” Her smile disappeared, and a worry wrinkle appeared over her eyes. “Is it okay for me to talk to you? I mean, is that allowed?”

He didn’t know what she meant.

“I wouldn’t have, except you were looking at my painting. I thought…” She turned away with troubled eyes. “Maybe I should just stop talking now.”

“Why wouldn’t it be all right?”

Her brows went up. “You’re the fane’s son, and a council member of the Aquila, an important person. I’m…well…I’m nobody.”

Mawyndulë was stunned that such an amazing girl as Makareta—a Miralyith—could see herself as a nobody, but he did like that she considered him too important to speak to.

“You’re Miralyith, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“Then how could you be nobody?”

“I’m not important, not like you. I’m just—”

“All Miralyith are important.”

She smiled again. He liked making her smile, and he managed it so easily. Up close, she was dazzling. He would’ve likened her blue eyes to pools of water, or fiery gems, or the endless skies, if any of those things had been remotely as beautiful.

“You sound like friends of mine,” she said. “They go on and on about how the Miralyith are the chosen ones of Ferrol. The Blessed Ones, they call us. Why else would Ferrol give us such gifts? They chide me when I struggle to accept my own position, my birthright.”

“These friends sound very wise.”

“A lot of Miralyith our age feel that way. Would you like to meet them? We’re having a gathering next week on the first night of the new moon, under the Rose Bridge in the north end of the city.”

“Under the bridge? Why there?”

She paused and looked around them. Lowering her voice, she said, “Not everyone would appreciate the things we talk about.”

“Really? Like what?”

“Come and find out.” She looked down at her feet a moment, then back up at him. “If nothing else, it would be nice seeing you again.”

Mawyndulë couldn’t argue with that. He gave her a nonchalant shrug, but in his mind, he was already making plans to find the bridge.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Road to Tirre


So I had this idea. A crazy one—or so I thought at the time. I did not have a clue what I was doing. No one else did, either. That is how it was at the beginning, and maybe it always is like that at the start of great things.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Roan checked the carts as she had every morning, afternoon, and night since they set out from Dahl Rhen. She crawled underneath each broad wooden bed and looked at where the axle passed through the wheels to make certain it wasn’t shearing. The long wooden poles had developed deep, splintered grooves, and the weight was taking a toll, but they were still holding up. Persephone had packed the carts solid. All the grain, slabs of smoked meat, barrels of water and beer, tools, weapons, wool, and even the stone figure of Mari bounced along, riding in style. Roan prayed the carts would last the trip. It’d be her fault if they didn’t. The stress made eating impossible, and walking all day without food made her dizzy.

The procession had stopped, and the midday meal was being prepared. All around, people were gathered in small groups. Roan wasn’t a social person. She’d spent most of her life trapped in a little roundhouse with Iver, who didn’t let her go out and punished her for speaking with others. She’d learned early, and painfully, that it wasn’t wise to defy him. So, while Roan found most everything in the world intriguing, she shunned people. Now that Iver was dead, this was more out of habit than need, but old ways were familiar ways—safe ways—and Roan had become an expert at hiding from the world.

Still, the dwarfs fascinated her. Their metal shirts, fashioned from hundreds of tiny rings, were amazing. And the things they know! They’d called what she’d built wheels and carts—giving names to her ideas as if they had known what was in her head before she did. One of them had helped her build the axles, another new word. He called himself Rain. He was the one who brought her copper and tin that he’d dug down to—something she’d never thought of doing. And with it, he suggested making something he called bushings, reinforcements on the axles to protect the area of rubbing to prevent the wooden poles from being sawed in half.

Sawed was another new word, derived from the remarkable metal tool that could smoothly cut through wood. Roan couldn’t count the number of ideas that little device was birthing inside her head. If Roan were a god with a divine anvil she’d make dozens of saws, but she didn’t even have a workbench anymore. She didn’t have anything. Iver’s home had been mostly destroyed, and what had remained had been left behind.

Her master had been dead for over a year, but he had continued to surround her. His house, his things, had always been a reminder. Now the house was gone, the last physical connection broken. Leaving her past behind, Roan had expected she’d feel something: relief, peace, hope. But she found none of those things. The world was the same as it had been, except now she didn’t have a workbench.

“Well?” she heard Gifford say.

Looking out from under the grain cart, Roan could see Gifford and Rain down on their knees, peering under the wagon at her.

“Still weakening, but it should survive another day.” She turned on her side and rolled back out into the sun. “I thought a few of those bumps today might have cracked the axle, but it’s fine.” Roan loved saying the world axle. She liked how the word formed in the back of her mouth like she was coughing up phlegm. “How much farther to Tirre?”

Gifford looked to Rain.

The little man shrugged, staring out across fields dotted in daffodils. “Hard to gauge distances here.” He talked with the same rolling accent as the other two dwarfs, a melodious trundling of thick tongues that stretched words into growls. But his voice was higher, his words clipped, halting, and precise, as if he didn’t have the same amount of time that the others did.

Roan understood his point. In the vast rolling uplands of few landmarks, it would be difficult to tell how far they’d come. Endless fields of tall grass swayed everywhere, interrupted only by an occasional clump of trees or small creek. She was about to nod her agreement when Rain added, “Directions aboveground are impossible to gauge with any accuracy.”

Roan looked at him for a moment, perplexed. She used a hand to shade her eyes and glanced upward. “The sun rises in the east and sets in the west. And if the rising sun is to your right then you’re facing north, and south is behind you.”

Rain squinted his eyes at her. “North, south, east, west? What good are those?” He pointed up at an angle. “What direction is that?” He pointed in the exact opposite direction toward the ground. “Or that? It’s not east or north, is it? And it’s not exactly up or down, either. And how far is far? How near is near? What’s the length of a finger? And what is the distance to the sun? Underground it all makes sense. There are rules down there. Logic in the rocks. Up here…” He scowled at the sky. “Up here it’s all just a wishy-washy mess. All air and open space that can’t be measured or gauged.”

Roan thought about this and realized measurements were indeed a problem. When she’d asked the question, she hoped to hear they were close, but how far was that? Without specifics, she couldn’t hope to determine whether the carts would finish the journey. That the carts had managed the trip so far was—as Persephone put it—a miracle.

The miracle applied to people as well as the carts. Just two days after setting out, the crowd had grown to almost six hundred. The injured from Dahl Rhen had been left at the first outer Rhen village, and at each settlement, Persephone urged people to stay in their homes and wait for further instructions. Even so, the parade south gathered a few more citizens from each town before moving on. Parade described the procession well. Padera had saved the one remaining flag, which had flown from the top of the lodge, and Habet carried the tattered cloth, flying it on a long stick right out in front.

Each day the column stopped just twice, once for the midday meal, and then well past sundown to make camp for the night. As always, Padera and Grygor orchestrated the cooking. 

That day, Raithe had borrowed Roan’s ax to cut a nearby tree. But Grygor became too impatient to wait for the God Killer, and snapped logs over his knee for firewood. Wide-shouldered Engleton and two other men were busy digging a pit to put it in. Habet, after planting the Rhen banner nearby, worked at igniting the kindling using a strip of rawhide held taut by a bowed stick. The strap was looped around another vertical piece of wood that spun quickly as he moved the bow back and forth. Where the vertical stick was pressed against a log, wool placed in a knothole started to smoke. Those who had nothing else to do gathered to watch Habet—the master of the clan’s fire. Or maybe they just knew that the sooner he got the wool to light, the sooner there would be food.

Satisfied that her carts would reach the next camp, Roan walked with Gifford and Rain toward the sound of laughter. On the far side of those watching Habet, another group formed a circle, clapping and cheering as if being entertained by a minstrel show. At the center were the Galantians, who themselves were ringed around Moya.

At first, Roan feared her friend was being punished, beaten the way Iver had done to her. No, she thought, Moya would never let anyone beat her. She should have known better. As she and Gifford got closer, Roan realized Moya was fine. She didn’t appear the least bit frightened and laughed along with the rest. In her hands, she held a thin sword.

“Maybe it would be best if you just stand back and throw something,” the Fhrey named Tekchin was telling her. He stood in front of Moya brandishing a stout stick and making everyone laugh as he pushed aside Moya’s swings.

“The Fhwey twaining the women too?” Gifford asked.

It stunned Roan how Moya could stand in front of so many people—in front of the gods—without fear.

They aren’t gods. Roan had to constantly remind herself of that fact, just as she had to convince herself that Iver was dead. She’d seen him laid in the ground and even dropped in a handful of dirt. During the burial, she’d thought his pale, bluish cheeks had twitched when the dirt hit. She’d nearly screamed; not because she thought he had come back to life, but because she was terrified of the punishment for throwing dirt in his face.

“Eres,” Tekchin said, “let her throw one of your javelins.”

The Fhrey with the little spears glared back in alarm.

Tekchin rolled his eyes and shook his head. “They’re weapons, not sacred artifacts, for Ferrol’s sake. Let her try one.”

Eres scowled for a moment then reluctantly waved Moya over. He held out one of the spears.

“You throw it from the shoulder and follow through,” Eres explained. “Try and hit that deadwood over there.”

“The stump or Tekchin?” Moya asked with a mischievous grin, and everyone laughed again, but louder this time.

Moya was a marvel. Roan watched astounded, as if the woman stood in the center of a roaring fire. Roan couldn’t imagine being stared at by so many, much less a ring of Galantians. They were all grinning, and Moya grinned right back. She was closer to being one of them than Roan was to being like Moya.

Moya took the javelin and threw, but the little spear made it only halfway to the deadfall.

Eres took what looked like a stick with a cup on its end. “This is an atlatl, a thrower. See?” He took another javelin and inserted the butt end in its cup. Then he flicked the javelin, making it move faster and travel farther. The weapon hit the stump with a loud thwack.

Moya looked at him as if he were insane.

“She’d do better with this,” Anwir said. He demonstrated his technique for whipping a stone with a sling. Swinging the long straps in a circle over his head, he let one fly. When Moya tried, she managed to shoot the pebble much farther than the javelin, but in completely the wrong direction. A distant crack was followed by someone cursing, and Moya cringed.

“Maybe you should just stick to the sword,” Tekchin said.

Roan looked at the javelins and the sling and thought about Habet starting the fire. There’s always a better way.

“I could heave a stone betta than that,” Gifford told Roan.

“So can she,” Roan replied. This caught the attention of both Gifford and Rain.

“What do you mean?” Gifford asked.

“Moya can knock a squirrel off the branch of an elm tree when pitching a rock, and with either hand. I don’t know why she’s faking, pretending that she can’t throw well.”

He focused on Roan. “Have you done that? Faked being bad at something.”

Roan looked up. “I don’t need to pretend. I am bad…at everything.”

Gifford laughed. “Woan, you made a joke. That’s wondiful.”

She looked at him, puzzled.

Gifford stopped laughing. His expression changed; he grew sad. Roan hated when that happened. Too often she made Gifford look that way. She made a lot of people sad, but none more often, or as deeply, as him. He looked like he might cry, and she didn’t know why. She hated not knowing things and began thinking, looking for answers. Has to be a reason. Everything has a reason. Then she realized what it was. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, really, it’s my fault. And it was so beautiful, too.”

“What you talking about, Woan?”

“The amphora you made…the one with the woman on it who you said was me…it got smashed in the giant attack. I should’ve taken it to the storage pit when we ran. I’m sorry it’s gone. That’s why you’re sad, isn’t it? I knew you shouldn’t have given it to me. So beautiful, and it’s my fault it’s gone.”

Gifford put a hand to his mouth as he sucked in both his lips. He leaned forward and she saw his arms come up as if he might try to hug her again.

She cringed.

He stopped.

Then he did cry. Tears spilled down his cheeks. “No, Woan,” he whispered. “I wasn’t thinking about the amphora. And I don’t mind that it was smashed. And I would…I would give you a million mo’, each one betta than the last if I thought they could help.”

He moved away from her, away from everyone, sniffling as he went. She let him go. He wanted to be alone. He didn’t like people seeing him cry. She understood that; she understood that very well.

—

Suri lay deep in the field, the tall grass swaying overhead. Bees buzzed from one flower to the next. She was close enough to hear that everyone had started eating, but far enough away so that no one would stumble on her. She felt Minna’s head pop up and realized someone had. It wasn’t hard to guess who.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Arion said in Rhunic.

“I’ve been avoiding you,” Suri said truthfully, and not just because Arion had been traveling near the goats, which were frightened by Minna. Very stupid animals. Who couldn’t love Minna?

“Not your fault,” Arion assured in tender tones.

“You’re right,” Suri replied. “It was yours.”

When she had moved close enough, the Fhrey’s shadow blocked out the afternoon sun, but Suri still didn’t look at her. She closed her eyes instead.

“You are right. It was,” the Fhrey said.

“Did you want me to kill him?” Suri asked.

“No!” Arion was so shocked she switched into Fhrey. “But…I suppose I should have realized you might not be entirely committed to releasing him. The Art is powered by the forces of nature, and they aren’t tools like a hammer or ax…more like fire or wind. In that way, it can have a will of its own. It can sometimes assist in unintended ways, like a too-helpful friend. What you want and what you think you want need to be aligned, or the results can be…well, you know.”

“I didn’t want to kill him,” Suri said. She felt she needed to say it out loud, and not just so Arion could hear.

“I believe you. I was foolish to expect such a complex weave so early in your training.”

“I don’t want to be trained. I like being who I am.”

“But you could be so much more. You are like a caterpillar becoming a butterfly.”

Suri frowned. Why did she have to pick butterflies as her example? “Maybe I like being a caterpillar. What’s wrong with inching along and eating leaves?”

Arion sighed and switched once more to Fhrey. “You don’t really believe that. Now that you know…now that you’ve seen what it’s like, you’ve had a taste and are hungry for more. Now that you’ve touched the chords, you can’t help wanting to fly. None of us can. I remember my first time. Nearly a thousand years ago, but I remember it so clearly. I never felt so alive as when I first touched the chords, when I saw what was possible…like being born a second time. Do you honestly think there are any caterpillars who, upon learning that they can become one of those beautiful winged creatures, say, ‘No, thanks. It’s not for me. I don’t really want to fly. I don’t want to be beautiful and soar to the sun on painted wings.’ ”

“Maybe not, but I would.”

Arion sat down. “Why?”

Suri wished she would just go away.

“Why not be a butterfly, Suri?”

“It’s a long story.”

“We have much time.”

Suri sighed to show she didn’t want to talk about it, but Arion just waited. So did Minna, who looked at her friend with expectant eyes; Minna loved stories. Suri sighed again, took a new breath, and spoke in Fhrey because she didn’t want to have to repeat the whole thing. “I once found a grove of perfect strawberries. I love them, and these were big, and ripe, and wonderful. Usually, other animals get to them before I do, but that time I was first. Completely alone, I considered myself so very lucky, didn’t have to share. I ate all of them, one after another, whole handfuls at a time. So wonderful! I should have taken some for Tura, but I didn’t. I devoured them all. I became very sick. My stomach twisted and cramped. I went home to ask Tura for help, but she wasn’t there. I lay in bed for hours, feeling terrible.”

“Are you saying that pain can come from too much—”

“Quit trying to get ahead of me,” Suri snapped. “This has nothing to do with the strawberries; they were just what brought me home.” She waited, and Arion didn’t say any more. “So all night I was sick. I called out for Tura, but she never came, even though she had always done so in the past. The next day I went looking, and I found her facedown in the garden.”

“Are you saying—”

Arion stopped when Suri pushed up and glared at her.

“Boy, you are impatient.” Suri huffed. “Do you want me to explain or not?”

Arion made a show of closing her mouth.

Suri frowned at her then went on. “Tura was dead, and I was alone. All my life Tura had taken care of me. Told me what to do and what to avoid. She was the mystic, and I was her apprentice. That’s what she always said. And she also said that when she finally died, I would be the mystic—just me, no one else. The forest would be all mine, and I wouldn’t have any more rules to obey, no more restrictions, no one to report to. I used to long for the day when I would finally be in charge of myself. But that morning, I knelt beside Tura and begged Wogan to wake her. All of a sudden, I didn’t want to be the mystic anymore. But”—she paused and this time looked right into Arion’s eyes—“once you’re a butterfly it’s impossible to go back to being a caterpillar, even if you want to. You’re stuck with those wings, and you have to fly away, and life stops being a simple thing of inching happily along leaves and eating in the sun. Life becomes something else entirely. You don’t get to stay in the Hawthorn Glen beside the gurgling brook. You’re forced to go away, away from the forest that had been your home, away from everything you’ve known and loved. You have to be something different and give up everything. There’s always a cost. And I can’t imagine those pretty wings come cheap. Nothing has so far.”

They sat for a while, not speaking.

The sun was warm enough to be called hot. The bees didn’t care. They labored as they always did, going from one flower to the next, landing and straining the stalks with their weight. When they left, the stalks sprang back and waved goodbye. Suri didn’t know these bees—at least she didn’t think so. She was already too far from home. The breeze was nice, and she was certain it was the same one she knew from the forest. Nothing like a good breeze on sweating skin to make a person feel loved.

“I know why you did it,” Suri finally said.

“Did what?”

Suri wasn’t looking at Arion. She stared out at the hazy summer horizon where hills rose above hills until they became mountains of faint blue. “Why you had me free the giant instead of doing it yourself. It’s because of your head. It hurts when you do magic. You haven’t done any for a long time, but you put out Magda when she was on fire. That’s why you needed to lie down. And after you had trapped the giant, you could barely walk. You slept even though it was the middle of the day. You wanted me to free him so you could avoid the pain.”

Suri didn’t know what she wanted Arion to say, or even if she wanted her to say anything. She told her because the knowledge had been trapped inside and needed to get out. Otherwise she would feel as if she was holding a secret, and having secrets was like keeping a weasel inside a house. They don’t like it one bit and dig and claw to escape. A weasel will make a terrible mess of a home, and a secret does the same to a friendship. Suri had come to think of Arion as a friend, a good friend. They had known each other for only a short time, but already Suri knew that, next to Minna, Arion was her best friend.

When Arion didn’t say anything for several minutes, Suri turned to look. The Fhrey was sitting hunched forward in the grass surrounded by wildflowers that gently patted her. The sun was on Arion’s face, and Suri saw glistening silver lines running down both cheeks. Her eyes were closed and her body trembled, but she didn’t make a sound.

Suri was puzzled, but just for a moment. Then she understood, and she slid over to the Fhrey. She put her arms around Arion and felt her lean in. “It wasn’t your fault, either,” Suri told her. “Wogan wanted the giant to die. After what he and his brothers had done to the forest, I imagine all of creation wanted revenge.”

“I don’t believe in revenge,” Arion said in a wet whisper as she clutched at Suri’s waist.

“Then I suspect you’re the only one.”

Suri held her, feeling Arion quiver, then pause, sniffle, and quiver again. She had never held anyone before, except Minna, and it felt strange. Not bad, really, just odd because she didn’t know exactly what to do. Maybe it didn’t matter. She only had to be there.

“Suri,” Arion said, “I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

Arion didn’t answer, and the two went on hugging each other among the swaying flowers under the afternoon’s summer sun.

—

After the meal was over, Roan found Brin. The girl sat on her knees, a wad of rumpled cloth on her lap. Before her parents’ death, Brin had been cheerful, an eternal spring of happiness. She had been a warm fire on a cold night; cool water to parched lips; her beaming smile just as important as the lodge’s eternal flame. But neither had been seen since the giant’s attack. Roan wanted to say something, do something, but she didn’t know what. If an axle broke, Roan could fix it, but she hadn’t been able to help Gifford’s leg, and she knew she couldn’t fix Brin. There always seemed to be a better way, except when it came to people. Once broken, people couldn’t be repaired.

“Have you eaten?” Roan asked.

“Not hungry.”

Roan sat down beside her.

The camp was breaking up. People hoisted the belongings they carried in baskets and moved up the slope. The dirt that had been dug for the fire pit was now used to smother the flames. Men armed with staffs set off with dogs to gather the sheep and pigs. Parents found children and started walking down the road to give tiny feet a head start. Gifford had left before anyone since he was slower than most of the children, slower even than Padera. Only Brin, Roan, and Malcolm remained. The ex-slave sat across from the women, searching the inside of his shoe for something.

“What’s this?” Roan asked Brin, pointing at the strips of cloth.

“It’s…it’s…” Brin took a deep breath and pushed the strips away. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I’m too stupid.” She began to cry.

Roan watched her. Malcolm looked up as well. Unlike Gifford, Brin didn’t seem to mind them watching her cry. She didn’t seem to notice. Roan didn’t know what to do, so she did what she could and began picking up the mess. The strips of cloth had deliberate markings on them, little pictures placed one after another all along their lengths.

Brin was calming down but still crying. She waved dismissively and shook her head. “Bandages…those are the ones that were around Arion’s head. I thought…” Brin sucked on her lips as she wiped her tortured eyes. “I don’t know. I was thinking that those markings are like the pictures I used to paint on my walls.”

Roan nodded. One did look a bit like a mountain and another sort of like a person with missing arms.

“Well, I thought…I sorta thought that a picture showed a moment or an idea, but a series of pictures could tell a story. Look.” Brin raked her heels over the ground, scrubbing clear a patch of dirt. Then she drew a circle with a line under it with her finger. “Let’s say that’s Persephone. I know it doesn’t look like her, but just listen a second.” Brin drew a vertical line. “That divides the that time from this time.” She added a bigger circle and put a head on it with eyes. “That’s the big brown bear.” Lastly, Brin drew the same circle and line as before.

“Persephone again,” Roan said excitedly.

Brin looked up. “Yes! Exactly!” Then the girl drew another dividing line, and in the last space available before the grass started again, she drew another Persephone and another bear, but the bear’s eyes were little lines instead of circles, and another line came out of its center.

Roan stared at this image for a long time. While she did, Brin didn’t speak or move.

“Persephone again…” Roan muttered, trying to work it out. “The bear again…but different, and this line…” She pointed.

“Yes?” Brin asked, her voice tense.

“It almost looks…”

“Yes?” Brin inched closer.

“I mean, it’s sort of like…”

“Like what? Like what?” Brin was bouncing on folded knees.

“Almost like a spear is in its side and the bear…the eyes look closed, so the bear looks dead.”

“Yes!” Brin exploded.

Roan studied the pictures. She pointed to them in order and said, “Persephone. Then the bear. Then Persephone meets the bear, and the bear dies.”

She looked up and saw Brin smiling. “You understood it!”

“But Persephone didn’t kill the bear with a spear.”

“It doesn’t matter. It represents an idea, not a real thing. Do you understand?”

Roan didn’t, not entirely, but sort of. What she did understand was that Brin was smiling.

“It would be too hard to draw a picture of everything, but”—Brin picked up the bandages with the runes—“if I could turn the ideas into markings like this, then I would put down stories on cloth the way Suri painted these symbols. So much was lost when Maeve died. She never had the chance to tell me everything. I’ve tried to pick up the pieces from others, but I hear different accounts from various people. And this…I mean look at it.” Brin took the bandages, crushed them in her hands, pulled at them, as if she hated the strips, and threw them down. “See? You can’t hurt it. The markings are still there. If I get this right, I could put down all the stories that Maeve taught me, and whenever anyone wanted to know something, they could just look at it, even after I’m gone.”

Roan stared back at the dirt and the drawings there. The idea fascinated her. When Roan looked back at Brin, she was holding the rags once more.

“No one would ever forget them,” Brin said, and wiped her eyes. “My mom and dad, our home, our lives together, everything. If I could do that, they’d never be forgotten. And maybe in some small way, they’ll never truly die. I suppose that sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

“No, not at all. I think it’s wonderful,” Roan said. “Better than the saws made by the little men. Better than my cart or barrels. It might just be the most amazing idea I’ve ever heard.”

Roan continued to look at the rags in wonder as Brin gathered them up and set off down the road.

“I think…” Malcolm said, punching his foot back into his shoe, then standing up. “I think we’ve just witnessed the world shift, and I doubt it’ll ever be the same again.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ride of the Stone God


No one can tell me Mari is not the greatest of the gods. I saw her charge forth and single-handedly fight for us, and then she sat down and generously shared food and drink with the conquered.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


The first thing Persephone noticed were the seagulls. The white birds circled in flocks, squawking in a chorus of lonesome cries. The dahl’s survivors were a full five days from Rhen. Five days! She could hardly believe it, and had begun to wonder if Tirre, along with the Blue Sea, had been moved farther away. The trip had never taken so long. On the few occasions when she and Reglan had traveled there, it had only taken two days. Of course, they hadn’t traveled with a host of hundreds that included scores and scores of children and the elderly. Persephone didn’t have the heart to drive the column harder. This wasn’t a vacation to visit and trade with neighbors. They were broken families grieving for loved ones, children without parents and parents without children. They walked into an unknown world, and on their backs they carried their whole lives. Letting them sleep, giving them time to prepare hot meals, and providing rest were the least she could do, even if it prolonged her own torment.

Today we’ll discover how strong the bonds are among the clans.

Tirre knew she was coming. Persephone had sent runners to all the dahls the day after the giants’ attack, explaining what had happened. She’d had the messengers draw sticks to see who would go to the Gula clans in the north, the people who had been their enemies for centuries. Aberdeen, Montlake, and Morgan were the unlucky ones, all three farmers. Two of the men had families who’d survived the attack, but both had nodded grimly and set out without complaint on the perilous road north. All of them knew it might be suicide, but they went anyway. They left Persephone to care for their families—and cultivate a tremendous feeling of guilt.

I should have gone instead of one of them. I gave the order, and I should live, or die, with the consequences. But I didn’t even draw a stick.

Dahl Tirre was larger than Dahl Rhen had been, more elaborate, too. While Rhen had the forest with its wood, berries, and animals, Tirre had the sea. The water was more than just a source of fish and salt. Across its aqua waves lay Belgreig, the land of the Dherg, and from there came riches. The Dherg influence was impossible to miss. Dahl Tirre was built of stone. Although some buildings were fashioned from clay bricks, the wall that surrounded the dahl was constructed of neatly stacked slabs, as was the lodge. Unlike Dahl Rhen, some of the village had grown up outside the fortification.

The most abundant wealth of Dahl Tirre existed in the settlement around the docks. Hundreds of brick buildings were stacked upon one another as they climbed the steep slope from the water’s edge. The people of Tirre called this dock-village Vernes, which she’d been told was the Dherg word for “pier.”

As Persephone’s parade rounded the bend that sloped down to the rocky coast, they could see the whole of the dahl, the village, and the sea stretching into the horizon. The dahl could see them, too. Hard to miss a column of several hundred people marching toward their gate, which at the moment was still wide open.

“You all right?” Raithe asked.

He walked beside her as he had every day of the trip. She hadn’t asked him to. She almost never asked anything of Raithe. She didn’t feel she could. Persephone was the chieftain of Clan Rhen, but Raithe was Dureyan, and he certainly wasn’t anyone’s servant. Raithe was the God Killer, a valuable asset to a clan chieftain about to go to war with the Fhrey. Still, he was more than that—she felt comfortable with him. Except for the Fhrey, who still frightened her, it felt as though everyone else depended on her for something. Raithe didn’t need anyone. At times, when things grew bleak, she shamefully indulged in his fantasy of running away together. She imagined slipping off the shackles of responsibility and living with Raithe in his carefree world, but it was only an illusion. The real world didn’t work that way.

“No, I’m not all right,” Persephone replied, and she could tell it wasn’t the response he had expected. “I’m waiting to see who has more power: Mari or Eraphus.”

“Eraphus?”

“Clan Tirre’s god.”

The gate remained open as they began their descent. Just as Persephone started believing everything would work out, at least for the next few days, she heard the horn.

This is the moment, the hinge our future swings on. What has Tirre decided?

As the first horn’s wail faded, Persephone held her breath. Her heart sank as a second blew and then a third—no mistaking what that signal meant. One horn indicated a greeting, two horns indicated potential danger, but three horns…three horns warned of a threat, calling all the residents to arms.

Remarkably, the gates didn’t close—not at first. The initial movement came from people just outside the wall. Wherever they had been going, and whatever they had been doing, became unimportant as they rushed inside, shoving one another in their haste to reach the protective walls before the gates closed.

What she had feared the most had come to pass: Tirre wouldn’t welcome them.

Lipit, the dahl’s chieftain, had never impressed her as a courageous man. Pompous and arrogant, made so by his dahl’s wealth, he’d faced few real threats. Rich men—especially those who came to their wealth through no effort of their own—didn’t like risk, and challenging the Fhrey was as risky as it got. As far as Tirre was concerned, Clan Rhen carried a plague, and they didn’t want it spreading to their shores.

Just when she imagined things couldn’t possibly get worse, Persephone heard a scream.

Behind her, the lead cart crested the hill and began to descend. Most of the men driving it had been behind, pushing. Only Malcolm and Cobb pulled. The trip to Tirre had, until that point, been across reasonably level ground. So it came as a surprise to everyone when the cart began to roll downhill under its own power. Malcolm leapt aside, but Cobb had been too slow. The cart lurched as its front left wheel rolled over him. The following wheel ended Cobb’s screaming. Yet the cries weren’t over. Everyone ahead of the cart panicked, because Cobb’s death hadn’t stopped or even slowed the rampaging cart. If anything, it rolled faster.

Roan’s creation rumbled down the hill on that horribly smooth road, picking up speed until it ran faster than a rabbit. Mari bounced in the back, trapped amid barrels of water, wheat, and beer. The god looked furious as she rattled by. The wobbly wheels shimmied badly, but Roan’s invention held together, and the cart gained astounding speed.

Everyone who could, scrambled out of its way, diving to one side or the other. Some were too slow. Raithe pulled Persephone aside, but a man and his wife were struck. The cart finally raced clear of the column of people, rolling hard and fast down the remainder of the road, wobbling and whistling as it headed straight toward the gates of Dahl Tirre.

The great gates were still admitting latecomers. Seeing the cart, they cried out and scattered. Even the guards ran for their lives when seeing a god rattling straight toward them. The cart appeared as a living thing, a wobbly beast, angry and charging in rage. Striking sacks and uneven paving stones, the cart leapt and crashed, rocked and shook, but it never faltered, never slowed.

Then it struck the gate.

The crash was loud, a crack like thunder. One wheel was sheared off in a burst of splinters as the gate’s two wooden doors were slapped aside. With the impact, the rear of the cart came up, and the whole thing flipped, throwing barrels of grain and beer, along with rakes, hoes, winnowing forks, mattocks, and the god Mari. What remained of the cart, and its chaos, passed within the wall and beyond Persephone’s view. Shrieks were followed by another crash. Then everything went quiet.

—

The stillness that followed was worse than the screams. Overhead, seagulls cried, and they weren’t alone. Clan Rhen wept, some for the loss of those who had been killed by the runaway cart, and others because they couldn’t do anything else. The silence came from inside the dahl, where Persephone couldn’t see. She was blind and deaf to whatever terrible conclusion had occurred, and as she walked the remaining steps down the road, she couldn’t even begin to imagine what she might find inside.

Persephone ordered all the other carts stopped. They, and the rest of Clan Rhen, were to wait while she, Raithe, and Malcolm went to the dahl. Looking back, she spotted Roan, who stood clutching herself, glaring wide-eyed at the body of Cobb. Persephone wanted to talk to her, needed to explain that it hadn’t been her fault, but Persephone had a bigger crisis to deal with. She had to talk with Lipit, Clan Tirre’s chieftain, and salvage what she could.

One of the big doors of Dahl Tirre’s gate had been nearly torn off. It hung at a twisted angle. Passing inside, Persephone searched for blood but found none. No one lay on the ground. No one looked hurt. The cart had mostly destroyed itself when it hit the gate. What was left had crashed and rolled. The empty cart lay on its side. Mounds of wheat and barley lay among shards of broken barrels. Tools were scattered. Miraculously, the four barrels of beer rested on their sides, undamaged. Several bushels of peas and berries had spilled out of baskets. In the center of it all, in the middle of the courtyard of Dahl Tirre, stood the stone figure of Mari, upright and unharmed.

The people of Clan Tirre gathered in a circle around the god. Many were on their knees, heads bowed until Persephone and her escorts entered. They looked up then, fearful. On the stone steps of the lodge, Chieftain Lipit knelt along with his wife, Iffen, and his three sons. All of them wore soft white linen, typical of the Tirre people. Around Lipit’s neck was a stunning gold torc, while a silver one circled Iffen’s throat.

Persephone said nothing as she waded through the grain until she stood beside Mari. She considered how best to apologize for the disaster, but couldn’t find the words. How could she begin to explain, and how could she ask for safe haven after such a catastrophe?

“Forgive us.” Lipit spoke first, lifting his face to look at her.

Persephone glanced at Raithe and then Malcolm, uncertain whether she had heard correctly. Both raised an eyebrow in response.

“We were misinformed,” Lipit said, and took a moment to glare viciously at a man who knelt in the dirt at the bottom of the steps. “Calab said Eraphus was greater than Mari, that Clan Rhen was weak, and that you came as beggars to spoil our lands.” He spat on the prostrate man, who quivered and moaned, his face still pressed to the ground.

Lipit looked back at Mari, rising out of the sea of grain. “Your god is great and generous.” He looked up at the broken gate. “She is fierce and powerful. I can see why you believe Rhunes can fight the Fhrey. Your god is a warrior god. Forgive us. We didn’t know.”

Persephone nodded thoughtfully. “And what about my messenger?”

“He’s here and safe. He said you called for a Council of Clans to choose a keenig to lead us in a war against the gods of the north.”

“And what are your thoughts on this matter?”

Lipit once again stared harshly at the prostrate man.

“We thought it was ill advised.” The chieftain cringed slightly while shifting his gaze to Mari, who did nothing.

“And what do you think now?” Persephone asked.

“We think we were rash.”

Persephone nodded with a sympathetic face and hoped that only she knew it wasn’t genuine. “Chieftain Lipit, Lady Iffen, allow me to introduce Malcolm, who lived nearly his whole life in the famed outpost of Alon Rhist, and Raithe of Dureya, also known as the God Killer.”

Lipit nodded to Raithe. “We’ve heard of you.”

“He is my Shield.”

“A worthy choice indeed. You do yourself a great honor by selecting so mighty a warrior. Allow us to express our extreme sympathies for the passing of Reglan and your son Mahn. They were both great and honorable men.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Now I must ask. Is Clan Rhen welcome in Tirre?”

Lipit looked over at the stone god that faced him. “Of course, of course. The people of Clan Rhen are our brothers from the wood.”

“In that case,” Persephone smiled and said, “may the blessings of Mari be upon this dahl and this land.”

Lipit’s shoulders relaxed. He closed his eyes and took a breath. All around the courtyard, his people did the same as they got to their feet.

“Persephone, my good friend, please come in,” Lipit said in the more familiar tone she was used to. “I’ll have wine and cheese brought.”

“And my people?”

“The streets are crowded. Would it meet with your approval for them to camp outside, along the north wall?”

Persephone waited a moment, and Lipit licked his lips and wiped a bead of sweat from his brow.

“Yes, yes, of course.” Persephone nodded then whispered to Raithe and Malcolm. “Would you please let everyone know they can come down, and see to…well, take care of things until I return.”

They both nodded and headed back.

—

By the time the two returned, Cobb’s body had been covered in cloth and his large family were still weeping over it. As for the husband and wife who had also been run down, only a young boy was draping their bodies. The three must have joined the procession from one of the outer villages, as no one appeared to know them. About fourteen years old, the lad was thin as a stick and had a lock of hair standing straight up. He didn’t cry. His eyes weren’t red. His lips didn’t tremble.

Tough one, that kid. Like a Dureyan. He has that weathered, forsaken look.

Roan also stood among the dead. She didn’t cry, either, but she looked sick.

Raithe wasn’t good at public speaking. He didn’t care for talking in general, but it had to be done. He took a deep breath and straightened. “Persephone has asked me to tell everyone that Clan Tirre has welcomed us,” he said loudly, and everyone nearby turned to face him. Those farther away moved closer to hear. “We can make a camp outside the north wall.” He looked down at the bodies. “But we’ll have to do something about the carts so we can bring them down safely.”

Roan’s jaw tightened, and her eyes squeezed shut as if he’d hit her. When she opened them again, she mouthed, I’m sorry. Not even a whisper gave the words sound. She did this over and over, her hands clenching and unclenching, her arms frozen at her sides.

Raithe didn’t know what to say, and stood with his eyes downturned.

Malcolm stepped forward. “We mourn those who left us this day, but their sacrifice gave us, and possibly all of the clans, a chance at survival. Dahl Tirre had been planning to close its doors, but Mari’s ride showed them the wisdom of unification. These people didn’t die in vain. Their deaths, and Roan’s carts, saved Clan Rhen. Let us honor them all.” He bowed his head reverently, whispering a quiet, unheard prayer.

“How can we fix the carts?” Raithe asked Roan softly. “Make them so they don’t”—he hesitated—“harm anyone else.”

“She didn’t kill those people,” Gifford said. The crippled potter stood beside her then took a step forward, putting himself between Raithe and Roan.

Raithe had often seen the two sitting together during mealtime and speculated they were sharing more than each other’s company. But in five days, he hadn’t seen them so much as hold hands.

“I know that,” Raithe said. “And Persephone knows that, too. But it’s important that—”

“No one can know what will happen with something so new,” Gifford went on, not hearing him. “When you toss a pebble in a lake, you can’t know all the places that will be affected by the wipples. If it wasn’t fo’ Woan, all the food and supplies would be left behind.”

Raithe didn’t try to interrupt. Gifford wasn’t talking to him; he was looking at Roan.

“It’s widiculous to think it was Woan’s fault. If I make a cup and someone swallows so fast that they choke to death, am I to blame? It’s the same thing. It’s the same exact thing. So don’t blame Woan.”

Gifford stopped and Raithe looked back at her. “Can you fix the carts so they don’t roll so fast?”

She nodded.

“Good.”

Raithe gave another glance at the boy who’d lost his parents. Something about him was familiar. Nothing obvious stood out, and Raithe wasn’t going to intrude on the kid’s grief, but he felt he ought to know. Raithe had spent a lifetime feeling that way, as if some important truth was just out of reach.

He stared hard at the kid.

Nothing.

With a shrug, he turned away.


CHAPTER NINE

Under the Rose Bridge


I have always found it fascinating that the Fhrey are divided into seven tribes, just as the Rhulyn are divided into seven clans. But Rhulyn clans are based on bloodlines and regions, and the Fhrey tribes are distinguished by class, occupation, and power. At the bottom is the Gwydry, the working class, at the top, the Miralyith.

—THE BOOK OF BRIN


Mawyndulë was certain that if he’d been at Avempartha—or better yet, if his father had let him lead the attack—Nyphron of the Instarya, Arion the Traitor, and all the Rhunes of that despicable village would be dead. Instead, his father foolishly counted on Jerydd.

Jerydd the Stupid, as Mawyndulë had recently dubbed him, was the kel of Avempartha. Mawyndulë had met him once, the oldest Fhrey the prince had ever seen, so old that he no longer needed to shave his head; all his hair had fallen out years ago. In its place were brown spots, making him as speckled as the owl he kept as a pet. Like an old couple, the two had been together for so long they had begun to look alike—a pair of ancient, mottling incompetents. Neither one knew how to fly.

Upon their first meeting, Mawyndulë had mistakenly liked Jerydd. He met the kel when Mawyndulë and Gryndal had spent the night at the tower on their ill-fated trip to Rhulyn. The old Fhrey and his bird had seemed friendly, even wise. Mawyndulë knew better now. The imbecile had sent giants to do the work of Miralyith, trusting the power of the ancient tower to do what was best dealt with in person. Plus, he and his cronies had used too weak a hand. Lightning and hail? Mawyndulë shook his head at the absurdity. Better to have sent fire and wind. They should have burned the entire forest: every building, blade of grass, and tree. All of Rhulyn should have been reduced to smoldering ash. Mawyndulë wouldn’t have stopped there. He would have rent the ground with quakes, breaking their roads and leveling hills. What did Miralyith need giants for? Conviction was what was required, but that virtue had died with Gryndal.

Mawyndulë realized all this as he sat in the council room of the Talwara. He wasn’t allowed at the big table where the new First Minister, the Master of Secrets, the fane, and the commanders of the Shahdi—the Erivan home guard—had gathered. Instead, he was relegated to a little desk beside the pitcher of water and glasses. He wasn’t there to contribute, only to listen. Attending was part of his ongoing education, his chance to learn how a fane ruled. But observing from his exiled corner, Mawyndulë saw only what not to do.

“Petragar reports resistance in obtaining the cooperation of the Instarya stationed in Alon Rhist,” Kabbayn said.

The new First Minister was a pathetic excuse for Gryndal’s successor. He’s not even Miralyith! Although apparently he didn’t mind impersonating one, dressed as he was in an elaborate asica. Why his father had picked such a feckless fraud was beyond Mawyndulë’s comprehension.

“Cooperation?” Lothian appeared both surprised and amused. “How is that an issue? They will do as I command. I have decreed that Petragar is their leader, and they are to abide his authority.”

“Of course, of course,” Kabbayn said, retreating, “but they won’t have their heart in serving him.”

“What need have I for their hearts?” Lothian asked.

Kabbayn opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out, and he closed it again.

“What else?” Lothian asked.

“I’ve obtained news that the Rhunes are gathering, my fane.” Vasek folded back the sleeves of his gray robe but left the hood up. Where the sleeves were pulled back, Mawyndulë spotted the burn marks on his wrists. The skin was puckered and shriveled, redder then the rest. Seeing even that small glimpse made Mawyndulë grimace. “It seems they’re going to appoint a keenig.”

“Keenig?”

“Their version of a fane, I believe. A single leader who’ll unite all the clans under one banner. It’s possible they’re making plans for war.”

“War?” The fane chuckled. “With whom? With us, you mean?”

“I believe so.”

Several at the table laughed, none more heartily than the commander of the Lion Corps, who, when he was able, added, “Of all the nerve.”

Vasek didn’t laugh or smile. “There are a great many of them, my fane. And they sent messengers to the High Spear Valley as well. It could prove serious if the Gula-Rhunes join forces with the Rhulyn clans of the south.”

“Unlikely,” Lothian said. “We’ve taught them to hate, trained them to slaughter one another.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “We’ll have the Instarya instigate another conflict. That should douse any would-be flame. Things will settle back down then.”

Mawyndulë couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. He’d been excluded from the plans for the giant attack—The Punishment, as his father had called it—which hadn’t punished anyone. He couldn’t continue to sit idly by while fools blathered so. The prince pushed to his feet, slapped the little desk with the untouched water pitcher, and said, “Settle back down? Are you hearing yourselves? We need to slaughter them all!”

“Mawyndulë!” his father snapped. “You don’t have a voice at these proceedings.”

“I’m a councilor of the Aquila.”

“A junior councilor, and as you might have noticed, there aren’t any senior councilors in attendance.”

“But I should have a voice. I’m the only one making sense, and it’s the same thing Gryndal would say—”

“First Minister Gryndal isn’t here,” Vasek interrupted. “And no one knows what he may or may not have—”

“He’s not here because they murdered him! And that’s why they must die. All of them!”

“You are excused,” his father told Mawyndulë with a sharp voice.

“But I—”

“Out. Now!”

Mawyndulë left, but before he did, he overturned the desk, shattering the pitcher and the glasses. Childish, but then they were acting like children, too, and it felt good to break something.

—

Mawyndulë wasn’t planning on going to the Rose Bridge. He told himself that even as he ducked into the Garden, avoiding the evening crowds in Florella Plaza. He would come out on the north side of the city, which would put him in easy reach of the bridge—just in case he changed his mind. All he really wanted was to get out of the Talwara and away from his father. He thought the fane might go looking for him after the meeting, and Mawyndulë decided he’d rather not be found.

I might go after all. Wouldn’t mind seeing Makareta again. I’m already in the area.

Mawyndulë had liked talking to her. She didn’t seem like a genius or anything, but in some ways that made her even more appealing. Nearly everyone knew more than him, or acted as if they did just because they were centuries older. Mawyndulë liked that Makareta didn’t put on airs. In a way, that made her smarter—or at least more genuine.

While walking through the Garden, Mawyndulë considered the design and decided the rocks were a little too perfectly placed and the shrubs too neat. He supposed the intent was to fool visitors about a pristine origin. History held that it had been designed by Gylindora Fane and Caratacus, and then built by the founders of the Eilywin tribe. He would have preferred to see the Garden more natural, which meant messy and haphazard.

The longer he studied his surroundings, the more certain he became that Gylindora had everything wrong. What did she know anyway? Yes, she had been the first fane, but she wasn’t there when life sprouted on Elan. Mawyndulë was convinced the cradle of life had been in utter disarray. People always expected order, they liked believing in symmetry and equity, but no such things existed without applying force. His father likely felt he was being evenhanded by dismissing his son in the council chambers rather than hearing his extremely valuable advice. If life were fair, his father would see the righteousness of his son’s wisdom. With his father’s realization would come remorse, and justice would be served. That would be fair, but the world didn’t work that way, nor was it pretty or perfect.

As he approached the Door, Mawyndulë slowed. Not that he wanted to savor the moment, or to show reverence or respect. He did so because the Door scared him.

Mawyndulë had heard about children daring one another to knock on it, a rite of passage. But he hadn’t known any kids when growing up. There were never too many to begin with, which made him think the rumor wasn’t true. He’d only approached the Door once, on his twenty-fifth birthday. The Umalyn High Priest had pressed Mawyndulë’s palm against its surface and declared him a true Son of Ferrol. The rough wood had felt like a dead tree. No—not a tree—a dead person. Remembering it now, Mawyndulë imagined his hand on the face of a corpse, and a chill raced up his back.

Supposedly, paradise lay on the far side of the Door, the place where everyone went upon death. So what would happen if it opened when I was standing too near? Would it suck me in like a whirlpool? Would I die when crossing the threshold? Maybe it isn’t paradise. Maybe it’s something else. Something so not-paradise that it had to be locked away.

Mawyndulë worked his way to the circle that surrounded the Door. The Garden was designed to bring everyone to the center, so he couldn’t avoid it entirely, but he kept to the outside ring, skirting the area around the benches. The sun was down, and only a faint gray light remained. The dimness made the Door appear that much more ominous. When he was young, Mawyndulë had had nightmares about being there alone at night. In his dream, someone was always knocking. As he drew closer, he realized the sound came from the Door’s other side. He’d struggle to keep himself from reaching out, a battle perpetually lost. Even as he extended his hand, Mawyndulë tried to convince himself it wouldn’t matter, because the Door couldn’t be opened. But of course he was wrong. He always woke before seeing what horror was on the other side, and maybe that was worse—the not knowing.

As Mawyndulë went around, he spotted a person sitting on one of the benches. During the day, that wasn’t unusual, but after dark it was downright creepy. The guy wore a dirty brown robe, stained and tattered. He had dark hair and the ghost of a beard.

Not a Miralyith.

The figure sat leaning forward, staring at the Door. Mawyndulë didn’t pause; he kept moving and slipped by. The fellow on the bench never looked up; he didn’t move a muscle.

Maybe Mawyndulë would go to the Rose Bridge after all. He was curious about the meeting and who attended. Perhaps they were a bunch of nuts who turned their backs on Ferrol and worshipped the moon or something crazy like that. He wondered how many would be there—he’d prefer just Makareta. As much as he hoped that might be, he knew it wouldn’t happen. She didn’t seem like the type to stand alone under a bridge at night, but hadn’t he already determined she wasn’t too intelligent? Odd for a Miralyith, but he supposed not all the gifted could be smart. The creative ones could be pretty dumb, actually—Arion, for example.

He started picturing Makareta, standing in the dark, rubbing her chilled arms, searching intently. Maybe she had concocted the whole story to lure him to a place where they could be alone. He imagined her shyly admitting her attraction. She’d have to confess the truth when he arrived and no one else was around.

Is it okay for a nobody like me to be out, unescorted, with the prince? she would ask.

He found himself grinning as he slipped out of the Garden, and he was walking quickly by the time he turned onto the narrow lane that went downhill toward the river. With any luck, he wouldn’t even go home that night, and his father could search the palace all he wanted.

—

If Mawyndulë needed any further proof that the world wasn’t fair, he didn’t have to look any farther than the Rose Bridge.

Makareta wasn’t alone.

Fifteen, possibly twenty, people clustered under the span that crossed the Shinara River. At midsummer the water level was low, and there was plenty of room among the flat rocks. The gathering looked like an odd late-night picnic. Several had brought cloths, laying them over the stone. They had baskets of fruit and cheese and bottles of wine by the crate. Several people stood around, sipping from wooden cups. Each attendee had a dark, hooded cloak, though few actually wore them. They carried the garments across an arm or tossed over a shoulder. Perhaps they expected colder temperatures as the night wore on. Mawyndulë wondered if he should have brought something warmer as well, but the night was muggy and he didn’t expect needing more than his asica. If anything, he wished he had worn his short linen one, but he had dressed for the council meeting and hadn’t taken the time to change.

Without a moon, the space below the bridge was dim but not dark. Illumination came from buoyant lights. Sparkling balls of various colors bobbed and floated like bubbles. He’d seen them before, usually at Miralyith-hosted festivals. The lights reflected off the surface of the Shinara and lit the underside of the bridge. Everything under the span was splashed with the strange upside-down illumination that rippled across the stone pylons and people’s faces, giving it all a carnival glow.

“You made it!” Makareta shouted as she appeared out of a clump of people and rushed to his side. She was wearing her cloak, though it was cast back over both shoulders like a cape. In her hand she held a wooden cup.

Makareta hugged him.

Mawyndulë froze. He hadn’t expected an embrace, and he didn’t know what to do. He’d never been hugged before. Rumors said mothers hugged their children; Mawyndulë knew for a fact fathers didn’t.

When she drew back, he saw the cup that had been in her hand was floating beside her. She offered an embarrassed half smile and said, “Didn’t want to spill wine on you. What a nice asica. Little warm for tonight, though.”

“You’re the one in the cloak,” he blurted out, and hated the confrontational tone. Thankfully, she didn’t seem insulted and let out a little laugh.

“We all have these. They were Aiden’s idea. He thought we should have a symbol of unity, you know? A little silly, I suppose. I mean they’re too hot in summer and not nearly warm enough in winter, but we’re expected to wear them at every meeting. No one does, but at least we bring them. Better than tattoos. That’s what Rinald wanted. He thought they would show a real commitment. But we couldn’t agree on a design or where they should go. The whole thing became too much of a hassle, so we settled for the cloaks. Inga and Flynn make them.”

“By hand?”

Makareta laughed. “Of course not.”

Mawyndulë was still thinking about the hug. In retrospect he decided he liked it. She had smelled like lilacs, and he recalled the warmth of her cheek against his neck and her bald head against his jaw. The squeezing was nice, too, the way her arms felt around his back. If he had known, if he hadn’t been so blindsided, he would have returned the hug. He would have liked to let his palms solve the riddle of what was clothes and what was Makareta. Maybe, before the night was over, he’d have another chance.

“Here. Have some wine,” she said, and the cup drifted toward him. “It’s really good. Inga brought it. So much better than the ghastly swill Rinald said was supposed to be a rare vintage from a famed vintner. Everyone hated that. But this is excellent; try it.”

Mawyndulë grabbed the floating cup, which was wet on one side where it had spilled a little. He didn’t want it. He didn’t care for wine. He mostly drank water, and loved apple cider when it was in season. He disliked the sensation of wine and mead. He hadn’t touched either of them since his first taste at the age of thirteen. He also had never shared the same cup with anyone. He was the prince. He didn’t share anything, but Mawyndulë took it from her. He looked inside, but saw only a dark liquid. Over the brim, Makareta’s big kitten eyes peered at him expectantly. Placing the cup to his lips, he took the tiniest of sips. He got mostly air, but a little of the wine as well. Fruity, he thought, sweeter than he remembered. He took a second taste, a bigger one. The wine surprised him—light, not biting or bitter.

After another sip, he noticed a crowd of bald heads around him. “Is everyone Miralyith?”

“Oh, yes,” she said with sudden gravity. “Non-Mira aren’t allowed.”

“Why?”

“We talk about stuff; things others wouldn’t understand.”

“Like what?”

“Like how Miralyith shouldn’t have to hide under a bridge to speak the truth. Am I right?” The speaker was a tall Fhrey—taller than Mawyndulë—who approached them carrying two fresh drinks, one of which he handed to Makareta.

“This is Aiden,” she said.

“And this is the famous Mawyndulë.” Aiden grinned. “Makareta said there was a chance you might visit our humble gathering, but I didn’t believe her. Who would? Let me just say, it is an honor to have you here.”

Aiden looked older than Makareta, but he was still young—under five hundred maybe, in his first millennium certainly. Older people had a dusty way about them. Dusty was a word Mawyndulë had recently begun applying to people with dated mannerisms and tastes, as well as an archaic mentality that mirrored something left on a shelf too long to be useful. Those in their second millennium—while they didn’t appear too old—moved, talked, and possessed attitudes that betrayed their age. They screamed old, as if from another world, an ancient one covered in sediment. Aiden was young. So was Makareta, as was everyone under the bridge that he’d seen so far.

“And what exactly do you do? I mean what is everyone here for?” Mawyndulë asked, looking around.

Closer to the river, three fellows in gray cloaks held a water war. They coaxed balls of liquid from the stream, much as he had at the fountain with Vidar, and launched them at one another. Mawyndulë had seen Miralyith play the same game at holiday festivals, and it had always looked like fun.

“To enjoy the company of the right people without having to suffer fools, inferiors, or those who are too stupid to tell the difference. Am I right?” Aiden replied, and Makareta nodded.

Aiden had a little smile that stayed on his lips as he spoke. Probably fake. Mawyndulë believed most smiles were. But maybe Aiden’s was real; most young people didn’t fake-smile. That was a dusty trait. Aiden could genuinely be awestruck by his princely presence.

“We believe our culture is on the cusp of a new era. It’s been nearly twelve thousand years since Estramnadon was founded, since Gylindora Fane and Caratacus led us here and established our society. Did you know Gylindora was a Nilyndd…a crafter?”

Does he think I’m an idiot?

“Of course he knows that,” Makareta said with enough disdain to put a genuine smile on Mawyndulë’s face.

Aiden looked annoyed, or maybe it was embarrassment at being corrected in front of the prince. “Okay, but did you know she used to make baskets?”

Mawyndulë was pleased to see just as much surprise on Makareta’s face.

“Ah-hah!” Aiden declared victory. “I thought so. Most people don’t know that, but it’s true. That was her craft, making baskets from river grass. Can you imagine? A fane. A basket weaver! Life was very different then. So much of our society was established in a time before…well…before the Art for “Malve thousand years since Estramnadon was founded, since Gylindora Fane and Caratacus led us here and established our society. Did you know Gylindora was a Nilyndd…a crafter?”
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