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			Chapter 1

			“Thus it was decreed the world of the gods and the world of the humans should no longer converge, and the gods above would not interfere in the affairs of humans below but for Vrithar, who sets the destinies of all.”

			– The Salyar Book of the Dead

			 

			Death’s instructions—as relayed through his servant, the black-winged Lymon—had been clear: find the loci of Dark Magic, bring them to Lymon for destruction, and make the world safe from the Darkness. But I had failed, and rather than being securely removed from the mortal plane, the Dark Magic in the last locus had burst loose of its confinement. Now the Darkness, a malevolent, semiliving entity that was both a place and a thing, was pressing in on the mortal plane on all sides, intent on destroying it and every living thing in it. And I, a dead girl indentured to Death to act as his champion in the world of the living, was the only human who knew about the looming threat—and if I believed Lymon, the only person who could possibly stop it. That is, if stopping it was even achievable anymore. Even the gods didn’t know.

			Lymon hadn’t said how to push back the Darkness nor had he told me where to go to do it. He had simply opened a Gate from the white place between the land of the living and the dead and motioned for me to go. Walk through and save the world or fail and watch the world and everyone I love die. The stakes were too terrible to even stop and consider. I went.

			The first thing to hit me on the other side of the Gate was the heat. It was a living, breathing thing. It shoved against me like a belligerent boxer, forcing me to step back, landing blow after heavy blow against the dry skin of my face. It sucked the air from my lungs and left them gasping and empty. I bent double, struggling for breath as the burning heat crawled down my throat and into my lungs, taking up all the space there. Where was I?

			As I stared at the ground, hands on my knees, the popping, crackling sound of fire filled the air all around me. The burning of pine needles produced a constant hiss like rain. Wood splintered and burst as the sap within it liquefied and then vaporized. Branches plopped to the ground with soft sighs. My heart beat faster. These sounds were wrong. They signaled danger.

			I forced myself to stand up, to see where Lymon had sent me and to possibly understand why. The air was thick and gray with smoke. It pricked my eyes and made my nostrils burn. I pressed the heels of my palm into my eyes, then wiped away the tears that slipped out. Through the smoke was an inferno that had neither beginning nor end. It stretched in every direction, a terrible, hopeless firestorm unlike anything I had ever seen or ever could have imagined. Trees that had stood for centuries wore crowns of flames dozens of feet tall. The moss on the ground was a carpet of orange embers. Burning ash flew like fireflies on currents of air.

			Through the trees in front of me lay the ruins of huts, ranged in a circle. By instinct, I approached them, cutting between the blazing torches that had once been fallen logs and saplings to avoid the worst of the flames on the forest floor. These houses, too, had been turned into so much firewood. Flames licked up their sides and reached out with fiery hands through open doors and collapsed roofs, pulling whatever was left of the structures to the ground with violent malice. I looked around for some clue to what Lymon wanted me to do here. A village on fire in the middle of the woods, too late to save. What was the link that connected it to the Darkness?

			Then I noticed something to my left that made my heart skip a beat. It was a tree I knew from years of hiding behind it, ducking away from my brothers during games of hide-and-seek. Its gnarled trunk and twisted limbs like the antlers of a deer were unmistakable. No. It couldn’t be. Deep, bone-chilling horror filled me like water poured into a glass. I looked closer at the huts in front of me, how they were arrayed around a central clearing, each house small and round. I knew this clearing. I knew this place. I knew it better than I knew any other place in the entire world, in fact.

			I was in Thamir, unmistakably and undeniably. The place where I’d been born and raised, where my family lived—was burning.

			Urgency and panic crashed over me. I pulled the front of my black tunic up over my nose and mouth with my left hand, trying to block out the smoke choking my lungs. Frantic energy filled me. My family. I had to find my family.

			I ran forward toward the village, dodging trees and huts, oblivious to anything but the need to find them. The hair on my arms stood on end, unable to offer relief from the relentless heat that came in waves. I coughed, the thick smoke clogging my throat and lungs, and pushed forward anyway.

			As I ran through the clearing and then past it toward the huts that lay sprinkled among the trees on the other side, the fire didn’t abate. It was a sea of red and orange that melted like molten wax from trees and huts alike. My mind raced, full of questions, but only one mattered: what had happened here?

			Something caught my eye, and I slid to a stop, my boots skidding on the charred embers that blanketed the forest floor. It was an arrow, stuck deeply into the frame of Odev’s smoldering hut. I didn’t recognize the white fletching. At the sight of it, ice filled my veins so quickly I might have completely frozen there but for the heat of the flames. An attack. This fire wasn’t an accident. Someone had set it. The Northmen.

			Months ago, a small army of Northmen had helped Iliryan Dark Mages open a Gate for the One God to enter our world. We had stopped those mages, but now our northern neighbors had begun their invasion in earnest, not waiting for a second invitation. Ilirya had guessed it would come but had been helpless to stop it. Thamir, my beloved home, was right in the invaders’ path.

			I drew my magic to my free right hand, ready to fight if they were still here but at the same time terrified. I was one person against an army.

			The world turned blue as I raised a shield of magic around myself. My mind was still churning sluggishly, struggling to overcome disbelief and horror at the scene around me. Houses I’d seen only half a year ago were now kindling. Had the garrison that lay between the border and Thamir had time to send a warning to my village and the rest of the Ice Crown? Had anyone survived? I had only questions and no answers.

			I ran north past more collapsed houses, recognizing them clearly now, even though they were little more than the charred bones of the places they had once been. Although my heart cried for them, there was no time to mourn. I was too full of panic and fear to pay much attention to the sizzle of fire searing the soles of my boots. An ember landed on my sleeve and burned all the way to my skin before I noticed it and patted it out. Everywhere I looked, more destruction. On my right, Ma Ren’s hut had lost two of its walls. More arrows with white fletchings were lodged in the two that remained. On my left, Ioffren’s hut had collapsed entirely.

			Dread turned my stomach into a hard knot. My throat was narrow as a reed, my lungs two stones. No. No. No. The words came with every beat of my heart, every footfall. Not my village. Not my family. This terrible nightmare couldn’t be real.

			I saw no bodies, but it was no comfort. My friends and family could be inside their ruined homes, trapped before they could escape, smothered or burned, the places they’d lived turned into their funeral pyres. I forced my feet to fly faster, fast as peregrine falcons in full dive, fast as the racing horses of Rath, ducking around trees and jumping over blazing moss as I moved away from the center of the village and toward its edge. I had to reach my parents’ house. I had to know what had become of them.

			My breath came in short gasps, choked by fear and the oppressive smoke. My heart beat faster than hummingbird wings. A terrible fear nipped at my heels, always urging me faster: what if I was too late?

			When I reached the house, I slammed to a halt. It was as if I’d been punched in the stomach. I stifled a moan of despair and wrapped my arms around myself, fighting not to collapse to my knees. My heart sank, trembling.

			Little remained of the place I had once called home. Some of the thick logs of its walls lay askew on the ground as though scattered by the swipe of a careless giant. Nothing remained of the thatch roof. What few possessions we’d had were lost within the broiling cauldron of fire. Surely nothing inside had survived.

			My body shivered despite the sweltering heat, making my teeth chatter. I clenched my jaw to stop them. Had my parents been at home when the fire started? Had they made it out? Although I could create mage fire, my magical affinity didn’t make me immune to the heat of regular fire. I couldn’t walk through the flames engulfing my home to look for…

			For the space of several breaths, I was numb, unable to allow myself to even consider what might lie inside. The world was filled only with despair and the sound of crackling fire. I had been though many things over the last few months, but nothing had prepared me for this.

			The tears that had been building in my eyes broke free, flowing down my cheeks and onto the scorched earth. If the water sizzled when it hit, unable to last longer than a few seconds in the smoke-filled air, I didn’t see it. I should have been here. I should have been here to protect them. I knew the danger Thamir was in. I should have helped fight.

			Self-recriminations filled me, more numerous than grains of sand in Rath’s desert; all the things I should have done but hadn’t. Guilt and blame for the destruction around me lodged in my throat. I gasped, struggling to breathe past this lump. I was a war mage, and I had failed to protect my own family. I had crisscrossed the world looking for loci of Dark Magic but had never once come home to see my family. I was too late, and it was all my fault.

			A small earthquake rocked the village. The shockwave was strong enough that I lost my balance and had to throw out my arms to keep from tipping over. I was instantly on alert, looking around for the source. There were no earthquakes in the Ice Crown. It must have been an explosion. Were the Northmen still here, wreaking havoc? Had someone or several “someones”—maybe even my family—escaped the devastation? Or had the garrison turned up to push the Northmen back?

			Hope, sparking small and delicate, burst into flame deep inside me, chasing away some of the black misery there. I abandoned my ruined home without a second thought, racing in the direction of the explosion. The rushing of blood in my head drowned out all other sounds, even the persistent sizzle of the fire. I didn’t have time to worry I could be running into the entire Northman army. If there were Northmen still prowling around the village, I would fight, no matter how many they were.

			I followed the sounds of fighting deeper into the woods, away from the burning houses. As I traveled along the paths of my childhood, a tingling sensation tickled at my mind. It was the sort of feeling one got when being watched. If the hair on the back of my neck hadn’t already been raised from the heat, it might have stood up at the feeling. But this feeling of wrongness, of something being out of place, was a subtle feeling, and I had other things to worry about. If a Northman lookout was observing me, the rest of the army would be close by.

			The farther I ran west from the village, the more smoke I encountered. Wind had carried it away from the fires, and now it gathered in thick clouds that sat just above the forest floor. The world was dyed a shade of dark gray until I could only see a few dozen feet in front of me. I listened for sounds that didn’t belong in the forest to tell me where to go, relying on my ears rather than my eyes. More powerful explosions rocked the forest. The ground pitched under my feet. I felt a niggling of doubt. Why were we so far from the center of Thamir?

			I rounded a thick stand of trees and ran smack into an unexpected sight: a massive dome of bold purple magic. It was just visible in glimpses through the wispy gray smoke. Inside, dozens of people were huddled close together, clutching each other and staring out at the woods around them with wide, fearful eyes. The despair that had pulled at my feet as I ran, dragging me down with infinitely heavy weights, dissipated in a flash. My heart leapt, light as one of the floating lanterns used in the winter equinox ceremony in King’s City carrying hope for the new year. I recognized each and every one of the people inside the shield. They were Thamir’s villagers!

			Magic the color of the shield only belonged to one person in all Ilirya. In fact, I could just make him out inside the dome, throwing enormous blasts of purple mage fire into the smoke. I would have recognized Kjelborn, the legendary Sword of Ilirya, anywhere. He was the source of the massive explosions. I hurtled through his shield, overjoyed to see both the villagers and him, but the villagers shied away and shrieked, terrified. For all they knew, I was a Northman charging them from outside the smoke. They clutched each other, weaponless and dressed in whatever they’d been able to grab, their faces drawn tight with alarm.

			My hands shot up, palms facing them. “It’s okay. It’s me, Aeryn.”

			“Aeryn? Can it really be you?” Ma Ren, soot-stained and trembling, stepped forward. Her brown eyes were as round as plates, her black hair bedraggled and full of twigs. Although she’d known me since the day I was born, she looked at me as though she didn’t recognize me.

			“Yes, it’s me. I’m…here to help.”

			The urge to search for my family among the villagers, to reassure myself they had escaped the destruction of the village and were safe, was overwhelming. I forced myself to stay focused on Kjelborn. My priority had to be helping him. If he was throwing fireballs, it was because the Northmen were nearby, and if he were to be overpowered, everyone under his protection would be in mortal danger, including my family—if by some miracle they were here.

			Kjelborn, his rugged face dyed brown by decades in the sun, was so intent on the enemy concealed somewhere in the woods beyond that he didn’t notice my arrival by his side. He was drenched with sweat. Salt collected in the fine wrinkles of his forehead. His short hair was matted to his head. A delicate steam rose from the cuffs of the brown robe he wore, caused by the purple mage fire burning around his hands. It was clear he had been fighting for some time, but how much longer could he last? He was a Great Mage and a demigod, but he was old, and he couldn’t hold out forever against an entire enemy army.

			I peered in the direction he was facing, trying to see the enemy hidden there, but I saw nothing. The smoke provided an opaque, impenetrable cover. If the Northmen massed an attack, we likely wouldn’t see it coming until it was too late.

			Laying my hand gently on Kjelborn’s shoulder to draw his attention, I asked, “How many are out there?” For all I knew, it could have been a hundred or ten thousand.

			He startled, reflexively throwing his thin body away from me and raising his hands in preparation to attack. Purple crackled at his fingertips, sparking dangerously. His brown eyes registered shock as they recognized me. His mouth was slack. “Aeryn? But…what are you doing here?”

			I shook my head. Since realizing I was in Thamir, I had completely forgotten about Lymon’s directive to me to stop the Darkness. Now, however, was not the time to explain. “It’s a long story. What’s happening?”

			Kjelborn quickly collected himself. “An hour ago, dozens of Northmen entered the village and set fire to it. They’re likely a scouting party from the main body of the army.” His normally calm voice was staccato with stress. He paused grimly, then grunted, “We’re trapped.”

			I chewed my lower lip, considering how we could get the villagers to a safe place far from the invaders. For a moment, I thought of opening a Gate to King’s City. I could do it using the infusion of Death’s power that Lymon had given me right before I arrived in Thamir. It would be as easy as snapping my fingers. We could step through and be free of all the danger and devastation around us.

			But I hesitated. It would be a huge risk, one better taken as an absolute last resort. I was a war mage, not a true Gate mage; my Gates might not be normal Gates. It was possible I was the only one who could pass through them and anyone else who tried would be killed. After all, Lymon had warned me to be careful of using Death’s magic around humans. It had a tendency to create collateral damage among the living, he had said ominously. I didn’t want to kill my friends and family in the course of trying to save them.

			The alternative was to help Kjelborn fight. Perhaps together we could push the Northmen back and then escape to some part of the Ice Crown that hadn’t yet been invaded.

			“Can you hold out much longer?”

			The sporadic twitching of Kjelborn’s left eye told me the strain he was under. He shook his head, grimacing. “No.”

			A volley of pale green mage fire hit his shield from somewhere on our right, crackling against it like lightning. The magic dissipated without breaking the shield, but even so, several of the people behind us, both men and women, screamed in fear, their voices shrill and brittle. A child began to wail before its cries were muffled.

			The terror swirling in the air behind us was contagious. My heart beat faster. The Northmen had at least one pyromancer with them. What other mages were out there? What would appear next out of the smoke? If Kjelborn was already tired, we would be hard-pressed to move our unseen enemy a foot, much less the distance we would need to make our escape.

			“What do we do?” My voice came out pinched.

			Kjelborn grunted, sweat glistening in his thick eyebrows like dew on a spider’s web. “We fight until we can fight no more.” He said the words with determination, his eyes free of fear or sadness. Kjelborn, the great savior of Ilirya, who had come to King’s City to stop a god from entering our world even when he had no magic and nothing but two knives in his hands, would gladly die trying to save the people under his protection. That was who he was, the very essence of his being. He was a hero, possibly the finest ever born in Ilirya.

			But who was I? I wasn’t sure anymore. I was no longer the simple young Aeryn who had grown up in Thamir, but I wasn’t the war mage student from Windhall University either. Who did that make me? And more frightening, how much longer would I be me? My war magic teacher, Raelan Bloodmoon, once said, “Everything in this world has a price. At some time, in some way, the debt must be paid: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” I had made a deal with Death to return to the land of the living in return for becoming his mortal champion, but he hadn’t said how long I could remain here.

			I overlaid my own magic shield on Kjelborn’s to strengthen it, gritting my teeth with determination. “We’ll push them back, then run.”

			Kjelborn threw a jet of purple fire blindly in the direction from which the enemy blast had come. Without being able to see the mage who had sent it, however, he had all but no chance of hitting his target. The magic disappeared, swallowed whole by the smoke. He growled. “We can’t run without knowing where the enemy is. We can’t risk running straight into them. Or into the fire.”

			The fire. I had been so preoccupied worrying about the enemy soldiers I hadn’t even considered what the flames consuming Thamir meant for our escape. I stared out into the ashen smoke around us, ignoring the stinging in my eyes and the burning in my nose, trying to remember where the fire had spread. But it was no use. I had been so distracted trying to find the explosions I hadn’t paid attention to anything around me. The flames could be almost anywhere.

			A baby began to cry behind me, and I turned to look, compelled by some preternatural intuition. There, tucked among the cluster of villagers, their faces white with fear, were my brother Kem and his wife, Danver. In her arms, she held a baby girl with hair black as the night sky and eyes like tiny opals. Even though I’d never seen the child before, I knew her immediately. It was my niece, born after I’d been abducted and taken to King’s City. Her face was red and tearstained as she screeched with hunger or fatigue or fear, or maybe all three at once.

			An explosion of joy coursed through my veins. At least some of my family had survived! But my elation turned to thick, sickly dread as I realized what their presence meant. If Kjelborn and I couldn’t find a way to repel the Northmen or help the villagers escape, my family might die here, before my own eyes. The smoke became a rope that tightened in a noose around my neck. How could I save them?

			Kill the Northmen. The voice that whispered the words was a strange one, like a hundred serpents slithering over and around each other at the bottom of a deep hole. I looked for the speaker, but there was no one. The voice continued, You have the power. Take them. Save your loved ones.

			I realized with a shock the voice was coming not from another person but from within my own mind. And then a second, more surreal shock: it was Death’s magic hissing these words to me. I blinked, disbelieving. The idea was so absurd that I could barely believe I’d even thought it. Magic couldn’t talk. And yet…it was. I could feel it. The words and thoughts came from the god’s magic circulating in my veins, animated by a strange sentience of their own.

			The magic drew a picture in my mind, showing me how I could save my village and my family. It would be easy, the magic promised. All I had to do was let it work. The magic of a god was far more powerful than the magic of any mortal. The Northmen would be neutralized. The villagers of Thamir would be safe.

			My stomach lurched. I wanted to save my family, but Death’s magic was proposing a massacre. No, I thought, I can’t. I won’t.

			It is the only way, the magic said.

			I looked at the terrified faces of my family, then back to Kjelborn, staring blindly into a bleak gray world. He was right: we were trapped. And we couldn’t hold off the Northmen forever.

			Find the enemy’s lifelines, the magic ordered.

			Although I had never seen a lifeline before, I obeyed the command, reaching beyond myself into the forest for the Northman lifelines scattered individually and in groups among the trees. Death’s magic highlighted them to me, sparks of life that shivered and shook among the smoke and trees like tiny flames. They were a sea of candles, lighting up the forest. And, I noticed with horror, they had us almost completely surrounded.

			The lifelines were bright and sparkling, except for one, which was blacker than night and seemed to deflect my gaze when I looked at it. It did not belong to a Northman; it was something else entirely. But I didn’t have time to wonder about it. The Northmen were my focus. They were the sword hanging over my family.

			Take them and save the ones you love, Death’s magic said.

			Dazzling as the sparks were, the Northmen’s lives were tethered to our world by only the thinnest of strings. The line between life and death, it seemed, was no thicker than a hair’s breadth. I reached out and, with what felt like no effort at all, cut those strings. All around us, hidden by the smoke and the trees, Northmen soldiers fell silently, limply, to the forest floor, every light snuffed. Dozens of souls had been sent to Death in an instant. I had killed them all.

			Desolate, empty silence filled the air. I dropped to my knees, hands to my mouth. I had never killed anyone before. Now I had killed dozens in an instant. My hands shook. It took everything I had not to retch.

			“Are you all right?” Kjelborn’s voice was too loud in my ears as he crouched next to me, putting his hand on my shoulder. His fingers were like claws, and I shied away from them.

			My body was cold and stiff from using Death’s magic, colder than an Ice Crown winter. I had used much more magic than I’d realized. I couldn’t feel the toes of my right foot. They were encased in ice. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was drier than sawdust.

			Kjelborn had killed dozens, if not hundreds, of enemy soldiers while defending Ilirya, but I wasn’t him. Although fate had chosen me to be a war mage, I had never wanted to kill anyone. The newly made corpses weighed so heavily on me, they bowed my shoulders. I didn’t want this. I had never wanted this.

			Kjelborn raised his head and looked around, his keen brown eyes probing through the smoke as though he could see what lay in the forest beyond. But of course he couldn’t. He couldn’t see the lifeless bodies lying there, destined to turn to dust on the Iliryan side of the border. He looked back at me, and his expression was momentarily sharp with suspicion. “You’ve done something.” It was a statement, not a question. He wrinkled his nose as though smelling sulphurous brimstone. “The reek of Death’s corrosive touch is everywhere. The air is crackling with it. What’s happened?”

			“I…killed them all.”

			“You what?” His eyes bulged in disbelief.

			“The villagers are safe now.”

			My head started to spin. The cold in my body was freezing my limbs. I was turning into a statue of ice. I wanted to rush to the villagers, to see whether my parents and my brother Kyan were there, but I was too weak to move. I couldn’t even lift a single finger.

			The sound of waves lapped against my ears, even though the ocean was hundreds of miles away. Tiny suns danced in front of my eyes. The ground tilted and then raced toward me as I collapsed to the forest floor. Unconsciousness swept over me.

			* * *

			If I didn’t get warm, I would die. I rolled myself tightly into a ball, wrapping my arms around my knees, trying to find heat. Frostbite burned the tips of my fingers and toes. In the Ice Crown, nothing killed faster than the cold. I had to find a way to reheat.

			Then an awful flash of memory: nothing would ever make me warm again. A dead body can’t reheat itself.

			I heard a soft exhalation beside me and froze, trying to recall where I was. The overpowering smell of smoke wafted into my nostrils, strong as a hundred campfires. Wintry, hard ground pushed into my shoulder and hip. These clues jangled inharmoniously with my last memory, which was of standing in the white marble palace of the King of Cats in the Southland capital of Nyara, watching as my friend Asher destroyed the final locus of Dark Magic in our world. I shivered, remembering the sight of the Dark Magic becoming a terrible black cloud that dissipated into the air.

			Oh no. Panic filled my chest, hammering at my ribs. My eyes flew open. The Darkness! I had to stop it before it was too late! I tried to scramble to my feet, but I was stopped by a hand firmly but gently pressing against my chest. Kjelborn was sitting beside me.

			“It’s all right. You’re safe.”

			Kjelborn? I stared at him blankly. What was he doing here, wherever here was? I looked around. We were alone somewhere, surrounded by trees. A forest? I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to remember. Were we practicing magic in the woods? No, that couldn’t be right. We hadn’t done that in months, not since I’d been abducted and brought to Windhall.

			The timeline of the last few months was jumbled in my mind, as though someone had put all the events in a mug and shaken them. I waggled my head, and in a rush, they gathered themselves together in the correct order. Abruptly, I knew where I was. Thamir. The Northmen. Fear squeezed around my chest like a snake, cutting off my breath. “Where is everyone? How many survived? Are my parents alive?” How long had I been unconscious? Had more Northmen come?

			Kjelborn moved his hand to my arm, steadying me. “Relax. Breathe. Everyone survived, including your parents. I sensed the attack before it came and was able to move the villagers away in time and alert the garrison. When the Northmen arrived, they found only empty houses. Aside from a few careless bruises and rolled ankles, everyone is fine.”

			I let out a breath as the snake uncoiled a little. Kjelborn had once told me he could see “threads of destiny,” although he hadn’t explained what that meant. Whatever flashes of the future he had seen, and in whatever way, it had been enough to allow him to save Thamir. Thank the gods.

			His right hand tightened around my bicep, demanding my attention. “What happened in the forest?”

			I ducked my face and rubbed my hands as though I might be able to take away the stain of the blood on them. They trembled at the memory of what I’d done, of the lives I’d taken. I crossed my arms, trapping them against my body. I had saved my family. There was no shame in that. I should be grateful I’d been able to do it. And the Northmen had brought it on themselves by invading. But I couldn’t stop the guilt and the awful feeling at the pit of my stomach.

			“I told you. I killed the Northmen.” I couldn’t meet his eyes as I said it.

			“But how?”

			There was no quick answer to that question. I began to tell him all that had happened to me since our last parting and how I had become Death’s champion. In what felt like a lifetime ago, he had warned me not to make deals with Death. He hadn’t known it was already too late. I hoped he would understand.

			When I finished my recounting, he said, “I see. Death chose you to retrieve the loci of Dark Magic because he can’t interfere in the human world himself, and you are the only human who can come and go between the land of the dead and the land of the living because you are already dead.” His eyes narrowed. “But why are you here now?”

			Unwillingly, my mind flashed to the dozens of Northmen lying dead in the woods, puppets with their strings cut. I had turned Thamir into a graveyard. But this couldn’t be why Lymon had sent me here. He didn’t care about human wars. There had to be something else. Was the Darkness here? Was that the presence I had sensed in the woods?

			I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs, hugging them tightly. I wasn’t dressed to be in the Ice Crown. The cold air passed right through my thin cotton leggings and bit into my thighs. “I don’t know.”

			Kjelborn rubbed the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin. His hands, I noticed, no longer shook the way they once had, although they would always be gnarled by age. He sighed heavily, his thin shoulders rising and falling. “It seems you and I have the same unfortunate habit of appearing right where the danger is greatest. We are the unwilling playthings of destiny.”

			He opened his mouth to say something else, but then he stiffened abruptly. His eyes traveled to a point in the woods somewhere beyond us. His look was so intense, I turned and followed his gaze, but I saw nothing, only the last traces of gray smoke twining themselves around the green trees. “What is it?”

			“Something that does not belong here.” His few words were ominous and full of heavy foreboding.

			“Something from the Darkness.” It was both a statement and a question at once.

			Kjelborn pressed his thin lips together. They were cracked and dry, and a few flakes of white ash still rested on them, as it did in the hair on his head. “I suspect so. It was not here before you arrived, and now it creeps slowly closer.”

			The skin on my arms tingled. I called magic to my hands, staining them bright blue.

			Kjelborn laid his hand against my forearm and shook his head. “I have chased it once already while you were still unconscious, and it only melted away into the woods. Whatever its purpose, for now, it is only to spy.”

			“But—” If it was from the Darkness, I had to stop it.

			“There is no use chasing after it. The time will come eventually. In the meantime, you must go to Friel. As Lymon has told you nothing about how to stop the Darkness, she will know what you must do.”

			“Who?”

			Kjelborn’s sad brown eyes looked deeply into mine. They had seen too much hardship in his long lifetime. “She is one of the god-touched, like me. She is the daughter of Hoven the All-Knowing. She will have the answers you seek.”

			I stared at him, too shocked to speak.

			He snorted, his unexpected amusement incongruous with the mortal seriousness of our conversation. “Did you think I was the only one?”

			After learning about Kjelborn’s divine parentage, it had occurred to me there might be more demigods living in our world, but I had been so totally consumed by my search for the loci I hadn’t had time to revisit the issue. Now a dozen questions flooded my mind. Which god was Kjelborn’s parent? Had they met? How often? Since the gods were prohibited from interfering in the mortal plane, how were there demigods here? How many were there? Did he know them all?

			I settled on the first and most obvious question. “How do the god-touched exist?”

			Kjelborn shrugged. “The gods do not interfere in the societies of men, but that does not mean they are prohibited from all association with humans. Throughout history, a handful of gods have amused themselves with mortal liaisons. The existence of the god-touched is a well-kept secret, one guarded closely by their families. Otherwise imagine the temptation of rulers to seek out the god-touched and use them for their own ends.”

			If the children shared at least some of the qualities of their divine parent, as Kjelborn seemed to have implied about Friel, I could see why. What monarch wouldn’t move mountains to acquire someone able to predict the future? And who knew what other amazing affinities the god-touched might have? I could imagine the race to collect the demigods and demigoddesses as if they were trophies. No wonder the families hid the secret of their existence.

			More questions bubbled into my mind. What did the gods look like? Did they reveal themselves to their human paramours? For how long did they stay in the mortal plane? Did they love their human consorts? What about their half-human children?

			With so many questions, I settled on asking, “How many of the god-touched are in Ilirya?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t think many. I have met some over the years, always by chance. I can sense when I’m in their presence, and they in mine. We are kin of a kind, unique in this world.”

			Abruptly, he rose. He extended his hand to me. “Thamir has burned to cinders. If the villagers are to survive, they will need more than these woods can give them. I’ll send them to Namoreth, then try to find the body of the Northman army and keep watch.”

			His words struck me like a clap of thunder. I had forgotten that the Northmen we’d encountered were only a tiny part of the Northman army. Even now, thousands of enemy soldiers had likely swarmed over the border and were marauding through the Ice Crown, streaming south and east toward the rest of the kingdom. My knees went weak, terrified for my kingdom. “With the Iliryan army still tied down fighting the Southerners, how will Ilirya stop them?”

			Kjelborn’s face darkened, full of grim determination. “We fight until we can fight no more.”

			It wasn’t enough. Who would fight? With what weapons? Thousands of innocent, untrained Iliryans would die if they tried to fight off an invasion, and even then, King’s City would surely fall if the Northmen tried to take it.

			Kjelborn put both hands on my shoulders. When his tattered brown sleeve rode up on his right arm, it revealed the last letter in the faded black ink of his old King’s Regiment tattoo. Death before dishonor. “The Northmen are for me and others to worry about. We’ll do what we can to slow them. As for you, fate has set you to a larger, more dangerous task. Go, find Friel. She lives in Avgaras, at Mirror Lake.”

			I opened my mouth to protest. I couldn’t leave yet. There was still so much to say, so much to do. I hadn’t seen my family since I’d been abducted from my home months ago. What had happened to my parents while I’d been away? I longed to meet my niece too. Surely Lymon wouldn’t begrudge me an hour to see my family.

			Something dark flickered in the corner of my eye. As I turned to look, Kjelborn drew in a sharp breath. In an instant, purple magic flared in his hands. “Go now.”

			His alarm was infectious. My fingers twitched, trying to ball themselves into fists. “Let me—”

			“Go.”

			“Where do I find Friel?”

			“One does not find Friel. Go to Mirror Lake. She will find you.”

			Death’s magic tingled in my veins, a feeling like thousands of bubbles percolating through my blood, and a burst of blinding white light filled the air as I opened a Gate behind me. The problem with using Death’s magic was that it came at a cost. With every Gate I opened, it was drawing the heat from my body. It was killing me. I stepped through. And prayed I would see my family again before Death reclaimed me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Only Hoven knows the future, and he tells no one.”

			– Common proverb of the Uvulu ethnic group, circa 189

			 

			When I stepped out of the Gate, I thought for a moment my eyes were playing tricks on me. Before me, there were two identical worlds. One world, right side up, was a scene of lush emerald mountains with snow-dusted peaks. Above them stretched an endless blue sky. At their feet clustered tall, skinny trees with green pointed tips like spearheads. The other world, upside down, was its mirror image. In this world, the ground was the crystalline cerulean of a flawless sky. Craggy green mountains formed a jagged ceiling above them.

			The two worlds were so perfectly flawless it took me a second to realize the latter was an optical illusion created by a small lake in front of me. Mirror Lake’s water was reflecting everything around it down to the smallest detail. I marveled at how beautiful, how achingly pristine and unspoiled, the landscape was. I knelt down and scooped some of the cold water into my hands. It had likely come from the snow on the mountains. I splashed it over my face.

			“So this is Death’s champion.”

			I spun round at the sound of the voice and pulled magic to my hands, instinctively prepared to fight. In front of me stood a thin young woman with high cheekbones, full lips, and dark red hair that fell in a thick braid down her right shoulder. A spray of brown freckles ran cheek to cheek across the bridge of her nose. Her large, catlike hazel eyes were set off by her matching clothing: a green corset, brown leggings, and a brown leather necklace from which dangled a round metal pendant. Across her forehead stretched an intricately wrought leather chaplet, in the center of which was mounted a large oval malachite stone. She leaned casually on a longbow that reached almost to her shoulder. I could just see the fletching of the arrows she carried in a quiver on her back.

			She smiled, her eyes knowing. “How is the old Sword of Ilirya?”

			I gawked at her, too astonished to speak. “You’re the daughter of Hoven,” I finally managed to say. I could hardly believe I was meeting another demigod, and the daughter of Hoven at that.

			She gave a playful half-bow, her braid swinging with the movement. “Friel, at your service. Welcome, Champion.”

			“Do you know everything?” The words slipped out with a mind of their own, reflecting neither diplomacy nor tact. I winced, my hand flying to cover my mouth.

			She snorted, her smile never faltering. “No. Only Hoven knows all. I’m an oracle. I see mere glimpses of the future, pieces of a puzzle that only he can see in its entirety. I knew you would come, for example, and that Kjelborn would send you but little else.”

			“Oh.” I didn’t know what to say to that.

			She cocked her head. “Although, often I’m able to see more of the future if I’m asked specific questions.”

			Silence fell between us as I absorbed this new information.

			Her thin right eyebrow arched up. “Would you like to ask me a question? Perhaps something about the danger you face?”

			“Oh! Yes!” I blushed, feeling childish and stupid. “How do I stop the Darkness?” It was an inelegant, crude question, but it was the only one that mattered.

			The amusement dropped from Friel’s face, leaving in its place a blank expression. She closed her eyes for a moment, exhaled deeply, and waited. A moment later, she opened them. I imagined in that instant I could see the entire world in them. They were the green of forest moss, the brown of the loam of the earth…and they were full of deep concern.

			She rubbed her left forearm with her right. Her mouth quirked into an unhappy frown. “That which the gods call the Darkness has entered our world through four tears. You must destroy the creatures that have come through and close them. Only once all the Dark monsters have been slain and the holes between the worlds closed will the Darkness be stopped. Nothing Dark can remain in this world. It must be cast out completely and never allowed to return.”

			My heart sank. Four tears? Dark monsters? This was nothing like hunting down the loci of Dark Magic. “How do I do all that?”

			Friel’s eyelids fluttered fast and light as moth wings, her long eyelashes quivering. “First you must gather the Tailor. He is god-touched. Only he can find and sew the tears shut.”

			I stared at her. Another demigod? My acquaintance of demigods had tripled in the space of only a few minutes. I shook my head, trying to focus. “Where do I find him?”

			The ghost of a fond smile curled the corners of her lips. “In Port Bluewater. Bonrin has a shop there along the waterfront. He mends sails for the great ships at port. He will jump at the chance for another adventure after so many years.”

			“What about the monsters?”

			A curtain fell over her face that dimmed even her lustrous eyes. All trace of her smile disappeared. “You will find them in Prann, Nyara, and Menon. The Dark Rider…will be wherever you are.”

			I shifted my weight uneasily. I didn’t like how that last sentence sounded. “How do I fight them?”

			She shook her head, now playing nervously with the pendant on her necklace with long, slim alabaster fingers. “I don’t know. Dark Magic cloaks the future in an impenetrable black cloud. It hides this knowledge from me.” She shook her head ruefully. “Only my father could see through it completely.”

			“Are there many of them, the monsters?” I couldn’t keep the frantic desperation from my voice. I needed to know something. Was I walking into a veritable sea of fanged and clawed monsters? How could I be expected to push back the Darkness without knowing what I would be confronting and how to defeat it?

			Friel’s eyes became pools of deep green. “I’m sorry. I wish I were able to see more at this time. All I can tell you is to beware the Dark Rider. As you try to push back the Darkness, he will seek to stop you. He is the Darkness’s paladin, and he will confront you at every step.”

			The word paladin had no meaning to me. It might as well have been another language. “What’s a paladin?”

			“He is your mirror image. As you are Death’s champion in the mortal realm, tasked with stopping the Darkness, he is the champion of the Darkness, tasked to ensure it succeeds. He exists because you exist.”

			I wrinkled my nose. Her answer wasn’t any clearer. Releasing the tension in my face with a sigh, I rubbed my eyebrows with the tips of my fingers. It didn’t matter. Whatever lay before me, I had to confront it. In the end, only one thing mattered. “Can the Darkness be stopped?”

			Friel drew her thin, arched red eyebrows together, creating a deep furrow between them. Slowly, she shook her head, her braid brushing against the top of her bodice. “I… don’t know.”

			“Look again,” I begged. “Please. What do you see? Anything would be helpful.”

			The muscles of her jaw twitched as she grimaced and looked away. A bird chirped, its call echoing over the water, breaking the terrible silence forming between us. With a curt nod, she closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest. When she spoke, her voice was deep and full of sorrow.

			“I see death. Chaos. Despair. The Dark monsters that have come through the tears already are nothing compared to what waits on the other side. Dark armies are massing to invade the mortal plane. Only a few days remain before the Darkness will break completely through the veil into this world.”

			A chill almost as cold as the aftereffects of Death’s magic ran through my body. I had known the situation was dire, but watching the blood drain from the oracle’s face brought home how real the threat was. I had only days to stop the annihilation of our world, with no guarantee I would succeed.

			This flush of trepidation was almost immediately followed by a burst of broiling anger. If the world was in such mortal danger, let someone else save it! Hadn’t I done enough stopping the One God and trying to remove all the loci of Dark Magic from the mortal plane? I wasn’t a Great Mage. I was a marginal mage at best. I hadn’t even graduated from Windhall yet. Why did the future of our world rest with me? All I wanted was to be back at school, the other half of my soul, Lyse, tucked safely in my arms. I wanted to spend whatever time I had left in the land of the living with her, not facing down an enemy that made even the gods tremble.

			“Why can’t the gods help?” My voice vibrated with fury. “Surely they could break the prohibition on interference in the mortal plane just once and force the Darkness back themselves. Or they could rally the armies of the mortal plane to confront the Darkness.”

			There was pity in Friel’s eyes. Her face softened. “I don’t know the rules that govern the gods, only their consequences. But because the gods cannot help you, I will do what I can.”

			My heart was so sick with dread and anger and despair I barely heard her. I was charging blindly into battle with no clue but to find the demigod Bonrin. But I didn’t have a choice. I had to push back the Darkness to keep Lyse safe. I couldn’t do the one without doing the other; they were inextricably entwined.

			To keep myself focused, I dug my fingernails into my palms and enumerated what I needed to do. Find the god-touched Tailor in Port Bluewater. Close the tears in Prann, Nyara, Menon, and… Wait. Friel had only mentioned three locations. “Where is the fourth tear?”

			She lifted her chin. “Not now. When the time comes to close the fourth tear, you will know.”

			I frowned. It was a strangely cryptic thing to say, but I sensed there was no use pressing her. I had one last question, the one that mattered most to me. “Will Lyse…be all right?” I would save the world or I would fail, but I had to know that if I succeeded, Lyse would be waiting for me at the end of it. Otherwise none of it mattered. I couldn’t save the world just to lose her.

			When Friel closed her eyes, it was barely longer than a blink. “So long as the Darkness does not win, it will be possible to keep her from harm.”

			I didn’t miss that her words were carefully chosen. Lyse’s safety depended on me keeping her away from danger. I nodded, grimly determined. I would protect her with every fiber of my being.

			Friel tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Go now. There is nothing more I can tell you. May you have the strength to do what must be done.”

			I opened a Gate behind me and stepped through. Tomorrow I would save the world. Tonight I had other plans.

			* * *

			The sun was only beginning to set over Windhall’s campus when I stepped out of the Gate, so I lingered in the orchard, stretched out on my back on the branch of my favorite apple tree, until the glowing orange ball disappeared completely beneath the horizon. I waited even longer for the sky’s last reckless splashes of purple and blue to yield to the concealing black of night. It took that long for the freezing chill of Death’s magic to finally seep back out of my skin and dissolve into the night air. Each time I created a Gate, it took longer for the iciness to dissipate. Already, I was much cooler to the touch than a living body should be, and it took all my skill and cleverness to keep Lyse from noticing.

			I had never intended to keep any secrets from her, but now there were some she couldn’t know. My death was one. My indentured servitude to Death was another. Now I had a new one: the battle I was about to fight to save our world.

			When all that remained to observe me were stars and fireflies, I crept across Windhall’s broad green and into the dorm. I could still remember the first time Lyse brought me there, to her room. Second floor, third door on the right. How many lifetimes ago had that been? At the time, I had believed I was an orphan, the lone surviving refugee of a village sacked by the Northmen. Now part of that lie had finally come to pass in reality: Thamir lay in ashes. At least my parents had survived. I held that spark of hope close to my chest. Despite the Northman invasion, they were still in the land of the living.

			I eased open the door to Lyse’s room and slipped through, taking care to move silently as a hare. Lyse was sleeping with her face turned toward the wall, her long brown hair spread on the pillow like spilled coffee. Her shoulders rose and fell gently under their white night shirt. As it always did, my heart thrilled to see her. Here was the light of my life, the other half of my soul—my everything. No day went by when I wasn’t grateful she was part of my life.

			Feeling hadn’t returned to the toes of my right foot since I had used Death’s magic in Thamir. As I slipped off my boots and climbed onto the small, narrow bed, I prevented the foot from touching her so she wouldn’t feel the coldness in it and tried my best not to disturb her. Wriggling close, I curled around her sleeping body, wrapping my arm tightly around her chest and pressing my own chest to her back. She was soft and warm and smelled, as she always did, softly of cinnamon. Her hair tickled my nose, and I rubbed it against the nape of her neck.

			She shifted. For a moment, I thought she would go back to sleep, but she rolled her body to face me, her eyes scanning my face.

			I ducked my head. When I first began using Death’s magic, the effects had been minimal. In addition to the cold that infused my body after creating Gates, the irises of my eyes had developed a milky tinge. In the last few days, however, these effects had begun to compound. When I’d caught a glimpse of myself in Mirror Lake, I saw a veil of white had almost completely covered my eyes, as though I were going blind. Thankfully there was little moonlight to illuminate the room. With luck, Lyse wouldn’t notice.

			Lyse reached out her left hand, and my cheek tingled where she stroked it. “Where have you been?” Her voice was fuzzy with sleep.

			“Here and there.” I kept my voice low and smiled so she would feel my face move under her fingertips. I turned my face to kiss them. “Now go back to sleep.”

			She did not.

			“Kaylara said you weren’t in class today. Cayleth didn’t see you either. Where do you go when you disappear?”

			I recognized the unhappiness, accusation, and hurt that colored her words, and I winced. This wasn’t the first time she’d asked me. My disappearances from campus on Death’s errands were a kind of betrayal to her. We were supposed to tell each other everything, but both of us knew I was hiding something. Even so, I couldn’t explain working for Death without also revealing that I myself was dead.

			And so these dodged questions were quickly driving a wedge between us. I would rather have sliced my soul into a thousand pieces than hurt her, but I had worked too hard to keep her—and all my friends at Windhall—from finding out about my death. Why let Lyse worry over something she couldn’t change? As far as she knew, I had survived when Raelan had warged her and used her to stab me in the garden of King Hap’s castle. She didn’t need the truth nor the details of my errands for Lymon.

			And now, more than ever, keeping my secrets from her was the key to keeping her safe. If I told her the difficult, perhaps impossible, task that lay before me, she would demand to come with me, and I couldn’t allow that. I needed her here at Windhall where she would be out of harm’s way. If I had to lie to her to make that happen, so be it.

			I kissed her palm. “I was in the orchard.”

			She shifted her body away from me. A void opened between us. “So you won’t tell me.”

			The disappointment in her voice was the fiery sting of alcohol on an open wound, and I absorbed it without protest as the just reward for my duplicity. Still, I didn’t want to fight. I wanted her near me, our bodies melted into each other. I shimmied closer and nuzzled my face into the space between her shoulder and jaw. “I was in the apple orchard, but there were no apples to bring you to prove it.” It was technically the truth, although a partial one.

			Lyse let out a soft breath, quietly dissatisfied, and I was glad I couldn’t see her face. “You can tell me where you go and what you do. I won’t judge you.” Her hands stroked my hair, smooth and gentle. “Whatever it is, you don’t have to go through it alone. You have friends here. Let us help you carry whatever burden that’s on your shoulders.”

			No. I had to fight to keep my body from stiffening. I had involved my friends in my activities once, and even then, it had been more of a risk than I should have ever taken. As Lyse, Kaylara, Pavo, and I had fought our way through the castle, taking on two full war mages before finally confronting Raelan, it had been a miracle I’d been the only one killed. Now the danger was infinitely worse. This time, I wouldn’t let any of them get close enough to be hurt. Protecting them mattered more than anything.

			“I know it’s been difficult for you. There’s been so much to recover from,” Lyse continued.

			If only she knew. She thought everything had ended the moment Kjelborn killed the One God, but for me, that had only been the beginning. Today alone I’d seen the Southerner king, the King of Cats, dissolve into nothingness and my village burn to the ground. I’d killed dozens of Northmen and spoken to the daughter of Hoven. Tomorrow I would find a demigod and try to stop the total destruction of the mortal world. I clutched her tighter. I couldn’t control the future, but I could control what was happening here, now, and the feeling of her body alongside mine.

			Lyse was silent for several minutes, although she continued to stroke my hair. Then, in an unexpectedly shy, uncertain voice, she said, “We could get away from King’s City and go to Rath for a week. You could meet my family.”

			A week. The mortal plane didn’t have a week before the Darkness broke through and consumed it. I squirmed. All of a sudden, the blanket was too hot. I kicked it off my feet, leaving the bare skin exposed. “Let’s talk about it later.”

			The relaxation of Lyse’s muscles and the way her fingers froze against my scalp signaled clearly her dismay. She made to roll away from me and back toward the wall, but I tensed my arm around her, stopping her. I didn’t care about saving the world. I cared about saving her. And I would do whatever it took to keep her safe.

			“Things will get better,” I whispered. “I promise. Soon.”

			She stilled and stopped trying to move away. After a moment, she tugged at my tunic. “Take this off. You smell like you’ve been standing next to a bonfire all day.”

			Fire. Thamir. My home. Every trace of the world in which I’d grown up was burned to the ground. I didn’t even know for sure whether my brother Kyan had survived. I wanted to mourn for my village, but it would have to be in silence. I couldn’t tell her or else I’d have to explain why and how I’d been there. I bit my tongue, feeling a swell of loneliness. It was hard not to share my worry and fears with Lyse. My friends and family were still at risk. They could be crushed by the main part of the Northman army as it passed through the Ice Crown. And I would be far away, fighting an enemy strong enough to challenge even the gods.

			I eased off the bed and stripped, dropping my black tunic and leggings to the floor. My shoulders and arms ached from the tension I carried in them. I picked ash out from under my fingernails and shook it from my hair. I longed for a hot bath to wash away the soot that was ground into every crease and fold of my body and to ease the knots in my muscles, but it would have to wait.

			While I undressed, Lyse rolled back to face the wall. When I crawled in next to her, I nestled close, fitting our bodies together perfectly. Unbidden, I saw Friel’s bloodless face as she described the chaos and destruction of the Darkness. It didn’t matter that the odds seemed insurmountable. I had to find a way. For Lyse, for my family, for our friends, for Kjelborn. No matter how impossible the battle, I would fight for them.

			“You’re so cold.” Lyse wriggled away from me a little when my bare skin met hers.

			I closed the newly opened gap between us, unwilling to lose contact for even a moment. “It’s chilly outside. Share some of your warmth.”

			Lyse didn’t protest when I wrapped my arm around her again. On the contrary, she snuggled closer, covering my hand with her own. She was silent for so long and her breath so even I thought she had fallen asleep, but finally she said, “King’s City is safe again, Aeryn. You don’t have to worry anymore. The Dark Mages are all gone.”

			I wished she were right. I hoped she would never find out how utterly, impossibly wrong she was. I rubbed my forehead into her neck. “I know.” Then, after a beat, I said, “I love you.”

			“I love you too.” The words were slurred. Lyse was already falling back asleep.

			I rose long before dawn to slip out of Lyse’s room. She would be saddened to wake alone, I knew, but it was better to sneak away like a thief than risk her noticing my dying eyes in the clarifying morning light. I made my way to my room downstairs, where I changed into a clean pair of black leggings and a faded blue tunic, then crept out of the dorm and to the armory. If I was going to take on Dark monsters, I needed to be ready to fight.

			I selected a chain mail tunic with dragon scale at the shoulders and an arming sword. Although heavy armor was always tempting, it was cumbersome, and I preferred agility and mobility to dressing like a turtle. At the last moment, I grabbed a knife. It was a simple one with a round pommel stamped with Windhall’s crest, a lion rampant. If I’d learned one thing since leaving Thamir, it was that knives could be deadlier than magic. Maybe they would work on Dark monsters too.

			The day was bright and cloudless. Nothing stirred in the quiet campus, not even birds. It was as though time had frozen at Windhall, protecting it from the danger howling at the door of the world. I opened a Gate to Port Bluewater. It was time to find the Tailor.

			* * *

			The Gate deposited me in an empty alley a block from the wall that ringed the harbor. I quickly walked to the main street that overlooked the wall and approached the first person I saw. It was a young sailor. He had a heavy blue sack slung over his shoulder that matched the fabric of his breeches and jerkin. I caught his eye and waved.

			“Excuse me, I’m looking for Bonrin the Tailor. Do you know where he lives?”

			The young man looked at me through narrowed eyes. For a moment, I thought he might not help at all. Then he said, “Third house on the right from the tower. That’s where he’ll be.”

			I thanked him, and he moved on.

			Port Bluewater was one of Ilirya’s oldest and most beautiful cities. Built of light brown stone and red tile roofs, its famous harbor was a kaleidoscope of exotic blues and greens. In the shallows, where tenders and small coastal craft bobbed merrily at anchor, the water was a translucent turquoise. Further out, where the galleons and deepwater vessels floated like sleeping ducks on the water, the sea was a blue darker than the bluest afternoon sky. I took only the briefest moment to stare at it before continuing my search for the Tailor. Who knew if I would ever come to the city again?

			The tower was easy to identify among the buildings that lined the harbor. Squat with narrow windows, it was two or more stories taller than all the houses around it. I made my way to it, then counted the doors to the third house on its right. All the houses in this part of the city looked identical: small boxes with roofs like red clay and a single square window. I knocked on the door of the one that allegedly belonged to the demigod Bonrin. No answer. I knocked again, louder this time. What if Bonrin wasn’t home? Or was home but wouldn’t answer?

			As I pondered those questions, the door, its pale green paint flaking at the edges, creaked open with the scream of unoiled hinges. At first, I saw nothing and wondered if my knocking had somehow opened the door on its own. Then a voice demanded, “Well? What do you want so bloody early in the morning?”

			My eyes were drawn down. The gruff voice belonged to a man standing on the other side of the door, barely taller than my waist. He looked at me impatiently, his bushy blond eyebrows drawn over his bright blue eyes—the hairs were so long some of them curled at the tip—and his hands on his hips. The extremely fine hair of his head, parted down the center and tied below his ears with red ribbons, was the same flaxen color.

			“If you’ve got a sail that needs repairing, bring it back at a decent hour. The ship won’t sink before then.” There was an annoyed grouch to his voice.

			I gaped at him without meaning to. “Are you…Bonrin the Tailor?”

			“Eh?” He scoffed, a phlegmy sound caught in his throat. “Nobody calls me that. Bonrin the Sailmaker, aye, that’d be me.” He cocked his head, his eyes squinting up at me. “Well, what is it? You’ve not got the look of a sailor about you. Soldier?”

			“No, I’m… Friel sent me. I need your help.”

			Bonrin’s face brightened. He stood taller, and the ribbons swept across his shoulders. “Friel you say? The oracle herself?” He leaned out the door and looked around the street to make sure no one had seen us. “Come in, come in. Shut the door behind you.”

			He disappeared into his house, trundling down the hall on bowed legs like an anchored ship on rolling waves. I followed behind, noting his baggy blue pants, patched white shirt, and tan belt stocked with tools and pouches. Who was his divine parent? Was it Wavro, the goddess of winds? Gridevoll, master of the seas?

			Bonrin led me into a small parlor. Much of the floor was covered in piles of sails that rose halfway to the ceiling. The fabric was everywhere, scattered carelessly without any evident order. Bonrin kicked a sail aside with his foot and jumped onto a stuffed purple velvet chair. His short legs stuck straight out in front of him, revealing long black shoes that ended in points. He wore mismatched socks, one red, one white. Although there was a matching chair across from him, it had already been taken by a bunch of sails thrown together in a disorganized pile.

			He wriggled deeper into the seat, making himself comfortable. “I haven’t seen the oracle in at least a decade, not since she was a sapling. You know, I once had to smuggle her out of—” He stopped abruptly, checking himself. “Well, anyway. A friend of Friel’s is a friend of mine. Although…” He squinted at me. “You’re not one of us.”

			“My name is Aeryn, and I’m…here on behalf of Death.”

			The nostrils of his snub nose flared, and his eyes hardened suspiciously. “Go on. What’s Death’s business here in the mortal world?”

			It seemed Kjelborn wasn’t the only one who didn’t like Death. I twisted my fingers together. If I couldn’t convince Bonrin to accompany me, all was lost. I definitely couldn’t mend the tears myself. He had to come.

			“There are four tears in the veil between the mortal and divine plane, caused by the release of Dark Magic. Friel said you’re the only one who can sew them closed before terrible monsters come through, seeking to destroy the mortal plane.”

			Bonrin stared at me for a long minute, absorbing my words. He chewed on a thumbnail. “I heard the tears when they happened yesterday. But I didn’t know what it meant.”

			He had heard the fabric of our world tearing?

			“Will you come? Can you fix them?”

			Bonrin raised his pointed chin, his broad chest puffing out. “Bonrin the Sailmaker can sew anything. Aye, even the fabric between worlds.”

			He bounced off his chair and walked to the fireplace, weaving expertly through the sails without stepping on any of them. Standing on his toes, he just managed to lift from the white mantle a small red wooden box, from which he withdrew a needle the length of his hand. It seemed to glow, catching all the light in the room and reflecting it back with a brilliant shine. He brandished it with a proud flourish. “My mother gave me this needle. I’ve been saving it for something better than sail canvas.”

			I had a flash of understanding. His mother must be Zin, the goddess of cloth. That was why he mended sails and why Friel had called him the Tailor. It was also why he was the only person in the mortal plane who could mend the veil.

			He tucked the needle into a pouch at his waist and then rubbed his meaty hands together. “All right then, let’s go sew up these holes, eh? Do you know where they are?”

			“The first one is in Prann,” I said, choosing them in the order Friel had said them.

			Bonrin hoisted up his pants, which had started to sag. “Prann the capital of Prabst? It will take us days to get there.” He gave a long, theatrical sigh full of feigned suffering. “All right, give me some time to pack a rucksack. I don’t suppose you have a wagon outside the city, do you? Or we will be hoofing it.”

			Abruptly, I realized the problem of our travel. We didn’t have months to journey from one tear to another. The Darkness would have long since swallowed the world. My mind churned. Friel wouldn’t have sent me to collect Bonrin if there wasn’t a faster way to get to them.

			“I…can create Gates.” I considered Lymon’s warning about the danger to humans. Bonrin was only half human. Would that keep him safe?

			Bonrin snapped his fingers happily. “That’ll do just fine!”

			I shifted my weight uneasily. “It may be dangerous. I’ve never brought anyone through a Gate.”

			He shrugged. “I’m sure it will be fine. We god-touched are a hearty breed.”

			I put my hands on my belt and adjusted it nervously, dreading what was to come next. He might refuse to go once I told him. “That’s not the only danger. To close the tear, Friel says we’ll have to fight some…monsters.”

			It turned out Bonrin’s eyebrows could go even higher. But when he spoke, there was no fear in his voice. He glanced significantly at my sword. “I assume that’s why you’re here. You fight, I mend.”

			“Oh.” I didn’t know how to respond to his undamped enthusiasm. In his place, I would certainly have thought twice. But at least he hadn’t dug in and demanded to be left at home. “Shall we go then?”

			Bonrin nodded. “Aye, let’s go. I want to feel the veil of the world between my fingers.” His voice was full of relish, and he almost bounced on the balls of his feet in excitement. Of the two of us, he was certainly more excited to go than I was.

			I opened a Gate behind me, automatically closing my eyes as the white light burst out of it. Bonrin squealed, taken by surprise. I reached for his large, fleshy hand. He kept his eyes squeezed tightly shut, but he didn’t resist when I pulled him through the Gate with me. When he opened them, we were in Prann.

			He blinked in the unexpected sunlight. “Oh. So this is it then? Prann? I’ve never been.”

			I’d never been either, so I had no idea where we were in the city. I looked around. The cobblestoned street, worn smooth by thousands of feet, was surrounded by narrow houses. The street and the houses were the same drab gray. Whereas Port Bluewater had been light and airy, Prann was surprisingly dark and depressing.

			Bonrin hoisted up his belt again, giving it an extra yank for good measure. “All right then. Let’s go find this tear, shall we?”

			I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering from the magic I’d used to create the Gate. It made my teeth chatter. “How do we find it?” What did a tear in the veil between the worlds even look like?

			Bonrin’s impatient tone suggested the answer was obvious. “Bonrin can find any tear.”

			He set off in front of me, walking quickly through Prann’s streets, taking two steps for every one of mine. His head swiveled back and forth as he went, presumably using his divine gift to find the tear’s location. Almost immediately, however, I noticed something unusual: nothing moved in Prann. Not a single person stood on its drab streets. No passersby, no merchants, no laborers walked from one place to another. There wasn’t so much as a stray cat or a scurrying rat to be found. Even the air was still.

			The hair on my arms stood up. This was wrong. Prann was the provincial capital of Prabst. The city should have been bustling with life, a smaller version of King’s City. Where were the people?

			Something turned the corner in front of us. I grabbed Bonrin’s shoulder to stop him.

			He stopped in midstride.

			“What is…?” I had trouble pushing the words out. “…that?”

			At the sight of the thing in front of us, all the air seemed to have been pulled out of my body. The blood in my veins congealed and refused to flow. Inside my chest, my heart vibrated with terror.

			The figure wore a billowing, long black robe whose hood covered its face, a shadow so dark it swallowed all trace of what lay inside. Where its hands should have been were instead the fragile creamy white bones of a skeleton. A swirling cloud of black smoke collected all around the figure. When it moved, it floated rather than walked.

			My heart beat double time. Flee, my mind screamed. Get away while you can. My fingers dug into Bonrin’s shoulder so deeply it must have hurt him, but he didn’t move to escape them.

			“Oh no,” he whispered. “It’s a wraith.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Golem: a non-living, animated being created by a golem mage. Golems can be made of almost any element and operate independently of their creator. Unlike their relative the klant, some golems have been known to last for decades.”

			– A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			 

			The wraith—whatever a wraith was—drifted toward us. It exuded an indescribable malice that battered at us palpably like a relentless, piercing wind. The sky darkened, casting the world around us in shadow, as somber as twilight. I glanced up to see if clouds had rolled across the sun but found I couldn’t see the sun at all. What had been early morning a second ago had now turned dark as twilight. The sun was lost behind the curtain of false night. I shivered as the air chilled and took a step backward.

			Notes of sorrow and doom saturated the air, played by invisible, inhuman instruments. Whispers of dozens of voices wailing, full of agony, tickled my ears. The future loomed before me as an endless ocean of despair and tragedy. Flee. Flee. Flee. The words pulsed in my veins. My feet itched to run.

			Although the magic was subtle, I could still feel the spark of it around me. I struggled to control my mindless fear. This was an illusion, I told myself, not truth. I called my magic to my hands, preparing to attack if the wraith got too close but praying it wouldn’t. At the same time, I asked Bonrin, “What is a wraith?”

			“Something that doesn’t belong in the mortal world.” His voice was tight and anxious. The pink had drained out of his face like water out of a basin. Even the bright blue of his eyes was muted and pale.

			One of Friel’s Dark monsters. It must be. My legs trembled. Everything within me, heart and mind alike, told me we should get away from it. The feeling was overwhelming. It was everything I could do not to immediately turn and take to my heels.

			Bonrin shot me a quick glance. “What’s your plan? Reckon you’ve got a way to fight this thing.”

			Fight it? Hardly! I wanted to get far away from it. I wanted to put miles between us, even entire cities if I could.

			I briefly considered Gating us somewhere else in the city to escape, but then we’d be back at square one looking for the tear. We needed to stay at least somewhere close so Bonrin could pick up the trail again. And as much as I found the idea overwhelming, I had to find a way to deal with the creature eventually anyway. Friel had said I couldn’t allow it to remain in our world.

			I took a few more steps back, trying to buy distance. “I think we should avoid it.”

			“Works for me.”

			We took off at a run down the narrow alley to our left, not knowing where we were going but determined to leave the wraith behind. The unfamiliar city was a maze, full of streets and alleys that zigzagged in every direction. We took several random turns as we fled, determined to lose the wraith but still trying to remain close to where we’d started. Everywhere we went, the city was lifeless. If all the residents of a place could be made to disappear with the snap of two fingers, this is how I imagined it would look.

			When the sun came out again and the oppressive feeling of malevolence and hatred lifted, I felt certain we had escaped. We stopped to catch our breath outside a bakery. Yesterday’s round brown loaves hung in wicker baskets strung from the ceiling, and I resisted the urge to take one. I hadn’t had breakfast. I was hungry.

			As Bonrin gasped and wheezed, hands on his knees, I looked for the baker. At this time of morning, there should have been fresh loaves rising and the delightful smell of baking bread in the air. But the oven was cold, the bakery just as deserted as the rest of the city.

			The aura of desolation lingered here too. My skin prickled. “Where is everyone?”

			Bonrin pulled up his pants—it was a miracle they hadn’t fallen during our mad dash through the city—and wrinkled his snub nose. “It’s the wraiths. They’ve sucked the life out of the city. Everything they touch shrivels, full of despair, and dies.”

			“Wraiths?” We had seen only one creature. Why did he assume there were more?

			He looked around suspiciously. “Where there’s one wraith, there will be more. There’s never just one.” He spat on the ground to emphasize his point and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

			I was at a loss. “But what are they?”

			He shuddered. “They’re what happens when something other than Death tries to pull a shade back from the Eternal Realms. It’s only happened one other time in Ilirya’s history. Although it’s been mostly forgotten now, a few cities were lost before the creatures were finally destroyed.”

			I leaned forward, hopeful. “How did they do it?”

			Bonrin shrugged. “It was a thousand years ago. That part didn’t make it into the ballad.”

			I gritted my teeth, holding back my frustration. It wasn’t Bonrin’s fault a song didn’t offer explicit instructions on how to defeat monsters. I motioned toward an alley to our right. “Let’s go.” The sooner we found the tear, the sooner we could leave. I didn’t want to spend a minute longer than necessary in this unsettling city.

			Both of us on our guard, we crept through the abandoned streets slowly, checking around each corner and behind every fountain and wagon for lurking wraiths. Wherever they had gone, however, it was well away from us. We saw no more.

			After hours of walking and what felt like our fourth lap of the city, Bonrin finally stopped and held up his hand. His snub nose twitched like a rabbit’s. “Here. The tear is here.”

			I looked around. We could have been anywhere in the city, as far as I could tell. Every block looked like the one before, and nothing I could see looked like a tear – only more of the city’s endless gray. I scratched my head. “Are you sure?”

			Bonrin looked as though I had questioned the very foundation of his being. His chin retracted into his neck and his nostrils flared. He looked like an insulted parakeet. “Of course I’m sure! Bonrin can see the tear in the fabric of the world as clear as the nose on your face.”

			He got down on his hands and knees and ran his right hand along the cobblestones in front of us. To my astonishment, where his hand passed, what should have been solid, unyielding stone rippled and danced like the surface of a stream. For a second, a silver line the length of his forearm glimmered against the gray stone. The tear!

			Bonrin stood up and dusted off his knees. Then he grabbed the tips of the flaxen hair draped over his right shoulder and began to chew them, making a humming sound. “Now that we know where it is, we’ll need thread.”

			I gaped at him. “Thread? Didn’t you bring some?” I looked at the bulging pouches on his belt. There were only two things needed to mend a tear. How had he forgotten one of them?

			He put his hands on his hips, furrowing his eyebrows into a single bushy line like a woolly caterpillar. “This is a tear in the veil between the worlds. You can’t just go about sewing it up with any old thread.”

			“Well, what do you use?” I didn’t bother mentioning that if we needed thread, he should have brought it from the beginning. It was a little late now.

			“It will have to be a very special thread.” He pronounced the words with pompous gravity, as though announcing the new chancellor of Windhall University.

			I ground my teeth together so hard it made my head hurt. I didn’t have time to slowly tease the answer out of him. The wraiths could appear at any moment. “Fine, and where is this special thread?”

			Bonrin nodded to himself, reminding me once more of a parrot. “The Cloud Palace.” He said the place name as though I should know it.

			I stared at him blankly. “Where is that?”

			He sucked on his front teeth for a moment, rocking back and forth on his heels, and looked away. “You’re not going to like it.”

			Why not? Where could it possibly be?

			“It belongs to the Empress of the North.”

			“It’s in the Northlands?” The words burst out of me in a geyser of disbelief. “Bonrin, you can’t be serious.”

			He crossed his arms over his round stomach, face mulishly stubborn. “Don’t worry. She never visits it.”

			“But her palace? We’re at war with the Northmen.”

			He uncrossed his arms and gestured animatedly at the tear, a flurry of motion. “It’s the only way to close the tears. There’s a Great Mage who can spin clouds into indestructible thread. She’s kept locked away in the Cloud Palace, and her thread is used exclusively for the empress’s clothing. That thread is the only thing strong enough to hold together the veil between the two worlds. We have to steal some of it.”

			Steal because of course the Northmen wouldn’t turn over their prized thread to two Iliryans just days after launching an invasion of Ilirya. I bit my lip, considering. Well, this wouldn’t be the first enemy castle into which I’d Gated. Although it now felt like years ago, it was only yesterday I’d tried to take the Death Stone from the King of Cats. I supposed if I could Gate into his palace in the Southlands, I could do the same to that of the Empress in the North. If all Bonrin and I had to do was Gate there, snatch the thread, and leave, it might be doable. That is, if everything went in our favor. And the castle guard was sleeping.

			But the prospect of such a high-stakes heist made me anxious. Too many things could go wrong. The castle could be too heavily guarded for us to reach the thread. Bonrin could be killed in the attempt, or we could be captured.

			I pinched the bridge of my nose and squeezed my eyes shut. “You’re certain this is the only thread that will work?”

			“I had to feel the tear to be sure, but aye, it is.”

			“How do you even know about this thread?” It didn’t seem like the sort of information the Northmen would spread around freely, and certainly not in Ilirya.

			Bonrin smiled so broadly I could count every one of his big white teeth. His chest puffed. “Word of a mage who can spin thread from clouds is hard to keep a secret, even if that mage is in another kingdom locked far away in a castle. I tried to sneak into the palace once, many years ago. I wanted to see her work for myself. Feel her thread in my own fingers, you know.” Those same fingers, thick and short as sausages, twitched as though he was rubbing the very thread between his thumb and forefinger. He gave a sheepish grimace. “I was caught trying to scale the walls.”

			I briefly had an image of Bonrin, rope looped over his shoulder, ascending horizontally up a stone wall with no more difficulty than if he were climbing a mountain.

			“But you’re Iliryan! How did you even get close to the castle?” It was one thing to Gate into enemy territory for a few minutes and leave. It was another to cross the border, hike through hundreds of miles of unfriendly terrain, and try to break into an enemy castle. And Bonrin didn’t exactly blend in.

			Bonrin chuckled. “A pannier, a horse, and a blanket,” he said somewhat cryptically.

			“What happened when they caught you?”

			His proud smile crinkled his eyes into slits. “I escaped.”

			One day, I hoped to hear the full story. Clearly, it was no ordinary tale. But at the moment, we had to find a more effective way in and out of the palace. I tapped my foot against the cobblestones, thinking aloud. “We’ll Gate into the palace, grab the thread, and Gate out. It will be so fast the guards won’t be able to catch us.”

			Bonrin shook his head, making the two tails of his hair sway like shimmying dancers. “If only it were that easy. The palace has magic wards like King’s City. Once we come through a Gate, they’ll wake the two ice golems that protect the palace. Then we’ll have them to fight too.”

			Ice golems? My mind searched back for the day when Raelan had explained the difference between klants and golems in class. Both were animated elemental figures that were almost impossible to stop, short of killing their mage creators. The difference was a klant was like a giant puppet, controlled by a mage who had to keep it in view at all times, while a golem, on the other hand, wasn’t physically tethered to the mage that created it. It had just enough consciousness that it could operate independently, sometimes miles away from its mage.

			I waved a hand, dismissing Bonrin’s concerns. “If you know where the thread is kept, we can Gate into the room and bypass them. We won’t even see them.”

			He gave me a baleful look. “Ah, no. Remember, I never got past the walls. The palace is very small, but I’ll still have to search for it. In the meantime, I’ll be needing you to keep the golems and the soldiers occupied.”

			Golems and soldiers and an enemy castle. I closed my eyes, fighting back frustration. Every task led to yet more complications. Every step I took brought me deeper into danger. I took a breath and forced myself to relax. We could do this. We would do this.

			“Just find the thread. I’ll handle the rest.”

			* * *

			We exited the Gate into the middle of a large square courtyard. Snow drifted around us, pushed by a light mountain wind that piled it into deep drifts in the corners. If I hadn’t already been chilled to the bone after creating the Gate, I would have shivered in the freezing air. Wherever we were in the North, we were clearly at a high altitude. Bonrin grunted and immediately rubbed his hands together, blowing on them to warm them. Red spots blossomed on his cheeks as his eyes pricked with tears.

			I searched for signs of danger. On either side of us were small one-storey buildings that might have housed anything from servants to guards. They had swaybacked, green tiled roofs, and behind them was a tall wall, perhaps the very one Bonrin had been caught scaling. Directly in front of us, at the top of a short staircase, was a bigger building. Tall, rectangular pillars enclosed a recessed inner sanctum. The roof of the square, multi-tiered tower was lost in the low hanging clouds. I guessed if the empress ever visited, that was where she stayed, but by Iliryan standards, it was a modest building, more of a royal retreat than a castle.

			I rubbed my palms against my legs to generate some warmth. The silence around us made me uneasy. There was no sign of life anywhere—no people walking around, no guards protecting the sanctum, no tracks in the snow, no laundry hanging from lines. Had the palace been abandoned in the years since Bonrin’s failed escapade? If so, how would we ever find the thread we needed?

			A fast-moving cloud passed through the courtyard, hiding the palace behind a thick white mist. I turned to Bonrin. “Are you sure—” The cloud thinned, and my words caught in my throat.

			Ice cracked and shifted as something underneath it came to life. Huge sheaves fell to the ground and shattered into shards against the stone. My heart skipped a beat. Seated on either side of the stairs were two giant statues carved of ice. And they were moving.

			“Those would be the golems.” Bonrin’s voice was unexpectedly light and unconcerned. He was barely looking at them. His attention was reserved for the buildings around us. “Remember, keep them busy until I can find the thread.”

			Then he was gone. He took off at a run across the courtyard, his legs pumping as he dashed for the building closest to us on the right. He held up his pants with both hands, his flaxen hair waving behind him like a pennant.

			Dismay crackled across my skin. Keep them busy? I looked back at the creatures. As statues, they had been unremarkable: two bears rampant, part of the empress’s sigil. But now, somehow, the golems had doubled to twice their size. Their new form was humanoid but eyeless and lanky, with long arms that reached to their knees and ended in sharp fingers like icicles. As they uncurled to stand, they were three times my height. They were made of pale blue ice and must have been extremely heavy because, when they stepped toward me, the ground trembled ever so slightly. One blow from their fist or foot would crush all the bones in my body.

			I called my magic to my hands. Familiar heat built in my palms, temporarily chasing away the mountain chill. The golems were made of ice. Perhaps I could melt them.

			I unleashed an exploratory burst of mage fire and watched to see what would happen. The sizzling magic smashed into the chest of the nearest golem…and dissolved without any evident effect. Sparks of blue shimmered to the ground and disappeared. The golem didn’t so much as flinch. It advanced toward me across the square with long, determined strides.

			I tried sending out a larger volley, a jet of crackling fire so intense it made my blue tunic smoke at the wrist. The magic crashed against the golem, and for a moment, I felt hope. The creature took a half-step backward, struggling against the force of the blaze burning against its chest. But I couldn’t hold the jet indefinitely, and when the fire petered out, it revealed an undamaged golem that merely shook off the attack and immediately regained the distance it had just yielded.

			Meanwhile, the other golem came at me, and fast. It crossed the courtyard in a matter of seconds and swung its long arm toward me, trying to either snatch me up in its fist or brush me aside. I dodged at the last minute, watching the blue claws rake the air in front of me. The wind created by its passage ruffled my hair. I felt like a rabbit caught between two hounds. How could I keep the two creatures distracted without being caught?

			There was no time to think. I ran in the opposite direction from Bonrin, trying at least to lead them away from him. I’d figure out what to do as I went along. I ducked around one of the small buildings, legs flying. I hadn’t made it more than a few strides, however, before my foot hit a patch of ice hidden under a snowdrift and I slid, flailing my arms to avoid falling. My heart leapt into my throat. I couldn’t afford to fall. The golems would be on me in an instant.

			I regained my balance and pumped my arms, determined to pick up speed again, but then a golem’s oval head appeared around the side of the building in front of me. Its fingers, each one as long as my arm, wrapped around the edge of the building as it pulled itself forward, a terrible nightmare that somehow escaped into the waking world. I skidded to a stop and prepared to run back the way I’d come. But by now, the other golem was rounding the corner into the lane behind me. I was trapped.

			I turned back at the first golem. Without thinking, I threw my hands in front of me and pushed. As if it were caught in a strong wind, the creature was thrust backward. My magic was working! The golem’s fingers scored deep lines into the plaster wall of the building as it tried, and failed, to hold on. I stalked forward, using my magic to keep forcing the creature away from me. It fought, thrashing its arms and trying to dig its feet into the ground, but it couldn’t resist the force of my magic. Foot by foot, it was pushed backward.

			I had never tried to move something so big before. The heaviest thing I had lifted had been a tree trunk in the forest around Thamir, and that had been a lifetime ago. Nor had the tree fought back. The feeling now was like holding a door closed while an entire army tried to push through from the other side. Sweat broke out along my forehead and under my arms despite the freezing air. I started to pant. The golem was heavy.

			The creature and I spilled back into the palace courtyard, where the second golem followed us. It reached out with its long arms to grab me from behind. Desperate, I moved my left hand to push it too. For an awful, terrifying moment, I thought I couldn’t hold off both of them. The second golem’s icicle claws were almost close enough to reach me. They swiped the air mere feet from my body, impatient and deadly. A little closer and I would be cut to ribbons.

			But then, slowly, the second golem, too, slid backward unwillingly, pushed by the force of my magic. Finally, both were well out of range. I bit back the scream of agony building in my lungs. The power coursing through my body in two opposite directions felt like it would tear me in half. It filled every inch of me—a ripping, burning sensation. How long could I keep this up? If only I still had access to Lyse’s magic.

			The enraged palace guardians flailed, scrabbling to make headway. If either my energy or concentration lapsed for a moment, they would surge forward and I would be captured or, worse, smashed to pieces. The muscles of my chest trembled. My legs cramped.

			A loud crashing sound caught my attention. The door to the building Bonrin had entered a few minutes ago flew open, and Bonrin tumbled out. Immediately behind him was a cook in a stained white apron. The man yelled something I couldn’t hear and tried to tackle Bonrin, but Bonrin ducked away at the last moment with unexpected spryness. The man sprawled on the ground, empty-handed. Bonrin didn’t so much as pause. He dashed into the next building, followed, once the man recovered his footing, by the irate cook. So much for my hopes for a stealthy visit to the Cloud Palace.

			The shaking in my chest moved to my arms. I ground my teeth even tighter together. I was expending too much magic too fast. I wouldn’t be able to hold the golems off for much longer. The blood rushing in my head was as loud as a waterfall; it was all I could hear. Minutes that felt like hours ticked past as the three of us remained locked in our temporary, magic-enabled stalemate. At least I no longer felt the cold at all.

			Hurry, Bonrin, hurry. Although he couldn’t hear my thoughts, I hoped he could somehow sense my urgency.

			The door to the second building opened, and Bonrin flew out empty-handed, chased this time by several young women wearing diaphanous silk gowns in a rainbow of bright colors. They swarmed behind him like a flock of angry geese, pursuing him with a cacophony of shrill shrieks and cries. Bonrin dodged them and covered his head with his arms to protect himself from the blows they tried to rain down on him and ran into the next building. I counted how many buildings remained. Six. We wouldn’t get to them all. If Bonrin didn’t find the thread soon, we were done for.

			The broad metal gate that separated the palace from the mountain around it opened with a grating squeal, and what was already a bad situation immediately became ten times worse. A squad of Northman soldiers marched in, holding their square shields at the ready in front of them. At last, the castle guard had been alerted to our presence. Bunched together as they were in their heavy armor, they looked like a giant snapping turtle. When they saw me, they drew their swords, the metal glinting in the pale light. My heart sank. I couldn’t hold back the golems and the soldiers.

			The guards marched toward me, their faces grim under their helmets, their yellow eyes fierce and unblinking. I had seconds to find a solution to keeping them away from me without releasing the golems.

			You already know what to do. Take them, Death’s magic whispered. Take them the way you took the Northmen in the Ice Crown. They are the enemy. They would do the same to you.

			I sensed the soldiers’ lifelines, a throbbing call to Death’s magic. One snip and their attachment to the world of the living would be cut. They would feel nothing. In fact, I could kill everyone in the palace if I had to. Then I could concentrate on holding off the golems, who had no lifelines.

			No! I rejected the odious idea. I had killed the Northmen in Thamir because it had been the only way to save my family, but I still felt sick every time I thought about what I’d done. These were guards, and they were only doing their job. I didn’t want to kill them, not if I didn’t have to. There had to be another way to stop them. I had to at least try.

			I had an idea. Saying a prayer for luck, I released the golem facing the soldiers. The resistance it had been fighting against now gone, the creature barreled forward uncontrollably, like a child running down a hill. It careened toward me, arms swinging as its feet tried to keep up. I pulled its chest forward, further helping it overrun its balance. After a few top-heavy strides, the golem fell, crashing heavily to the ground. The stone beneath my feet trembled, and snow slid off the roofs around us, splattering against the stone beneath.

			As I had anticipated, inertia carried the golem forward like a rock pushed across a frozen lake. A split second before it would have crashed into me, I redirected it. The soldiers didn’t see this coming, and the golem slid into them before they had time to move. Swept off their feet, they bowled left and right, limbs and helmets flying. Many of the soldiers dropped their swords as they fell, so I pushed them far away, where their owners couldn’t speedily retrieve them. It wouldn’t buy me long, but it was something.

			My left arm, still holding the other golem back, was heavy as stone and on the verge of giving way to exhaustion. Salty sweat dripped into my eyes, making them burn. I was at the end of my magic, a candle whose wick had burned down. The golem still standing took first one labored step toward me, then a second as my strength buckled. I groaned, willing my magic to somehow persist. I had to keep buying Bonrin time to find the thread.

			The golem took a third step. My hand shook and spasmed as the last of my magic fizzled out like water poured over a cooking fire. Now free of any restraint, the creature lunged toward me, claws extended. I dove to the side and landed hard on my palms, barely avoiding its long blue arms. Out of time. We were out of time.

			Thick white clouds once more swept across the courtyard, carried by the brisk wind, and I scrambled to my feet, trying to hide myself in them. My arms were limp. I ran as fast as I could in the direction I’d last seen Bonrin go.

			“Bonrin! You’d better have it!” I yelled loudly enough that everyone in the whole palace could hear me. It didn’t matter anymore. By now only the dead wouldn’t have been woken by the ruckus we were causing.

			The door to the third building, the last one I’d seen Bonrin enter, was open, but I couldn’t see inside. It was a black rectangle from which no light seemed to enter or leave, nor could I hear anything but the slap of my boots on the hard ground and my own breathing. Even the shouting of the soldiers behind me faded into the background. Where was Bonrin? Had the Northmen wrestled him to the ground? Were there more soldiers inside? There was no way to know. All I could do was keep going.

			I could feel the golem hard on my heels behind me, the ground rumbling with each step it took, but I didn’t dare look back to check its progress. I focused on reaching the building, pumping my legs harder, wishing my arms weren’t so useless.

			Find Bonrin. Find Bonrin. I chanted the words in my head, forcing myself to ignore everything else around me. Once I knew where he was, I would figure out what to do.

			When I was still several strides from the door, Bonrin burst through it, coming from the opposite direction. His hands were full of spools of a shining white thread that he carried clasped tightly to his chest. “Got it!” he bellowed when he saw me.

			We didn’t have time to celebrate the success. Just as I was being chased, so, too, was he. A sea of Northmen flooded behind him, waving various objects they’d repurposed as weapons: rolling pins, hairbrushes, and even a vase. The sight might have been comical if our situation hadn’t been so dire.

			I opened a Gate midway between us. Bonrin charged toward it, blinking against its brightness, then dove through, disappearing in a flash. My legs burned, struggling to follow before the golem could stop me. Only a few strides remained, but the timing would be tight.

			There was a gentle tug against my shoulders and the sound of cloth ripping as the golem managed to hook the edge of my tunic. No! I put on a burst of speed to shake free.

			Three steps. Two steps. One step. I leapt through the Gate, pulling it closed behind me so nothing from the Cloud Palace could follow.

			I landed in a heap on the other side. My knees slammed into the ground so hard it made my teeth rattle. The heels of my palms scraped against the hard stone of the street, peeling off skin. Still, against all odds, we had done it. We had stolen from the Empress of the North and lived to tell the tale. I let out an unsteady breath, fighting back hysterical laughter. We were safe. And we had the thread.

			* * *

			We were not safe, however. As we lurched from the North back into Prann, it was only to go from one crisis to an infinitely worse one. Waiting for us beside the tear, their black robes billowing out around them as though carried by a breeze that blew over only them, were three wraiths. My body immediately felt as if encased in ice. Even if I had wanted to—and surprisingly, I didn’t—I couldn’t move. Beside me, Bonrin slumped to his knees.

			“No.” My tongue was thick and swollen. It was hard to speak. The words came out slurred and tired. “We have to get away. Bonrin—”

			I was overcome by the same feeling of hopelessness and despair as when we had encountered the first wraith. It was like quicksand, pulling me down, down into an inescapable pit. I was so tired; I didn’t want to fight anymore. I wanted to give up. What hope did we have anyway? Yes, we had retrieved the cloud thread, but how could the two of us stop the army of the Darkness? It was all useless.

			No. It’s an illusion, a small part of me said. You must keep going. You can’t give up.

			But giving up was so tempting. I had fought enough, more than my fair share, in fact. Giving up would be like slipping into a warm bath after a long, exhausting day.

			If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for Lyse, the part of me that refused to give up cajoled.

			I roused myself. If the Darkness won, Lyse would be killed. I had to keep fighting. I had to protect her. I reached inside myself to find the magic for another Gate to take us to safety, but there wasn’t enough. I had used too much of Death’s magic since I’d seen Lymon yesterday.

			The creatures drifted silently closer, accompanied by crushing waves of malice and malevolence. They hated, and their hate smoldered like an ember. I hung my head, my already weak resolve flickering. The victory of the Darkness was inevitable. These wraiths were just the start. Much worse things were yet to come. Friel had said it herself. I couldn’t fight it all.

			The hard-won spools toppled from Bonrin’s arms, which dropped limply to his sides. The thread rolled away over the cobblestones before coming to rest out of reach. The wraiths ignored them, either not knowing or not caring what they were. With superhuman effort, I tried once more to shake off the despair holding me down. Lyse. My family. My friends. I had to keep fighting for their sake.

			“Get up, Bonrin. Get up.”

			“I can’t.” Bonrin’s voice was a soft whine.

			Since I had no more magic left, I pushed myself to my knees and pulled my only knife from my belt. Although my arm was still shaking with exhaustion, I lobbed the knife at the head of one of the wraiths. I willed it to have some effect, to slow the creature’s advance in some way, but the blade flew straight through the black hood and was lost forever. The wraiths were insubstantial as smoke. Suddenly, I remembered what Bonrin had said about them and stiffened, a tiny flame of hope growing inside me.

			What little remained of Death’s magic in my veins bubbled, the voice so quiet I could barely hear it. Yes, that’s it. They are dead, and the dead belong to Death, not to the Darkness.

			The wraiths were just out of arm’s reach now. Two had come for me while the other one floated toward Bonrin. There was only infinite, yawning blackness beneath their hooded cloaks. Fear, hopelessness, and resignation pinned me to the ground as their skeletal hands reached for me. But Death’s magic had confirmed my hope. Death had dominion over the dead, and because I shared Death’s magic, that meant I did too.

			I reached out with Death’s magic, not knowing what I was feeling for but certain I would know when I found it. And I did. Thin black threads connected the wraiths to the land of the living. Unlike the lifelines of the Northmen, these threads, belonging to creatures already dead, were dull and weak, no thicker than a spider’s web. But they were lifelines, and they were the wraiths’ weaknesses.

			With certainty bordering on exultancy, I grasped at them with Death’s magic and pulled. Almost imperceptibly at first, but then faster by the moment, the wraiths started to dissolve. The black mist around them grew as they disintegrated into it. I was unmaking them, pulling their essence apart, returning them to Death, their rightful master. The Darkness siphoned Death’s power and stole its shades, but it couldn’t break Death’s dominion over the world of the dead.

			As the wraiths’ quintessence unwound and was released into the air, the gloom they spread started to lift. With every passing second, I felt more optimistic. No matter how many wraiths were in the city, I knew now I could unmake them all.

			The wraith menacing Bonrin dissolved as soundlessly as it had lived during its return to the land of the living. The wraiths didn’t fight against their own destruction. They simply perished— three black clouds that faded and disappeared like smoke blown away by the wind. In a matter of seconds, there was nothing left to show they’d ever been here in Prann. The sun, which had been clouded and dark in their presence, shone brightly once more.

			Now it was time to cleanse the city of the other wraiths. I reached out with Death’s magic and found Prann had been overrun by hundreds of them. The devastation they must have caused in the city made my mouth water with nausea. I gathered their strings together, grasping them as though they were in my fist, and then unmade them all in an instant. Prann, whatever was left of it, was free once more.

			The Dark monsters taken care of, I walked over and stooped to collect the spools where they had come to rest, grabbing them with great difficulty. My fingers were so cold they could barely curl around them. My teeth chattered. For the first time since yesterday, I realized that I still couldn’t feel the toes of my right foot. They were truly dead. Three of the fingers of my left hand were numb now too and wouldn’t bend.

			“Are they gone?” Bonrin’s eyes were dazed, his face pale. He made no immediate effort to rise from where he’d slumped to the ground, as though his legs refused to lift him.

			“Yes, we can fix the tear now.” I handed him the spools as he slowly got to his feet. As I did so, I noticed how silken the thread felt where it brushed against the fingertips of my right hand. This was what a spun cloud felt like.

			Bonrin’s hands shook as he tucked three of the spools into the pockets of his pants, but he nodded, more to himself than to me. He kept the third spool in his right hand, and from the leather pouch on his belt over his left hip withdrew the long silver needle his mother had given him. Steadying himself, he threaded it carefully with the cloud thread, then got down on his hands and knees and squinted at the tear. I watched curiously. How did one sew closed a tear in the veil between the worlds? Had such a thing ever been done before?

			Bonrin squeezed the two sides of the tear together and made neat, meticulous stitches to bind them together, no differently than he would have two pieces of canvas. Both thread and tear were almost completely invisible, a hairline crack of silver against a backdrop of uniform gray. If I hadn’t known exactly where to look, I wouldn’t have seen them at all. Even now, if I looked away and looked back, I would never find them again.

			Bonrin sat back on his heels, admiring his work. “Aye, that’ll do.” He pushed a few blond hairs that had escaped their ties back behind his ears and nodded. “She’ll hold. Just a few more stitches and she’ll be done.”

			My heart swelled with optimism. As crazy as it seemed, we had done it. We had stolen the thread from the Cloud Palace, stopped the wraiths, and were about to close the first tear. Although the path that lay before us would certainly be difficult, perhaps the challenge we faced wasn’t impossible.

			My thoughts were interrupted by the unexpected clatter of horse hooves against the cobblestones. I frowned. A horse? Here? But the city was empty. I looked in the direction of the sound to see who was there.

			My heart skipped a beat.

			At the far end of the street, astride a massive black destrier, was a rider in midnight black armor. This, however, was no regular horse and no Iliryan knight. Red flame glowed beneath the chanfron, the armor plating sitting on the horse’s face where its eyes should have been, suggesting an otherworldly origin. The knight’s helmet was decorated by swept-back wings like a black swan, and a ragged black cloak billowed out behind him like an ominous shadow. In his hand, he held a flaming, brilliant sword like a beacon.

			Every hair on my body stood on end. I recognized this presence. I had felt it in Thamir. This must be the Paladin Friel had warned me about.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“Phoenix: a mythical red-gold bird that according to Rath legend lives in the high desert. At the end of its life, it burns itself to death on a self-made funeral pyre, and then, through magic, is reborn from the ashes to live anew. The phoenix can be found on the crest of House Pan and represents hope and optimism for the future.”

			– A Kingdom and its People, 4th edition

			 

			For a moment, the world was suspended in a precarious moment of inaction. Even my breath stilled, halfway between inhaling and exhaling. The stupefying despair that accompanied the wraiths had been an illusion. The fear I felt toward the Paladin, on the other hand, was both real and instinctive, and it crawled along my skin. Here was a dangerous enemy, much more dangerous than wraiths or Northmen or ice golems, something inside me whispered. We needed to get away from him. Now.

			The crystalline moment of stillness between us couldn’t last longer than a few heartbeats. The Paladin had sighted us. His head was turned toward me, watching. I knew I only had seconds at best to react once he started to attack; the horse, draped with sheets of interlocking black armor, would overtake us in a matter of strides if we tried to run, and using magic to escape or fight was out of the question. My magic was still exhausted, not even a spark remaining. All I had with which to fight was my arming sword, if that was even of any use.

			The destrier pawed impatiently and tossed its head. At the same time, the Paladin’s sword flared brighter, spitting liquid orange fire. They didn’t belong on the streets of Prann. They belonged in some dark place, where hope dared not tread.

			“Bonrin.” His name came out high and shaking from my lips.

			Bonrin didn’t look up. All his focus was on the work just beyond his nose. He must not have heard the fear in my voice. He certainly hadn’t heard the horse. “Almost done. Just a few more—”

			Before he finished his sentence, the Paladin dug his spurs into his horse. The destrier whinnied, a high cry full of rage, and jumped forward. The sound of its hooves dashing against the pavement rang out like a hammer on an anvil. It was finally enough to catch Bonrin’s attention. His head snapped up. “What—?”

			The distance between us would be gone in the snap of my fingers, eaten up by the huge horse’s stride. Already, I could see almost every detail of the Paladin’s black armor, ridged and spiked and nothing like Ilirya’s graceful, smooth silver armor. The destrier’s muscles bunched and released, driving the creature forward with the power of a battering ram. Its hooves, larger than my hand, sent up sparks where they struck the ground.

			There was no time to think. I grabbed Bonrin by the back of his white shirt collar and, reaching deeper into my body than ever before, desperate for any last dregs of strength and magic that might be there, opened a Gate.

			The Paladin was no more than two strides away. I could feel the destrier’s breath on my face, hot and humid. Its hooves clattered, claps of rolling thunder that echoed down the street. Each one of my thousands of nerves was singing in an inharmonious choir of fear. I flung us through the Gate and prayed.

			* * *

			I hadn’t planned where the Gate would take us, only that it would take us away from the Paladin. However, I recognized Windhall’s orchard on the other side immediately. I had spent too many hours lately walking among its trees not to. It made sense that I’d subconsciously brought us here, a place I thought of as a safe space.

			Bonrin and I landed in a tangled pile, and I staggered away from him, collapsing against a short apple tree, my legs unable to hold me any longer. I had used all the strength left in my body to escape. I had nothing left.

			My nerves were still a shrieking, shattered mess from our close brush with the Dark Champion, but Bonrin was chuckling to himself. “That will teach the Northmen. They can’t keep Bonrin out of the Cloud Palace!”

			I stared at him. Our foray into the North had almost gotten us killed, not to mention everything we’d encountered thereafter in Prann.

			He patted his pockets, ensuring the spools of thread hadn’t fallen out, then walked in a small agitated circle. “Och, that was adventure! What a thrill! I haven’t felt like this since I was a younger man and our ship came under attack from a wyvern off the coast of the Southlands.” He rubbed his hands together and gave me a conspiratorial look. “It was protecting its nest, you know. Mothers are fierce in any species.” Then he waggled a finger at me. “You cut it close though at the end. What was that knight anyway? A bit too dramatic in his armor for my taste.”

			I fought to keep my eyes open. My entire body, eyelids included, was heavy as stone and colder than it had ever been. So, so cold. Colder than a snowstorm in the North. It was a struggle to focus on the chattering demigod. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry to allow it. “He’s the Darkness’s Paladin. Friel said he would try to stop us.”

			As Bonrin launched into some story about other knights he’d met, I finally let my eyes close. The exhaustion permeated deep in my bones, a sucking weariness. I couldn’t feel my right pinkie finger at all, and I was clenching my teeth together to keep from shivering. It had cost a lot to pull the last of Death’s magic from my body. I leaned my head back against the tree. Even though the wood was hard, it felt good to have something to share the weight I carried on my shoulders. We could easily have been killed three times over today, and if either of us had died, that would have been the end of the entire mortal plane.

			I forced my eyes open, hating what came next. “We’ll have to go back to Prann. You have to finish repairing the tear.” I didn’t know how we’d get there now that Death’s magic was exhausted, and I didn’t know how I’d fight the Paladin, but all four tears had to be fixed or all was for nothing.

			Bonrin waved a hand, dismissing my words as easily as he’d wave away a fly. I noticed a yellow stain on his shirt, something he’d gotten in the Cloud Palace during the course of his wild chase. “It’s done. The last few stiches aren’t my prettiest work, but they’ll hold. The tear is mended.” He squinted in the direction of the city. “Is that King’s City?” On the horizon, Ilirya’s capital loomed over the surrounding fields, big and imposing and unmistakable.

			I wanted to feel relief. We had closed one of the Darkness’s entry points into the mortal world. Instead, I felt only a deep lassitude. “We’re at Windhall University. You should get food and rest. Tomorrow we’ll find a way to get to the second tear. It’s in Nyara.”

			Bonrin whistled, and his pale bushy eyebrows made their quick crawl up his forehead. “First to the Cloud Palace, then to the Southlands’ capital. Aye, this is a real adventure.” He winked. “I didn’t see this coming when I woke up this morning. Vrithar still has some surprises for old Bonrin.”

			Trying to stop the world from being destroyed was hardly an adventure, but I had no will to argue. I gestured with an impossibly heavy hand to the path that led from the orchard to the main part of the campus. “Follow the chimneys to the dining hall. You can’t miss it. No one will question your presence; the university has visitors all the time. You can sleep in my room. It’s in the building next to the dining hall, on the first floor, eighth door on the left.”

			Bonrin peered down at me, seeing me in earnest for the first time since we’d stumbled through the Gate from Prann. His bright blue eyes creased with worry. “Are you all right? You look…” He struggled to find a word, then settled on, “green.”

			I smiled weakly, the muscles in my cheeks twitching. My head was spinning, and tiny pinpricks of light were flashing everywhere. “I’ll be fine. I’m just tired. Go on. I’ll find you in the morning when the sun’s up, and then we’ll go.”

			Bonrin made a soft huffing sound, then hitched his pants up and rattled away, a galleon at sea under full sail. The moment he turned his back, my eyes fell closed again. I had nothing left, no strength to sustain me. I was a bellows whose air had been squeezed out. I couldn’t have followed him if I’d wanted to. My chin must have fallen onto my chest, but I didn’t even feel it hit, since I was already asleep, lost to the inky, freezing blackness.

			* * *

			“Aeryn.”

			The voice drifted into the blackness that had swallowed me, carried there on invisible eddying currents. It tugged at my attention, gentle but firm. I tried to brush it away, to ignore it, but it was insistent. The voice could have said my name once or a dozen times—I wouldn’t have known. For how long had it been calling?

			“Aeryn.” The voice was both persistent and familiar.

			There were no words to describe the weariness in my bones. I’m dead. Let me decay in my grave. Leave me in peace.

			“Wake up, Aeryn.”

			Slowly, unwillingly, I obeyed the command. I swam back to the surface of my consciousness and opened my eyes. It was a reluctant, half-hearted gesture at first, but when I saw the figure standing before me, I snapped to incredulous attention.

			“Lymon?” I looked around, confirming I was still in the orchard and hadn’t been somehow transported to the white place between the worlds of the living and the dead while I slept. But I was exactly where I was when I’d fallen asleep, which meant he was here in the world of the living.

			I squinted at him. He bore signs of trouble—there were ragged tears in his long black coat and one of the brass buttons had been ripped out. His normally sleek black wings were battered too. Feathers were bent at wrong angles while others were half-pulled out.

			The fatigue fell away from me as though it had only been a dusting of snow. “What are you doing here?”

			“I have come to warn you. An army of Dark monsters in the thousands has poured into our world. Although a fierce and pitched battle rages, the fight is going badly. We’re losing ground by the hour.” Lymon’s deep voice was somber.

			If I had been standing, I would have staggered and fallen. It had never occurred to me that the divine realm could be in any real danger from the Darkness. It was always the mortal world that was at risk of annihilation.

			“But you’ll prevail.” I couldn’t imagine any other outcome. They were gods, after all. “Of course you’ll push them back.” I might fail because I was just one human, but the gods… They were unimaginably powerful.

			Lymon didn’t reply, and his silence chilled me more than any words could. He didn’t know if the gods could stop the Darkness. Or worse, maybe he feared they wouldn’t. The world around me was spinning, cut loose from its reassuring anchor. I licked my lips. “But Hoven! Surely he can tell you how to defeat the Darkness.” Even I could hear the desperation in my voice—the wild, untempered fear.

			It didn’t make any sense. Hoven knew every second of the future. He had known the Death Stone would be broken and that the Dark Magic would be let loose. He had known the Darkness would invade. So why hadn’t he warned the other gods ahead of time? Why hadn’t he told them what it would take to defeat the Darkness?

			“Hoven could not tell us.” Lymon’s voice was sepulchral and tragic. “There were many things about the future that he knew but could not say.” He bowed his head. “And now Hoven is dead.”

			“What?” I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth. He must have known it would happen. And that meant he allowed it to happen. Why?

			The implications of Hoven’s death were staggering. The god who knew everything was gone. The future was, except for a few flashes here and there among gods and demigods with sensitivity to the future like Lymon and Kjelborn, blind. But the most mind-boggling revelation was that if Hoven could die, then any of the gods could. How was that possible? Where would they go when they died? I wondered what other gods had been killed fighting the Darkness, and how many.

			Lymon cleared his throat, bringing me back to the present. It was a surprisingly human gesture for Lymon, whose undivine half wasn’t human. “We are reaching the decisive moment in this battle. The veil between the mortal and divine realms is almost gone. What remains is a gossamer shimmer no thicker than a butterfly’s wing. If one world goes, the other will follow. Either we shall both prevail or we are all lost.”

			No. The weight of not one but two worlds pressed me into the ground. It was a wonder my bones weren’t instantly ground to dust. The misery of the wraiths was a breath of joy compared to the despair I felt now. “So even if I fix the tears here…”

			“Yes. If the divine plane falls, yours will be destroyed as well.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my palms into the grass, overwhelmed. “Why me, Lymon? Why does the future of both our worlds depend on me? We should be gathering armies and mobilizing Great Mages to fight the Darkness. That’s who should be fighting to save our world, not me!”

			I thought surely Lymon would agree, but he shook his head, and I sensed genuine sorrow when he spoke. “Whatever his reasons, Hoven told no one about this future. We were blindsided. We have no time to do anything now but fight for our lives.”

			My fingernails dug into the dirt. “But there is still time! We can tell the Mages’ Council. They can help.” I imagined the council sending out a call to all Ilirya’s mages: come help push back the Darkness. Save the mortal realm. What mage could refuse? Surely they would come…

			Lymon shook his head, a slow, sorrowful movement. “There isn’t enough time. At best it would be the work of weeks, but only a matter of days and hours remain. You cannot expend your energy trying to find and move mages. All your energy must be spent closing the tears. If they are not closed, nothing else will matter.”

			My heart fell as I realized the truth of his words. Even if I tried to rally just the mages in King’s City, most would be of little help, like Professor Kalmath, who was an herbomancer. Years of war had stripped the city of any mages with affinities that would be useful in a fight. And the only other war mage was Cayleth, whom I refused to expose to the Dark monsters.

			“I am sorry.” The deep regret in Lymon’s voice told me he meant it. “But we are out of time. The fate of your world rests with you, and you alone.”

			I wanted to stand but was too weak to get to my feet. “Can’t the gods help? Just this once?” The question came out a desperate whisper. Both our worlds were at stake. Couldn’t they break the prohibition on interference? Surely if ever there was a time, it was now.

			Lymon sighed. “Even had we any resources to spare, it is not for us to choose whether to help or not. After the gods interfered too recklessly in the affairs of mortals at the beginning of time, Bahadil himself created the spells that prevent the gods from working powerful magic on the mortal plane. Only Death and Vrithar were the exceptions, and even then, Death can only work indirectly. Now that Bahadil is gone, there is no way to reverse his magic.”

			I blinked. So the gods couldn’t use their magic in the mortal plane, but their secret children, the demigods and goddesses, could. Lymon knelt next to me and put his clawed hands on my head. They were thick and heavy. “The Darkness has not won yet. I believe we will prevail. You must too. Vrithar has made you Death’s champion for a reason. Have faith in that.”

			Lymon’s words were meant to be buoying, but I knew his faith in the god of destiny was little more than desperate hope. After all, Vrithar the Inscrutable’s moniker was not for nothing. Perhaps it was the destiny of the gods and humankind alike to be destroyed by the Darkness. Maybe that’s why Hoven allowed himself to be killed.

			I didn’t have the chance to ponder the issue further, because a moment later, Death’s magic poured like molten iron from Lymon’s hands into my veins, setting every nerve on fire. It scalded and burned its way through my arms, chest, and legs, filling every inch of me with blazing, buzzing power. If I had been alive, it probably would have killed me. I bit my tongue to stop myself from unleashing a scream of agony. Even so, I couldn’t stop the muffled groan that managed to escape like the lowing of a wounded animal. Every time I received Death’s magic, I always wished the dead didn’t feel pain.

			Ordinarily, the transfusion from Death lasted only a few seconds, but this time, it seemed to last an eternity. When Lymon finally withdrew his hands, both of us were shaking. He stood and stepped back. As he did, I noticed one of his thick black claws had broken at the tip, leaving it blunted. I couldn’t imagine what monsters he had fought before coming here and what he would face when he returned to the divine realm.

			“This is the last time I’ll see you,” he said. “I must help fight back the Darkness in the divine world. I…” He hesitated, something he had never done before. “I wish you luck. For the sake of both our worlds.”

			A Gate, its white light dim and sickly, opened behind him. His black wings partially unfurled and blocked some of the light. He flexed his claws as if in anticipation of battling whatever lay on the other side, then stepped through backward. The Gate shimmered, then dissolved. He was gone, and with him my last direct link to the gods. I was alone.

			I stared at the spot where the Gate had been for several long minutes, then cradled my head in my hands. How had everything come to this? In the space of mere days, I had gone from collecting Dark Magic relics to battling for the very survival of gods and humans. And even the gods themselves were uncertain how it would all end.

			“Aeryn?” The girlish voice calling my name was uncertain, questioning. It was a voice I knew well and not one I wanted to hear right now in the orchard.

			My eyes flew open.

			Cayleth was standing in front of me. The sun was behind her, so I raised my hand to my brow to shade my eyes and squinted. She was wearing her brown leather sparring armor, and her black hair, tied in a low ponytail, was damp with sweat. She carried her helmet, the one that always reminded me of a fox’s head, under her arm. It was clear she’d just come from the practice field.

			A thrill of fear raced through me. When had she come? Had she seen Lymon? Trying to stay calm, I asked, “What are you doing here?”

			She sat down next to me, collapsing heavily into a pile rather than folding down delicately. She set her helmet down on the grass and adjusted her sword so it lay more comfortably against the ground. “I came to look for you. We missed you at practice today.” She plucked several blades of grass and tore them into small pieces, staring at them as though they were the most interesting things in the orchard. “You’ve been gone a lot lately.”

			She waited, watching me out of the corners of her eyes as though giving me space to speak. But I had nothing to tell her, and when she realized that, her mouth gave a sad twitch. “You don’t have to shut everyone out, Aeryn. We’re friends. Tell me what’s happening. You can trust me.” She paused to examine me more closely. “You look—”

			I dropped my eyes, remembering at the last moment my reflection in Mirror Lake and how much more color my eyes must have lost since then. I didn’t want her to see their flat whiteness. But it was too late.

			“—different,” Cayleth concluded.

			My fingers twitched, curling into fists in my lap but for the three fingers on my left hand and the pinkie on my right. More parts of me reclaimed by the creeping pull of death. I hated how our friendship had waned in the last few weeks as I’d carried out my duties for Death, but if I told her the truth of what was happening, she would demand to help, and I couldn’t let her. Keeping her and everyone else at arm’s length was the only way to keep them safe. What if she were hurt or worse, killed by the monsters I still had to face? I couldn’t and wouldn’t let that happen.

			But that didn’t make the chasm between us hurt any less. Cayleth was my best friend here at Windhall. I hated this estrangement between us. And I was lonely. Knowing the terrible challenge I faced in the days ahead, I longed for a sympathetic ear, a friend with whom to share even a fraction of the burden.

			I decided to tell her a partial truth, just enough to assuage her curiosity and lessen the weight I carried but not enough that she would demand to help. I bit my lip and turned my body to face her. “Okay, but I need you to trust me. And not tell anyone else.”

			She dropped the grass she’d been shredding and leaned forward. “Of course. You have my word.” She said that now, but she might change her mind once she heard what I was about to tell her.

			I took a breath. “There’s something bad trying to enter the mortal and divine realms called the Darkness. The gods are trying to stop it. I’ve been…helping them.” I winced when I realized how vague it sounded. Cayleth would definitely ask questions.

			“You’ve been…helping the gods,” she repeated slowly. Her dark eyes were an equal mix of confusion and uncertainty. It was clear she didn’t know how to interpret what I’d told her. “To do what?”

			“To remove Dark Magic from the world.”

			A frown etched its way across her face. The resulting line between her thin eyebrows looked like the deep cut of a knife. “But, Aeryn, that doesn’t make any sense. How would you—?” She waved her hands helplessly, as though trying to physically grasp the words she was seeking. “How would you help the gods? How would you know where the Dark Magic is? And why you?”

			These were all good questions, and I realized for the first time since I had become Death’s champion that I could answer them by bending the truth a little. “I was there when Raelan and Chancellor Vandys opened the Gate to the divine plane. That’s why they chose me. Because they can’t interfere with the human realm, they needed someone to remove the Dark Magic for them.” It was a plausible excuse, and it avoided any mention entirely of Death. I wish I’d thought of it sooner.

			Cayleth was silent as she absorbed this new information. Her expression was unreadable. Finally, she said, “Why didn’t you tell me?” There was no accusation in her tone, only confusion.

			“I couldn’t. I wasn’t allowed. It was a secret.” The lie came out so easily I almost believed it myself. But the truth was, Lymon had never sworn me to secrecy. He’d never asked me to lie. That had been my choice.

			Another long pause from Cayleth. “So what happens now?”

			I tried to make my smile confident and reassuring so she wouldn’t ask any probing questions that might lead her to the truth. “I have one more thing to do, and then it will all be over. No more Dark Magic, no more disappearing.”

			“Aeryn.” The rebuke in her voice was sharp and full of warning. Gone in an instant was her patience and her understanding. “What do you have to do?”

			She still hadn’t forgiven me for locking her out of the Great Hall when Kjelborn and I had fought to keep the One God out of our world. If the Darkness was pushed back, she wouldn’t forgive me for keeping her out of this either. But it was for her own good.

			I held my hands together in supplication, begging her to understand. “I can’t tell you that. But once it’s done, I promise to tell you everything. Give me a few days. Just a few. Then I’ll tell you.”

			One emotion after another flickered across her face: frustration, concern, worry, mistrust, misgiving. I braced, waiting for her to challenge me and demand answers, but I also resolved not to give them. I couldn’t risk telling her anything else.

			My determination must have been evident in my face because her mouth pulled into a tight, unhappy line. “I don’t like it.” She shook her head. “If anything happens to you, Lyse will kill me.”

			She suddenly jerked, as though realizing something. “Lyse doesn’t know about this. You haven’t told her.” Her tone was accusatory.

			I looked down, unable to meet her eyes. “No. Not yet. I don’t want her to worry.”

			“Not worry? She’s half-sick to death worrying about you!”

			I knew far better than Cayleth did just how much I was hurting Lyse. I rubbed my right pinkie as though I could bring it back to life. “Just a few days. You promised. Give me just a few more days, and then I’ll tell her.” By then, either the world would be safe or it would be destroyed. There was no in between.

			Cayleth glared at me. The expression didn’t belong on her honest, open face. She crossed her arms. “Fine. But you’d better tell her.” She gave me a significant look. “Or I will.”

			Thinking of Lyse gave me an idea. I jumped to my feet. All the exhaustion I’d felt after returning from Prann had been purged by Death’s magic. I could have sparred with Cayleth for hours in the training room and not felt tired. “Can you cast an illusion that will turn my eyes brown again for a few hours? I don’t want to worry her.”

			Faster than I could blink, concern returned to Cayleth’s face. She peered at me with narrowed eyes. “What is wrong with your eyes? Why are they white?”

			I waved the question away. “It’s a long story.” Well, technically it was a short one, but she didn’t need to know it.

			She pursed her lips unhappily, and for a moment, I thought she would launch into a lecture. But then she raised her right hand and let her pale red magic flow over me. Briefly, I saw the world as though through a pink silk scarf. Then it passed.

			As far as Lyse would know, I was still the same living, breathing Aeryn.

			* * *

			I sought Lyse out; first in her room, then, when she wasn’t there, in the infirmary. Months ago, all it would have taken to find her would have been to follow the magical connection between us. Since that bond had been forever broken, however, I had to search in every place, hoping to encounter her. It was just one more reminder of what we’d had and lost in this seemingly endless battle I was fighting on Death’s behalf.

			When I found her, she was alone in the long, low infirmary building in a loose white shirt and black leggings, spreading clean white sheets onto one of the beds. Her long brown hair flowed in waves past her shoulders, longer than it had ever been. As always, the sight of her took my breath away. If all the happiness and beauty of the world could be compressed into a single person, it was Lyse. For her, I would willingly die a thousand times. If I wanted to stay in the land of the living, it was for her and her alone. Anything for a few more hours with her.

			She turned immediately at the sound of my footsteps. A radiant smile broke out across her face when she saw me; it made her warm brown eyes crinkle at the corners. Like the sun appearing from behind a cloud, she bathed me in warmth and love. Wordlessly, we closed the distance between us, crashing into each other and entwining our bodies seamlessly. Even though I’d spent the night with her, it seemed as if years had passed since I’d last seen her. That was how it always was when we were apart for more than a few hours.

			I buried my face in her neck, breathing deeply the smell of cinnamon and soap that always lingered on her skin. My hand cradled the back of her head as her arms wrapped around my waist, and our bodies pressed together. In that moment, everything else disappeared. There was no Death, no Darkness, no imminent destruction of the worlds. Only we existed.

			We stayed that way for long minutes, basking in the pleasure of holding each other, until Lyse finally pulled back enough to look in my face. “I missed you.” The sweet, loving way she looked up at me from under her long black eyelashes was enough to make my heart melt.

			I leaned forward and nudged her nose with mine, returning her smile. “I missed you too.”

			She tapped the dragon scale armor on my shoulders. “Were you sparring with Cayleth?”

			I looked down, surprised. In all that had happened, I’d forgotten I was still wearing a chain mail tunic and arming sword. No wonder Cayleth had been suspicious of what I’d been up to. I laughed, intoxicated by being so close to Lyse. “Yes.” It wasn’t so far off from the truth. In another life, I would have been sparring with Cayleth, not fighting ice golems and wraiths. She laughed too, so I picked her up and set her on the bed beside us, kissing her fiercely until my lips tingled.

			That stopped her laughing. She wrapped her legs around my waist to pull me closer and put her hands on my cheeks as we kissed. Her lips were soft and warm. I never wanted to stop kissing them. I rested my hands on her hips and let myself get lost in the feeling of her body against mine. Everywhere we touched, my skin tingled. My body didn’t feel cold anymore. It felt full of life. It blazed with fiery heat.

			When I finally pulled away, both of us were breathless. At some point, my hands had entangled themselves in her hair, and now it looked much more ruffled than it had when I’d entered the infirmary. In fact, Lyse looked as if she’d walked through a windstorm, with rosy cheeks and tousled brown hair. I took a moment to smooth the silky strands back with my right hand.

			Lyse looked up from beneath her eyelashes coyly. “I had been thinking if you tried to sneak off in the morning and disappear all day again, I would lock you in my room to stop you, but if you come back this way, maybe I’ll let you go.”

			“Mmm, is that so?” I ran my hands lightly down her sides. Her cotton shirt was thin, and I could feel the curves of her body beneath it.

			Her long eyelashes fluttered. “Mmhmm.” There was a slight hitch in her voice.

			I leaned in and kissed the side of her neck. Her fingers tightened on my shoulders in response, gripping the smooth dragon scale armor, and she tilted her head to make room. Both of us were breathing a little harder now.

			But as I kissed her soft brown skin north to a spot below her earlobe, I became aware of a pulsing sensation. It thrummed like a plucked harp string, calling to me. The moment I realized what it was, my world was turned upside down and shaken. Sick revulsion and bitter bile rose in my throat. The pulse I felt was Lyse’s lifeline.

			Death’s magic, awakened by the proximity to another lifeline, churned in my veins, a river full of roaring rapids. This was not the powerful but benign magic that had helped me open Gates to find loci of Dark Magic. This wasn’t even the morally ambiguous magic that had helped me defend the villagers of Thamir. This was something savage and completely inhuman, so powerful it was almost overwhelming. It wanted…it wanted me to wrap Lyse’s lifeline around my finger and pull, just as I’d done to the Northmen. Only this was Lyse, not an invading army.

			Nauseated, my mouth watered, and I threw myself backward. No, this isn’t an enemy! Stop!

			Why was I feeling this now?

			Surprised, Lyse’s hands fell limply to her sides. “Aeryn?” Her eyes—her large, beautiful, innocent eyes—filled with concern. She had no idea the battle I was fighting.

			I covered my mouth with trembling hands and took another step backward, unable to speak. All the blood drained out of my face. No. No. No. No.

			All mortals die anyway, the magic whispered. Claim her now and she will accompany you in death. You can remain together.

			Not like that. Never like that. Beads of cold sweat broke out all over my skin as I fought against the magic. My mouth tasted bitter. I wanted to crawl out of my skin and leave it there like a shedding snake.

			I had to get away from Lyse.

			“I—I’m tired. I should rest. It was a long day.” My voice sounded tremulous and scared, even to me. The air was suddenly too thick and heavy in the infirmary. I couldn’t breathe. Without uttering another word, I turned and fled, hurtling out the infirmary door without a single glance back.

			I ran toward the dormitory, not knowing what I would do when I got there. All I knew was that I couldn’t stay the night in Lyse’s room, not now. For the first time, I understood why Kjelborn mistrusted Death and why Bonrin had been suspicious when I mentioned the god. Death’s power relished death, demanded it, and it didn’t matter whose. If my control were to slip… The consequence was unthinkable. Tears of fear and frustration dribbled down my cheeks. Would I never be able to be near Lyse again? How could I go on without her by my side?

			Cayleth intercepted me before I reached the dorm. She was running from the direction of the training hall. Her face was flushed crimson, and her black hair had started to fly out of its ponytail. Wherever her helmet was, she was no longer carrying it. “Aeryn!” she called when still several strides away.

			My heart sank. Had she reconsidered our agreement? I didn’t have time to argue with her about it. What if Death’s magic demanded I pull her lifeline too?

			But Cayleth hadn’t come to discuss my extracurricular activities. “There’s been a message from the Ice Crown. The Northmen have invaded!”

			For a moment, I was confused. Of course they had. Then I remembered that news traveled slowly from the Ice Crown. King’s City would be hearing for the first time just how dire its situation was in regard to its neighbors.

			Cayleth continued between deep, labored gasps, “They’re going to have to send every soldier not fighting at the southern front to try and stop the invasion. I think…” She licked her thin lips and swallowed. “I think they’ll send us too. They’ll have to. With Raelan gone, we’re as trained as we’ll ever be as war mages. They may even send some nonwar mages.”

			My stomach twisted into a tight knot. Did that include weather mages like Pavo? Spellcasters and healers like Lyse? I gripped the bottom hem of my mail tunic, using the cool metal bite into my skin to anchor myself. No matter what I did, it never seemed enough to keep the people I loved safe. If I pushed back the Darkness, it might only be to put my friends in another kind of danger.

			Cayleth’s dark eyes flickered toward the south wistfully. “I wish we knew what was happening with the peace delegation. If the Southerners agreed to a truce, we could move our army north. Maybe we could still stop the Northman invasion.”

			A sharp pain like a spear tip pierced my chest. For a moment, I was back in the palace of the King of Cats, watching as the relic of Dark Magic the Southerner king had used to make himself immortal shattered and he disintegrated into nothingness. Soon, all Ilirya would know the war with the Southerners wasn’t over and the kingdom had no way to fight on two fronts.

			There was no way out. Even if the Darkness was stopped, the kingdom was doomed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“Death kills everything it touches. It can’t help it. That is its nature.”

			– Reddek the Wise, first Chancellor of Windhall University

			 

			People from outside the Ice Crown call Death “the Thief” and “the Destroyer.” They view Death as the antithesis of hope, a nemesis lurking in the shadows, an eternal antagonist. To them, he is the ultimate destroyer of happiness. But Death isn’t really their enemy. Death only follows the path laid out by fate, a cart on a set track. The real enemy is Vrithar, Vrithar the Inscrutable, who plays heartlessly with the lives of gods and mortals alike. It is Vrithar who creates oases of happiness, then demolishes them. He is the great betrayer, not Death. And once more, he was playing a cruel trick on Iliyra.

			“There is no peace.” My voice was low and quiet. A cold emptiness had opened up inside me, a bottomless void from which no emotion could escape. The Darkness gnawing through the veil into the mortal world. A Northman army invading in the north. Southerners grinding mercilessly against Iliryan forces in the south. It didn’t matter what exactly destroyed it; the kingdom was destined to fall. No matter what I did, I couldn’t save it.

			Cayleth took a step back. “You don’t know that. There’s been no word for weeks. Anything could be happening down there. There’s still a chance.”

			I shook my head, staring into her eyes. “There is no peace.” I emphasized each word, willing her to understand. “No help will come from the south.”

			The rest of the kingdom was on its own, and both of us knew there weren’t enough soldiers and mages not already engaged at the southern front to fight back the Northmen. Ilirya was lost. I was too empty in that moment to even mourn it. All I could do for my people was try and save the mortal world. If I succeeded, perhaps the conquerors would show some mercy on Ilirya.

			Cayleth’s thin black eyebrows furrowed. She opened her mouth wide. “But—”

			I pushed past her, not wanting to be rude but needing to get away. “I have to go.” Death’s magic had stirred once more in me and was taking an unhealthy interest in her lifeline and the potential things to be done with it. The feeling was not as overwhelming as it had been with Lyse, but the longer I stayed near Cayleth, the harder it would be to fight.

			Cayleth didn’t follow as I stormed back to my room, a black cloud of anger and despair hanging over me. When I opened the door, Bonrin was sprawled out asleep on my bed, facedown and snoring loudly into the pillow. Although he was only half as long as the bed, he nevertheless managed to take up all of it, his short arms and legs splayed out as wide as they would reach. His scuffed, pointed black shoes were still on his feet, as if he’d simply collapsed on the bed. I understood. It had been a long and exhausting day.

			I shucked my chain mail shirt off, dropping it carelessly to the floor. It landed with a soft sigh, coiling itself into a neat pile. My shoulders didn’t feel any lighter without it. Modestly, in case Bonrin happened to awaken, I changed into a new tunic, gray this time. It was the first piece of clothing I’d bought with the money Queen Alea had gifted me after we stopped the One God. It seemed many years ago now, but in fact, it had only been a few months.

			Careful not to wake Bonrin—although I suspected he would have slept through a hurricane—I pulled my scratchy brown blanket off the foot of the bed, where it lay kicked into a rumpled heap from the last time I’d slept there. Bonrin’s lifeline wasn’t like a human lifeline. Whereas the human lifelines were like candle flames, his was like a glowing ember. Death’s magic took no interest in it.

			I dropped the blanket onto the floor and sat down, my back to the wall. I didn’t know how I would sleep at all tonight.

			A few minutes later, as I stared unblinkingly at the bare white wall across from me, there came a soft rapping at my door. It was tentative. Questioning. The hand making the sound didn’t know what lay on my side of the door.

			“Aeryn?” The soft voice was Lyse’s.

			Even though I’d known she would come looking for me, I couldn’t help the terrible wrenching ache in my heart and in my stomach on hearing her voice. I froze, barely breathing, feeling everything inside me shatter, then shatter again into millions of sharp, cutting shards of glass. No matter how much I wanted to see her, to hold her again, I couldn’t open the door. The only way to keep her safe was to keep my distance.

			I waited to see what she would do, all my senses directed toward the door. My heart beat erratically. Half of me hoped that when I didn’t answer, she would give up quickly and leave. Her presence tore my soul into tiny pieces of guilt and sorrow and fear. But the other half of me called out desperately for her, begging her to stay. Depending on what happened tomorrow, this could be the last time we would be near to each other. I didn’t want her final memory of me to be my back fleeing from her, abandoning her. I was scared, both for myself and for the world. Of all the people, in either the mortal or the divine worlds, she was the one I wanted most on my side as I looked ahead to what I would have to do.

			In the silence that fell like a veil between us, a thought struck me: if she believed I was asleep, she might try to come in. I had no plan for what I would do if she tried to enter. Worried, I crept on hands and knees to the door and pressed my ear to it. I could almost imagine her standing on the other side, waiting. I held my breath. What next?

			Another knock, this time slightly louder. The reverberation traveled down the wood and hummed uncomfortably against my ear. I pulled back and rubbed it unhappily.

			“Aeryn? Are you there?”

			Yes. No. Stay. Go. I leaned forward to rest my head against the door but miscalculated the distance. There was a soft thud as my forehead collided with the hard wood. I froze, not even daring to blink. On the other side, Lyse seemed to freeze too. I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I thought I might pierce the skin. Go, Lyse. Go, I urged silently. Death’s magic was beginning to bubble in my veins, awakening.

			An eternity of seconds passed, then there was a shuffling on the other side of the door. Was she leaving? I strained my ears to hear better, but it was useless. The shuffling sounded closer, and I realized she’d sat down on the other side of the door. I put the palm of my hand on the wood, wishing I could somehow reach through it and touch her just one more time.

			A soft sigh like a gentle breeze cut through the air. Then, unexpectedly, Lyse said, “I saw Colen today. Do you remember the boy from King’s City who broke his leg? He’s so much bigger now. I can hardly believe it. He’s doing well. His leg has almost totally healed, although he’ll always have a limp.”

			I smiled, thinking about the boy and his brothers. I could almost imagine what they looked like now: just a little taller, a little more filled out, but still with their matching blond hair.

			Lyse continued in a light voice, “They’ve begun to tear down parts of the castle. They take it down piece by piece, a little more each day. It’s like watching a carcass be picked clean by giant invisible vultures. I’m afraid to ask where the stones are going. I suppose they’ll be recycled throughout the city, a stone here and a stone there, but I wouldn’t touch anything that came from the castle. It’s all cursed. If it were up to me, I would throw it all into the sea.”

			I imagined her shivering, rubbing her hands together as she thought of the terrible things we’d seen in it. It was cursed, and as far as I was concerned, the blood that had been shed there had permeated every inch of it, even if only figuratively. Some stains could never be washed clean, no matter how much water and lye was used.

			The hiss of Death’s magic was growing louder. I pushed back against it with all my strength, my jaw clenched tight. Not her, I told it. Never her.

			There was a hitch in Lyse’s voice when she next spoke, a sadness that hadn’t been there a moment before that carried a note of self-recrimination. “I shouldn’t have mentioned the castle. I just… I want you to know everything will be all right. We’ll get through this. I love you. We belong to each other, now and always. Nothing changes that.”

			The door blurred as tears filled my eyes, becoming nothing but watery brown. My throat closed so swiftly it was hard to breathe. I covered my mouth with my hand, stifling a sob so she wouldn’t hear.

			The future might not be all right. In fact, things were more likely to go wrong than right. And even if they didn’t, what future was left for us? The magic in my veins wanted to kill her. And once that magic was gone, there was still the problem of the deadness in my fingers and toes. If the world survived the Darkness, there was no guarantee how long I could stay with her in whatever Ilirya remained.

			Even though she didn’t know about any of that, Lyse, too, was crying. I could hear it in her voice. “I know things have been hard, but…I’m here for you, whenever you need it. Just…stop shutting me out. Please.”

			I wanted to throw open the door and wrap my arms around her. I wanted to hold her tight and never let her go. I did need her. I would always need her. I pressed my cheek and hand to the door. The patter of tears on my legs felt like rain.

			Lyse sniffed loudly, and I imagined her wiping the tears from her cheeks just as I was doing. “Well, anyway, what I came to say was you can take all the time you need. But I miss you. And I love you.”

			I heard shuffling, Lyse getting to her feet. “No, don’t go!” I hadn’t meant to speak aloud. In fact, it would have been better for both of us if I’d let her leave. But I couldn’t. Because her pain was mine, and because I couldn’t let a closed, silent door be her last memory of me, if it came to that. “It’s not—It’s not what you think.”

			I had to tell her something. I had to let her know that what was happening was so much bigger than the two of us. There was silence as Lyse presumably waited for me to explain myself. Death’s magic was getting more insistent, but I wrestled it back. I might only have a few seconds more, so I needed to make them count.

			“I’m trying to stop something very bad from happening. I only have a few more days—maybe only hours—to do it.” I had told Cayeth more, but then I hadn’t been fighting Death’s magic when I’d done it. I didn’t have the luxury of explaining about the Dark Magic, and I definitely wouldn’t tell Lyse about Death or the Darkness.

			“What—”

			My voice came out strangled. “It’s not safe for you to be around me right now. There’s a problem…with my magic… I need you to stay away from me. It’s too dangerous.”

			Death’s magic was touching Lyse’s lifeline, stroking it like a harp string.

			“But Aeryn—”

			My control was cracking. We’d run out of time. As gently as I could—but as quickly as I dared—I did the only thing I could think of to keep her safe: I used my magic to push her back away from the door, not letting up until she was at the staircase. I waited, panting, fighting to resist, praying she would go.

			After a moment’s hesitation, she did. Her lifeline made its way down the stairs and out of the dorm.

			I collapsed against the door. I hadn’t hurt her. Thank the gods. But if I met her again, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop Death’s magic from taking control. I put my head in my hands. What did I have to do to make everything right again?

			* * *

			Bonrin tugged uncomfortably at the chain mail shirt I’d given him. “Do I have to wear this? It’s a bit…” He looked down.

			Although I’d brought the smallest one I could find, it still hung loosely past his knees like a dress. Windhall had more than a few short students, but none were quite of his stature. I’d given him a helmet too, shaped like a silver pinecone cut in half with a long metal nosepiece. The helmet was so large it was constantly threatening to fall over his eyes, and he looked remarkably like a child playing dress-up. But it was all we had, and at least it was better than nothing. After our encounters at the Cloud Palace and with the Paladin yesterday, it was clear Bonrin needed more protection than just his white cotton shirt and blue pants. It would have to do.

			“We don’t know what we’ll find at the next tear,” I told him. “We need to be prepared.”

			I had snuck out of the dorm long before the sun had risen, slipping into the armory in the quiet hours of morning and doing the best I could with the school’s limited, sometimes antiquated, weapons. It was all but impossible to plan for what we might encounter next. No physical weapon could have stopped the wraiths, for example, and even a poleaxe wouldn’t have dented the ice golems—not that it would do to have Bonrin carousing around the capital of the Southlands with a weapon almost twice his length anyway. In the end, I’d selected for him a dagger long enough that he could use it as a sword. For myself, I’d taken two more knives to replace the one I’d thrown at the wraiths.

			It was all perhaps more of a palliative attempt than anything else. Bonrin hadn’t mentioned being trained to fight, but should we reach the point where he had to, we weren’t likely to win the battle anyway. He might as well be armed with two forks.

			I handed him the dagger, which he slid scabbardless between his belt and his shirt, then I cinched my wide leather belt around my own mail shirt and tied my hair up behind my head. I was trying to avoid thinking about what we might find once we stepped through the Gate into Nyara. Whatever Dark monsters awaited us there, they weren’t the only danger. By now, word had probably gone out that an Iliryan had killed the King of Cats. If the Southerners discovered two more Iliryans lurking in their streets, it likely wouldn’t go well for us.

			Bonrin patted the spools in his overstuffed pockets. Through the chain mail, they looked like indistinguishable lumps, as though he’d grown massive tumors around his hips.

			I nodded to him. “Ready?”

			“Oh, aye. I’ve always wanted to see the Southlands. You know, I came close once. Our ship was blown off course during a storm, and we sailed a little too close to the—”

			He didn’t get a chance to tell me what his ship was nearing, because just then, my door exploded inward. It slammed against the wall with a loud clap. I unleashed an embarrassing gurgling wheeze of surprise and called magic to my hands several heartbeats too late, half-convinced the Paladin had found us. But it was no Dark monster that barreled through, only Cayleth.

			For some reason, she was wearing a full set of battle armor, not her usual sparring kit, and had an arming sword like mine strapped to her waist.

			“Cayleth?” My heart was still beating so quickly I could barely get the words out. “What are you doing here?”

			She stepped further into the room, closing the door behind her, and crossed her arms. The spikes on her pauldrons made her look a bit like a snapping turtle. Although her helmet was riding low over her eyes, I could nevertheless see her face was set with determination. “I’m coming with you.”

			If my eyes could have grown any larger, I would have rivaled an owl. “What?”

			She glared at me. “Wherever you’re going, I’m coming too.”

			“But you…can’t,” I fumbled, flummoxed. My mind was still struggling to come to terms with the fact that she was here, in my room, dressed for battle at a time the rest of the campus was sleeping. When she should have been sleeping.

			She didn’t so much as blink at my weak objection. “Can and will. You’re not leaving here without me. And if Lyse were here right now, you’d be taking us both, but she has to be at the palace this morning.” She shook a scolding finger at me. “Even though she didn’t sleep at all last night keeping watch on you. I promised her I wouldn’t let you go alone, so wherever you’re going, I’m going too.” She raised her chin defiantly, daring me to argue.

			I stared at her, bewildered. The two of them had conspired to spy on me? I opened my mouth, a long list of protests forming on my lips. Under no circumstances would I bring Cayleth. But I hadn’t even gotten the first word out when Cayleth said, “When’s the last time you beat me in sparring?”

			I blinked. “What?”

			“When was the last time you beat me in sparring?”

			“Never.” It hadn’t even been close. With merciless precision and effortless skill, she had defeated me each and every time we had faced off. I was generally adept at magic. She was a genius. And that didn’t even take into account how much better she was with every weapon but a bow.

			She nodded. “Exactly. You need me—for whatever it is you’re doing.”

			“No—”

			“Oh, go on, Aeryn,” Bonrin interrupted. “Let her come.”

			Caught up in Cayleth’s unexpected appearance, I had completely forgotten Bonrin watching the two of us from the side of the room, head tilted back to keep his helmet from falling down. He gestured at Cayleth. “She looks ready to fight, and we could use the help.”

			Cayleth jumped, her hand automatically slipping to the silver handle of her sword. “Oh! I didn’t know you had a…guest.” She stared at him with open amazement. I imagined what a funny sight he must present, with his dress-like armor and his long flaxen hair.

			Bonrin nodded to her, not at all disturbed by her scrutiny. “Bonrin, at your service.”

			I glared at him, frustrated. “She can’t come. Besides, I don’t know what will happen if she tries to come through my Gate. It could kill her.” I could kill her, if I lost control of Death’s magic.

			He snorted. “She’ll be fine.”

			“A Gate?” Cayleth’s head whipped around to look back at me. “You can create Gates? How?”

			I threw my hands in the air, exasperated. “We don’t have time for this!” We had three more tears to close. Every second we wasted was more time for the Darkness to spill into our world.

			Cayleth put her hands on her hips, solid as a mountain and just as immovable. “Then let’s go.”

			Just like that, we were back at our stalemate. I had a choice. I could stand arguing with Cayleth, possibly until Lyse showed up and joined the fray, or I could risk bringing her along with me. Neither was a good option. Reluctantly, my heart protesting in the strongest of terms, I opened a Gate beside us. Once its bright light faded, Nyara shone out from the other side, sunny and cheerful.

			“Stick your hand through,” I ordered Cayleth, motioning to the Gate.

			She blinked, squinting at it. Then she marched forward and, without hesitation, put her arm through it. In Nyara, her fist opened and closed, unharmed. She withdrew it. “Satisfied?”

			Hardly, but I had already lost that battle. “Fine. Let’s go.” If it came to it—whether because she was in danger from something in Nyara or from me—I would Gate her home and there would be nothing she could do to stop me. Until then…it would be nice to have a friend along with me.

			Whispering a prayer, I led my two companions through the Gate and into the heart of the enemy city. For a moment after the portal closed, a surge of effervescent hope filled my chest. The round yellow sun shone warmly in a gloriously blue sky. The street around us was peaceful. There were no Southerners ready to charge us with knives and swords. There was no Paladin lying in ambush. Even Death’s magic, which had begun to stir and pull at Cayleth’s lifeline in my room at Windhall, had ebbed after I expended some magic to open the Gate and was now only a constant but ignorable mutter in my mind.

			But then I began to notice small details around us, and my skin tingled with the first inklings of concern. Streets that should have been full of life and energy were vacant, just as they’d been in Prann. Unlike in that city, however, there were signs of recent violence: streaks of soot where fires had burned; broken, abandoned crates of goods; a single leather shoe lying on the cobblestone street. I spun in a circle. Was this the work of more wraiths? I wrapped my hand tightly around the handle of one of the daggers at my waist, rubbing my thumb over the smooth pommel nervously.

			“Where are we?” Cayleth asked, looking around at the foreign architecture with wonder. There was no fear in her voice, only curiosity. She hadn’t yet noticed the quiet chaos around us.

			I resisted the urge to call magic to my hands, but I couldn’t keep the stress out of my voice. “Nyara.”

			Cayleth gasped.

			“Are we near the tear?” I asked Bonrin. It was too much to hope we’d Gated in right next to it. Nyara was likely bigger than Prann, and it could take us half a day or more to find it. With two more tears to fix after this, we didn’t have time to waste.

			Bonrin closed his eyes and sniffed the air, his small nostrils flaring. “Close. Very close.” He began walking north, his chain mail swishing softly as he moved.

			Cayleth grabbed my arm as I moved to follow. “Why are we in Nyara?”

			“We’re here to repair a tear in the veil between the mortal and the divine worlds.” I pointed at Bonrin. “Bonrin finds and mends the tears. I…fight the Dark things that come through them.”

			As I talked, I scanned the buildings around us for signs of danger. It was unnerving to walk openly in the city. Ilirya and the Southlands had been at war more than twice as long as I’d been alive.

			With a jolt, it hit me that Asher could still be here. When I’d left her, she had been alone with the White Queen in King of Cats’ throne room. Had she gotten out, or had she been imprisoned? I felt a flash of guilt for having left her, but there was nothing I could do for her, then or now. We were on different trajectories, fighting for different causes.

			We hadn’t gone far when I noticed an enormous shadow fall across one of the vivid yellow houses behind us. I thought a cloud had passed in front of the sun until the shadow slid quickly down the front of the house and onto the street. Black as the oil used to light the torches in King’s City, it coalesced into a humanoid form. Burning red eyes appeared in its head, staring in our direction. Uh-oh. We’d found the Dark monster.

			I grabbed Cayleth to get her attention, then yelled “Bonrin!”

			He stopped and turned back to look. When he saw the shadow being, his bright blue eyes widened. Jostled, his helmet tilted down his nose and over his eyes, and he hastily pushed it back up. His hands fumbled at his waist, looking for his dagger.

			Beside me, Cayleth drew her sword. I summoned fire to my hands but without any confidence it could stop the monster. It looked as insubstantial as a real shadow.

			“What is that?” Cayleth whispered, as though the creature could hear us.

			“Something that came through the tear,” I replied.

			Before the shadow could move toward us, I launched a fireball the size of my head at its chest. To my dismay, although not to my surprise, it flew straight through the creature, landing somewhere beyond it and fizzling into nothing against the sand-colored cobblestones. Giving no sign it had even noticed the fireball, the creature advanced toward us with a creeping glide. I couldn’t look away from its hypnotic burning red eyes.

			“What do we do?” Bonrin was at my elbow, his dagger drawn and held at the ready like a sword. It looked as threatening as a butter knife.

			I took two steps backward, trying to create space between the monster and us. “I don’t know.”

			Unlike the wraiths, this was not a creature that belonged to Death. I couldn’t unravel it nor did it have a lifeline I could pull to dispatch it. I racked my brain, trying to think of a way to confront it. How did one fight a shadow?

			As we continued to beat a cautious retreat, more shadows appeared. One slinked its way toward us from between two houses, pooling on the street like spilled water before reconstituting itself in humanoid form next to the first shadow—its perfect twin. A third shadow, this one in the shape of a spider, scuttled out from under an abandoned wagon with quick, frenetic movements and joined them. Now three sets of menacing red eyes stared unblinkingly at us.

			The monsters skulked nearer, moving silently. Eventually, the shadow spider separated from the group, scuttling up the side of a small pink house to our left and then jumping to the bright red house next to it. It was trying to flank us. Cayleth tracked it with dogged determination, the point of her sword never leaving it. I needed to come up with a solution, and fast. The last thing we needed was for the shadows to ambush us from multiple directions.

			Unexpectedly, a bright yellow triangle thrust through the chest of one of the two humanoid shadows in front of us. I barely had time to register that it was a sword before thick saffron cracks radiated out through the shadow’s body like fracturing ice. The cracks glowed brighter and brighter until it became hard to look at them. Then, in the blink of an eye, the shadow exploded in a blinding flash of light.

			The light faded. The monster was gone. In its place stood a tall woman with a bright yellow sword.

			She was wearing a short gold breastplate, a white cloak that reached to her knees, and a white turban. Her golden greaves and forearm guards, carved with intricate whorls, matched a delicate chain on her forehead, upon which was hung a triangular piece of jade. Having dispatched the first shadow, she did the same to the second one with a smooth sweep of her sword, cutting its head off and watching with evident satisfaction as the rest of its body dissolved harmlessly into the air. The spider shadow, perhaps worried for its own existence, scurried away hastily and disappeared between the houses.

			The stranger sheathed her sword behind her back and turned her attention toward us. Against her warm black skin, her exotic sapphire eyes shone with a light of their own.

			“One of the god-touched,” Bonrin breathed. Both his face and his voice were full of awe.

			This was a Southerner demigoddess.

			“You killed the shadows!” I said when she approached us. “How?”

			She cocked her head, observing me silently for a moment, then drew her sword. When the blade cleared the scabbard, it glowed an impossible, intense yellow, as if someone had captured the sun and hammered it into the shape of a sword. It wasn’t made of metal; it was made of light. My mouth fell open.

			“You’re Nala the Lightgiver’s daughter!” Bonrin was so excited he was almost jumping up and down. His helmet started to slide over his eyes again, and he had to push it back up his forehead with impatient hands. I remembered that in his own way, Bonrin was meeting family. Who knew how many other demigods and demigoddesses he’d met?

			The woman nodded with stately gravity, making her long golden earrings dance. “Yes.” To me, she said, “Light kills the shadows.” Her accent made the words sharp and staccato. She replaced the sword in its scabbard, her cloak swirling around her as she did so. I wondered how the blade didn’t burn through the leather. It must have been spelled.

			“What are the shadows?” Cayleth asked, looking around us for more of them. Even though the stranger had sheathed her sword, Cayleth kept hers at the ready.

			The woman studied Cayleth as though she could see the flesh and bone that lay beneath her armor. Then she shrugged. “They are living shadows. Does it matter?” She motioned to the empty street beyond us. “Come, let us go.”

			Startled, I said, “What? Where?”

			“To find the tear in the veil between the worlds. To save this city.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “You know about that?”

			She tossed her head, and her long, thick dreadlocks swept across her shoulders like agitated snakes. “I received a message from the Oracle. She said you would come here and that there is no time to lose. We must find the tear and fix it.” She cracked her knuckles, a loud popping sound. “And destroy all the living shadows that are consuming Nyara.”

			Thank the gods for Friel.

			Bonrin, enraptured by the demigoddess the way a baby is by something shiny, extended his hand. “The name’s Bonrin. I’m, ah, the fellow who’ll mend the tear. Pleased to meet you.”

			Several heads taller, the woman stared down at him. If she felt surprise at meeting another demigod, she didn’t show it. She likely assumed, and rightly, Friel had sent him too. She shook his hand, her face neutral. “Rijun. So where is the tear?”

			Bonrin held up a finger. He was almost quivering with excitement. “Near!” He spun on his heel and charged up the street, fired by purpose.

			Rijun, Cayleth, and I fell in behind him. Her legs were so long that for each stride she took, I almost had to take two. From the corner of my eye, I marveled at how powerfully and purposefully she moved. Unlike Bonrin, who seemed more likely to hurt himself with his dagger than an enemy, Rijun was a warrior. Every line of her body suggested smooth but deadly grace. With her beside us, I no longer feared ambush by the living shadows. They didn’t stand a chance.

			And yet the uneasiness I’d felt when we stepped through the Gate only got worse with each step. “Where are all the people in this city?” I asked after we reached the end of a long row of seemingly abandoned houses. Their black windows stared out coldly onto the street—bleak, hopeless, and empty. Had the living shadows devoured Nyara the way the wraiths had Prann? Was this another dead city?

			Rijun’s stride didn’t change, but her face hardened. “Most have fled the city in the last two days to escape the shadows. Those who remain are hiding inside.” She pointed with a long, slim finger at one of the vacant houses as though she could see the occupants inside. “The shadows do not enter buildings.”

			“Why not?”

			When Rijun smiled, it looked like a mountain cat baring her teeth. “Shadows cannot exist where the sun does not reach. For there to be darkness, there must also be light.” From her mouth, it sounded like a deeply mystical aphorism, a hauntingly beautiful truth about life.

			A thought occurred to me. “Do the shadows disappear at night?”

			She nodded. “Yes. The people of Nyara have been fleeing by moonlight. It is the only time they can be sure it is safe.”

			“Where do they go?”

			“Anywhere they can.”

			I stared at the buildings around me, picturing an endless caravan of crying families leaving the city, mothers cradling babies and fathers clutching the hands of their children, only the most basic necessities on their backs, glancing fearfully over their shoulders as they walked, wondering where they would find shelter outside the city. Although the Southerners were technically our enemies, I pitied them. I thought of my own family, trying to piece together their lives now that the Northmen had burned our home to the ground. The tragedy of loss was universal. At least there was hope for the residents of Nyara. If we could close the tear and rid the city of the living shadows, they could come back.

			“What do the shadows do?” Cayleth asked.

			For the first time, Rijun looked unsettled. She dropped her bright sapphire eyes. “They consume the living. Nothing remains of those whom they attack. Not even a hair from their heads. I have…seen it a few times. I wish I had not.”

			I shivered, remembering the shadows’ burning red eyes and how their inky blackness could expand or contract like flowing water. Had Bonrin, Cayleth, and I been ambushed while looking for the tear, we could easily have been destroyed before I was able to Gate us away. We were lucky Rijun found us when she did. And lucky Friel had sent her to us.

			“I will exterminate every last one of the shadows,” Rijun said, her face full of determination. Was there just a little gleam in her eye? Anticipation of the thrill of the hunt? “And then I will return to the land of my father. It has been too long since I have seen the deserts of my people. It is time to go home.”

			Without warning, Bonrin stopped and looked around, his face scrunched together in concentration. Compared to the tall, elegant warrior, he looked squat and frumpy.

			“What is it? Is the tear here?” Cayleth asked.

			He sniffed the air. “Aye, it’s here.” He took a small step forward, then reached out his right hand and caressed the air the way a musician would a lute’s strings. At first nothing happened, but then the air seemed to ripple, just as the ground had in Prann, revealing a silvery seam. He’d found the second tear.

			Rijun drew her sword, looking around with narrowed eyes. “There will be shadows here to protect it, no doubt.”

			Following her cue, I peered more closely at our surroundings. We were standing at the edge of a broad, empty square, in the center of which stood a tall metal fountain sculpted to resemble a herald. The fountain’s water arced out from the horn he held to his full lips. At any other time, this square would likely have been filled with stalls and carts. Now not a single bird perched on the roofs of the buildings that ringed it.

			At first, I saw nothing and thought Rijun might be mistaken. But then shadows began to slide stealthily over the roofs.

			There were dozens of them. They moved quickly, pouring themselves like ink over the yellow and red faces of the buildings. When they reached the cobblestones, they shaped themselves into a faceless, silent army. Cayleth gave me a worried look. There were too many of them. The only solution was to Gate away and come back at night.

			Rijun, however, stepped back into a fighter’s crouch, her weapon drawn and held high at the ready.

			“What are you doing?” I hissed.

			Rijun’s blue eyes glowed brighter than ever, supernaturally blue. “I am the daughter of Light. I run from nothing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“A load is always lighter when borne by many hands.”

			– Everyn Stargazer, “The Five Pearls of Wisdom”

			 

			Before I could say a word, Rijun was in motion. She charged into the shadows fearlessly, her sword held high over her head. Her white cloak billowed out behind her as she ran, a caravel’s sail filled by the wind. Then she crashed into the shadows, a speck of white in a sea of black. But it was immediately evident that the battle was uneven, and not in the favor of the shadows. Rijun was like a dancer among them, pirouetting and leaping on lithe legs, her blazing sword creating dizzying arcs of yellow light as she slashed through the shadows closest to her.

			The creatures reached for her, trying to envelop her in their blackness and extinguish her light with their darkness, but she was too nimble to be caught. Instead, they were the ones that were cut before her, scattered to the wind, their black substance exploded into dust and then nothingness. The rest of us watched in shock. If any of the shadows had attacked us from behind, we wouldn’t have noticed until it was too late, absorbed as we were in the beautiful chaos in front of us.

			I came to my senses first and nudged Bonrin. “Hurry! Sew the tear closed.”

			He gave a small jump. “Oh!” He hiked his chain mail shirt above his hips and dug the spool out of his right pocket, then carefully threaded his needle. When his helmet fell over his eyes, he removed it and laid it on the ground at his feet. Then he got to work sewing the tear closed with delicate precision, humming softly to himself as he worked.

			In the silence that fell over us, Cayleth asked, “Did Bonrin say that woman was the daughter of Nala?”

			I understood the incredulity in her voice. I knew about the demigods, and even I had been surprised by Rijun. I was starting to wonder just how many demigods were secretly walking the earth among their fully human counterparts. I nodded. “And Bonrin is the son of Zin.”

			Cayleth raised her eyebrows and looked with new admiration at him. Whatever questions she had about our half-human companions, however, she would have to save them for later. I had to watch for danger and keep an eye on Rijun. Although Rijun was streaking easily through the shadows, a lethal whirlwind of light and color, that could change at any moment. All it would take was one false step, one mistake. The only thing keeping her safe was her sword. If she dropped it, the shadows would have her.

			But Rijun never misstepped, and when the last of the Dark monsters had either been vanquished or had fled her thirsty blade, leaving the square as empty as we’d first found it, she rejoined us with a jaunty walk, grinning proudly. She resheathed her sword and cracked her knuckles. “You see? The shadows are nothing to me.”

			Cayleth tapped gently but insistently on my elbow. “Aeryn? Are you seeing that?” She pointed over Rijun’s shoulder, across the vacant square.

			I could have sworn that a moment ago, there had been no one. Now there sat the Paladin on his horse, tall and ominous, his lifeline a void against the bright colors of the world.

			Flee. Flee. Flee. The compulsion was a drumbeat in my mind. Although he was a few hundred feet away or more and couldn’t yet hurt us, fear gripped my organs, raking them with sharp claws. My hands itched to open a Gate that would take us to safety, somewhere far from him.

			Rijun squinted at him, not yet drawing her sword. “An enemy?” There was caution in her voice. Even from this distance, it was clear he was no friend.

			“Yes.” My throat was so tight it was hard to speak. I rubbed it, noticing how many fingers no longer responded to my command. “It’s the Paladin.” I turned to Bonrin, who was facing away from the Dark Rider and hadn’t noticed him yet. “Bonrin, please tell me you’re almost finished.”

			His hand stopped moving as he peered back at me, startled. “What? I’ve only just started.”

			“How much time do you need?” Rijun’s voice was steady and fearless, her eyes locked on this new threat. She reached over her shoulder, and her slim fingers flexed on the golden hilt of her sword as she drew it.

			Bonrin’s gaze followed ours across the square. He gasped. “He’s here! But how?” He looked back at me, his blue eyes questioning.

			We had left the Paladin and his destrier in Prann yesterday, hundreds of miles away. By all logic, he should have still been there. But then, I’d left him in Thamir the day before that. Distance was clearly no obstacle to him. I just didn’t know why not.

			“How much time do you need?” Rijun repeated firmly.

			Her words got through to Bonrin, pulling him from his shock. He shook his head and scrutinized the progress of his work. When he ran his hand along the tear, a few inches of silver remained. “A matter of minutes if I stitch fast and loose.”

			Rijun gave a curt nod. “Then we will buy you the time you need.”

			A bird was trapped in my chest, wings fluttering wildly as terror made it ricochet inside my rib cage. The Paladin seemed even more foreboding here in Nyara than he had in Prann. I swallowed, trying to find even a fraction of Rijun’s courage, but I would rather have fought a hundred of the living shadows than the Paladin. Why did no one else seem to fear him as I did? Couldn’t they see the danger?

			“Aeryn?” Cayleth looked to me for direction.

			I flexed the fingers of my hands that would still move, trying to shake out my fear. We would confront the Paladin. We would buy Bonrin the time he needed to close the second tear. We would do what was necessary to save our world.

			The destrier pawed.

			There is no hope for your world, the Paladin whispered in my mind. The Darkness will prevail. His voice grated against my mind like a rasp. It intruded without permission, no more pleasant than being warged by Raelan. I clapped my hands to my ears as though I could keep it out. I didn’t know why he was talking to me or how, but I knew it was him, and I wanted it to stop.

			His unearthly horse reared, whinnying. The red flames glowing beneath its chanfron flared brighter.

			As though that were the signal for which she’d been waiting, Rijun leapt into action. She raced forward, sword blazing with all the compressed brilliance of the sun, charging at full speed toward the horse and its rider. Her long, fluid strides swallowed the distance to the Paladin. The daughter of Light had no more fear of him than she’d had for the living shadows. He was just one more enemy to be defeated.

			Taken by surprise, I followed a moment later, calling my magic to my hands as I ran. My mind tumbled over itself, seeking a way to face him. Unlike the wraiths and the shadows, the Paladin was corporeal. Perhaps I could use my magic against him. Saying a silent prayer, I unleashed a fireball. The blue magic arced toward horse and rider, outstripping Rijun’s swift feet.

			I held my breath as it crashed into the Paladin’s chest. His body rocked, thrown backward by the impact. His destrier pranced sideways. My blue magic sizzled and then dissolved, unable to burn through his armor. Still, hope blazed through me, melting away some of my fear.

			The Paladin regained his seat just in time to parry a blow from Rijun’s sword. Sword of fire met sword of light in a crackling shower of sparks and color that danced like a swarm of fireflies. The two fighters were locked together for a moment, each struggling against the other. Rijun disengaged, whirling her sword around her head to deliver a cut from the opposite direction at his back. The Paladin parried easily, then spun his horse toward her, forcing Rijun to fall back to avoid being trampled by its thrashing hooves.

			I launched another fireball, trying to help her. I had meant to hit the Paladin again but missed in the melee, striking the armor plating on his horse’s shoulder instead. The fireball exploded harmlessly into bright blue embers. But it got the Paladin’s attention. He turned toward me with new focus. Where a face should have been beneath his helmet, there was only blackness. What was he? A shiver of fear ran like a thousand spider legs up my arms.

			We shouldn’t be fighting. We should be running away, the small, terrified voice in my head said.

			The Paladin stretched out his black-gloved left hand in my direction, and a column of bright orange fire jumped from it, shooting toward me. He was a pyromancer! I didn’t have time to be shocked. I only barely had time to raise my shield before his fire hit. It was like being struck by a battering ram. Although my shield protected me from the magic’s intense heat, it was unable to totally absorb the impact of the blow. I was thrown into the air and backward ten feet, limp as a child’s doll.

			I landed heavily on my back, the air whooshing out of my lungs. My head struck the cobblestones with a crack, and pinpricks of white light exploded in front of my eyes. I groaned and lay still for a moment, regretting not having worn a helmet.

			Cayleth slid to her knees next to me. The metal of her greaves scraped against the stone ground. “Are you all right?”

			I rolled onto my side, feeling a tweak in my shoulder. Nothing was broken, but the pain in my head was almost unbearable. It was hard to make my eyes focus, and my ears buzzed so loudly it was hard to hear. Waves of nausea washed over me, and I fought against the urge to retch. Still, I had to keep moving. I gripped Cayleth’s hand, and she pulled me up. I staggered, hoping the world would stop spinning and the pain would subside.

			“I’m fine.” I wasn’t exactly, but I was as fine as I would be.

			“Take a minute,” Cayleth said. “We’re protected by an illusion right now. He won’t know how to find us.”

			Since we were hidden from him, the Paladin turned his fire on Rijun instead. But she was ready for him. As he unleashed a jet of flame at her, she dove into a forward tuck roll. Although she evaded the brunt of the fire, the end of her cloak was caught. It began to smoke, small flames burning at the edge and ruining its pristine white. She rolled a second time, smothering the flames with her body, then jumped lightly back onto her feet, sword held before her.

			My thoughts raced. Without a magic shield of her own, it was dangerous for her to be around the Paladin. A few feet further and she would have been scorched by his mage fire. Cayleth or I could protect her with our shields but only when she was closer to us. We were almost forty feet away, with the Paladin almost equidistant between us. Rijun couldn’t run to us without him easily picking her off.

			As though reading my mind, Cayleth said, “We need to shield her.”

			Pale red magic formed soft, gentle clouds in her hands and lifted away. As they rose, they grew and darkened into bloodred walls a dozen feet tall and twice as long. Cayleth directed them between Rijun and the Paladin, concealing each from the other. The illusions wouldn’t have stopped a fly from passing through them, but so long as the Paladin didn’t guess that Cayleth was an illusionist, he would think she’d spellcast real walls.

			I caught Rijun’s attention with a wave.

			She understood immediately. Without a second look at the walls and the Paladin they concealed behind them, she took off toward us, legs and arms pumping. She hadn’t made it far, however, before the Paladin’s destrier burst through the illusion behind her, scattering it like dust. Bright orange magic built in his palm, preparing to unleash a fireball at Rijun’s fleeing back. I reacted without thinking. Raising both hands, I blasted him with a jet of as much fire as I could generate.

			But to my dismay, an orange shield rose up around him in time to stop it. My blue magic crackled helplessly into and then around it, thwarted. Rijun wasn’t close enough for our shields to reach her yet, so, desperately, I kept attacking, hoping the blows against the Paladin’s shield would provide enough cover for her to reach us. My magic dyed the Paladin’s shield an ugly brown. It might not have hurt him, but it was enough to help Rijun.

			When she reached us, she skidded to a stop, panting lightly and watching the Paladin from beneath the purple of mine and Cayleth’s overlapped shields. Sweat ran in large beads down her forehead. She didn’t bother wiping it away. She put her hand on my shoulder and leaned against it briefly. “He is a mage?”

			I glanced anxiously over my shoulder, trying to see Bonrin across the square. He was a small white figure, too far away to make out any features. Had he finished mending the tear yet? I didn’t know long it had been since we’d left him. It could have been three minutes, or it could have been ten.

			The Paladin had pulled his destrier up, observing the dome that could protect us from his magic but not from the heavy momentum of his charge. Perhaps he was calculating which of us to go after first. All he had to do was drive his horse into our midst, and we would be forced to scatter to avoid him.

			I pushed against Cayleth’s shoulder, avoiding the thick spikes on her pauldron. “Go check on Bonrin. If he’s finished, send a signal.”

			Wordlessly, she spun and dashed away. After four steps, she disappeared, cloaked in an illusion that made her invisible. I flexed my hands. They were hot and cramping from having used so much magic at once. My head was still throbbing.

			You cannot match me, the Paladin said unexpectedly, causing me to jump. You are too weak. You are mortal. He unleashed a stream of fire that blasted into my shield. The flames licked around the dome, as orange as the fire that had burned in Thamir, looking for cracks that would enable them to shatter it. For now, there were none.

			I returned a torrent of blue fire, trying my best to drill through his orange shield and crack it before he could crack mine. And to dissuade him from charging us. But expending that much energy was exhausting. Creating a firestorm might have been an easy feat for a Great Mage like Kjelborn, but I was much weaker, and my magic was still depleted from my encounter with the ice golems in the Cloud Palace. My hands, braced in front of me, shook. I gritted my teeth together. Just a little more, I told myself.

			You cannot fight for much longer. I hated the sneer in the Paladin’s voice. It galvanized me to fight that much harder. If I could have, I would have ruthlessly unmade him like the wraiths, but Death’s magic couldn’t touch his inhuman lifeline.

			Is that the best you have? His voice was mocking and cruel. The next words were an insidious whisper. It’s not enough.

			Each word was agony as it grated against my mind. The pain in my head redoubled, a piercing spike driven into the back of my skull. It was hard to focus on anything but the hurt. A wave of dizziness hit, and I staggered, resisting the urge to squeeze my temples with the heels of my palms.

			“What’s happening?” Rijun asked, her gaze flashing between us.

			The Paladin was motionless, his attack temporarily halted. You cannot stop what is to come. This world will die.

			I gave a low growl, angry at him, angry at the pain, angry at being in Nyara, far from Lyse when all I wanted was to be with her. Perhaps I couldn’t stop the Darkness, but that wouldn’t stop me from trying.

			Come to me. The Paladin raised his hand again, but this time, rather than sending a blast of orange fire, he pulled me toward him.

			I sucked my breath in sharply, shocked. It felt like he had lassoed me with an invisible rope and was dragging me forward. My shield was helpless to stop this kind of magic. I dug my heels in and windmilled my arms, fighting to resist, but it was no use. My boots scrabbled helplessly against the cobblestones. Rijun grabbed my left arm, pulling with all her strength in the opposite direction, but then she was dragged along too.

			I panicked. With my right hand, I blasted the Paladin with all the mage fire I could summon, trying to pry us free. But my fire was weak and depleted. It fizzled out feebly when it hit his shield, no more force behind it than a snowball thrown by a child.

			We were so close now I could hear the whispering sizzle of the flames licking up and down the Paladin’s sword. I could see the dozen or more beautifully wrought rectangular plates that covered the destrier’s neck like a second skin and each link on the Paladin’s black chain mail shirt. I could even smell a faint whiff of brimstone.

			Short of Gating us to another part of the city, I was running out of ideas. I groped my belt blindly, feeling for the two daggers I had sheathed at my hips. When my fingers found the rough hilt of the one on my left, I drew it.

			And threw it directly at the Paladin’s faceless head.

			He was thrown back as the dagger hit…something. In that instant, his hold over me broke like a taut thread snapping. I fell backward in a disorganized flurry of arms and legs, sending Rijun stumbling behind me, but recovered my feet immediately.

			“Run!” I shouted.

			Without checking to make sure she was still with me, I ran as fast as I could toward the tear. “Cayleth!” I waved my arms wildly, trying to catch her attention. “Is it done?” My heels were pounding against the ground, sending tiny shock waves up my legs. Could she hear me? Could we reach them before the Paladin reached us?

			Cayleth’s face turned toward me, and she pointed, her mouth moving as she said something to Bonrin.

			“Is it done?” I yelled again. I was sixty feet away now, and finally the distance between us was closing. Cayleth and Bonrin were growing larger in my field of vision, their details filling in with each stride I took. If there had been any living shadows around us, I wouldn’t have noticed them, as focused as I was on reaching the others.

			“Yes!” Cayleth called back, nodding.

			The relief her words gave me was short-lived. Over the sound of my own boots pounding against the ground, I heard the sharp, unmistakable report of hooves on cobblestone. The Paladin was coming, and he was coming fast. Cayleth and Bonrin saw it too. Their bodies stiffened in unison, eyes locked on the sight behind me. I twisted to look over my shoulder. The destrier was bearing down on me in full gallop, its churning hooves eating up the distance between us.

			The Paladin’s cloak billowed out behind him. He was a black raven in full dive. He would be on me in a few strides.

			My heart was pounding. My lungs burned. I opened a Gate in front of Bonrin and Cayleth and waved my arms at it. “Go!”

			Rijun could easily have outstripped me with her long, athletic legs and joined them, but instead, she unexpectedly peeled away, taking off perpendicular to the Gate.

			“What are you doing?” I cried, worried the Paladin would go after her.

			“My place is here,” she called over her shoulder. “I will cleanse this city of the shadows.”

			The Paladin did not follow Rijun, and now the destrier was almost on me. The sound of its hooves echoed all around me like a thousand terrible bat wings. I had only enough of my magic left for one final, desperate maneuver. I stopped running and whirled to face the horse, casting the last of my magic as a wave of pure force.

			It slammed into the destrier. The animal’s front hooves stopped in a dead halt, as if it had run into a wall. Its back hooves, however, kept sliding, their momentum unchecked, until the horse was sitting entirely on its black haunches. The Paladin pitched forward into the destrier’s neck. The pair would recover in seconds, but for now, their charge was stalled.

			I spun and darted for the Gate. It shimmered in front of me like an oasis mirage, so close I could almost touch it. Windhall’s green orchard and Ilirya’s cloudless blue sky beckoned me from the other side, serene and inviting. I put on one last burst of speed I didn’t know I had. It was enough. I lunged through the Gate, pulling it closed behind me so the Paladin couldn’t follow.

			I was home; free.

			* * *

			The second my feet touched Windhall’s ground, I collapsed, rolling onto my back and letting my arms fall limply around me. We’d done it. We’d managed to mend the second tear and make it home again. I held back laughter full of relief, fear, and stress. My entire body tingled, flushed with energy at having been so close to the Paladin.

			Bonrin leaned over me, his small head filling my field of vision. His cheeks were flushed red like crab apples from his dash to the Gate, setting off the blue of his eyes. “You should learn to run faster.”

			I closed my eyes, smiling, just barely restraining myself from bursting into hysterical laughter. “I’ll remember that.”

			It had been hard-fought, but we had won one more piece of hope. The Darkness hadn’t prevailed yet. We might have only escaped by the barest of margins, but we’d done it. I didn’t know what would happen at the next tear or how we would fight the Paladin when we encountered him there, but for now, it was enough that we had closed the second tear and escaped with our lives.

			“Where to next?” Bonrin asked.

			Before I could answer, Cayleth threw down her helmet beside me. It landed with a soft thud and rolled a quarter turn before stopping. She crossed her arms. “What was that? Aeryn, what… What was any of that? What were those shadows, and what was that…knight?”

			I quickly told her everything I knew about the four tears and the Dark monsters that had come through. The only thing I couldn’t explain, because I didn’t understand it myself, was the Paladin. When I finished, she asked, “But how can you create the Gates to reach the tears?”

			The answer to that question brought me uncomfortably close to the secret I least wanted to reveal: my death. But now I’d learned there was a way to tell half the story without revealing it all. “The Darkness pulls power from Death, so after Raelan and Chancellor Vandys tried to bring the One God into our world, Death chose me to be his mortal champion to root out Dark Magic, then, when that failed, to fight the Darkness. He gave me some of his power to create the Gates I would need.”

			Cayleth screwed up her face, thinking. As she considered my words, her fingers tapped against the pommel of her sword. “Why isn’t the Mages’ Council involved? People everywhere should know about these tears and the Darkness.” Color rose to her dusky cheeks as she glared at me. “You should have told us sooner! Why would you try to stop it alone?”

			I rubbed my forehead, willing my headache to lessen even a little, but Cayleth wasn’t finished. “You’re so pigheaded!” She threw her hands in the air. “What a stupid idea, running around trying to do everything with just you and Bonrin. What if Rijun hadn’t come and you’d been killed by the shadows? You’re telling me our entire world would have been destroyed? Why wouldn’t you bring more of us to help?”

			She stomped in a small circle, waving her left hand around wildly and building steam for her tirade. “Not to mention Lyse has been driving herself crazy worrying about you. Did you even think about her and how she was feeling? How would she feel if you were killed?”

			Did I think of Lyse? I bit back a surge of anger so strong that for a moment, I didn’t feel my headache at all. I thought of Lyse all the time. Every moment of every day. She was my entire world. Everything, everything I did was for her. Even this. Especially this. I would gladly die again to save this world for her. And I would do whatever it took to keep her safe, even if it meant hiding things from her.

			I grabbed Cayleth at the bicep, tethering her to me to stop her pacing. “Cayleth, listen to me. You can’t tell Lyse what I’ve told you.” Maybe one day she would face a similar decision, and then she would understand. She was one of the bravest people I knew, but was she brave enough to risk the lives of people she cared about? Was she strong enough to watch them die?

			She shook me off unhappily, staring at me with naked shock and disgust. “What? You can’t—”

			I held up my hands to stop her. “For one thing, I won’t put her in danger. If you tell her, she’ll demand to come, and I won’t allow it. For another…” It was time to tell the last part of my story. I took a shaky breath. “Do you remember when Lyse stabbed me in the castle? Remember how I told everyone she missed, that the injury looked much worse than it was?”

			Cayleth squinted at me suspiciously. “Yes, of course I remember. So?”

			“I lied. She didn’t miss.” I had to force the words to come out. They wanted to stick in my throat. They clawed at my tongue and teeth, refusing to leave. This was my last, most closely held secret, and it wanted to remain hidden.

			Cayleth’s face went blank. “I don’t understand.”

			“I…died.”

			I swallowed. My hands were gently shaking, so I rubbed them together, trying to generate some feeling. But it was futile. There was too much death in me, and every day there was more. If I stopped using Death’s magic, I could slow this decay, but I couldn’t stop it completely.

			“When I died, Death—well, Lymon—gave me a choice: stay in the Eternal Realms or come back to the land of the living to try to stop Raelan and Chancellor Vandys. I chose to come back. It wasn’t even a question. I didn’t realize…” In a flash, I was standing in front of Kjelborn as he delivered the devastating news the next day. Living mortals can’t leave the Eternal Realms. I hadn’t actually escaped my death.

			For the first time since that night, Cayleth really looked at me. All the anger drained from her body as she truly understood. “You really are dead.” Shock and confusion swirled together in her quiet voice. Finally, she saw why my relationship with Lyse and my friends had gone through such a profound change after that night. Four teenagers had rushed into the castle garden to confront the rebels, but only three had made it out alive.

			I nodded. I felt the smallest measure of relief having told her my secret. Less alone. “Death tasked me to stop the Darkness. Once I have, if I can…” I closed my eyes. “I don’t know how long I’ll have here.” Death could retake me in a week if he wanted.

			Cayleth covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh, Aeryn.”

			I rubbed my palms on the rough fibers of my pants, not meeting her eyes. I didn’t want to see the horror and sadness in them. “So you see, Lyse would only blame herself if she knew. I don’t want our remaining time together, however long or short it is, to be overshadowed by this. I want her to have only happy memories.”

			I looked toward the main part of Windhall’s campus. If I closed my eyes, I could see her taking care of a student, rolling bandages, making poultices, or reading about herbal compounds, activities that brought her joy and fulfillment. The best thing I could do for her was hold off the inevitable sadness that would accompany my second death for as long as possible. When I looked back to Cayleth, my face was as impassive as I could make it. “There are two tears remaining. Once we close them, then we can tell her…some of the story. But only then. Until that time, I want her far from danger.”

			Cayleth laid her hand on my shoulder. Her face was full of compassion and pity. “If you were in Lyse’s shoes, you’d want to know, and you know it.”

			Abruptly, Bonrin cleared his throat, breaking into our conversation. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but about that Paladin: do you think he can follow us here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Leviathan: A living creature of immense size and power. Often but not always a marine mammal.”

			– The Book of Words

			 

			“What?”

			It could have been Cayleth speaking, or it could have been me. Our voices joined together in a harmonized interjection of shock and horror, a single voice.

			Bonrin shrugged, much less concerned than he should have been by the prospect. I noticed absently that he had left his oversized helmet in Nyara. His flaxen hair was starting to fall out of the two tails that draped over his shoulders. “Why not? He was in Prann, and he was in Nyara. Why shouldn’t he be able to find us here too?”

			Cayleth and I exchanged dismayed looks. Was the Paladin defending the tears, or was he following me? I had a sinking feeling it was the latter.

			“We have to leave,” I said. I couldn’t risk inadvertently leading him here and putting Lyse and all the students in danger.

			“But you’re drained,” Cayleth protested. “You used a lot of magic fighting the Paladin. You need time to recuperate.”

			My headache was like hammer blows directly to my skull, and I had exhausted almost every ounce of my magic. But still, there was no question of staying. I shook my head, then immediately regretted it. “We need to get to the next tear. Then we can worry about how to stop the Paladin.”

			Cayleth looked troubled. She nibbled on a fingernail. “Where is it?”

			“Menon.”

			Bonrin brightened, his eyes sparkling. “So it’s to the east next then?” He sighed dreamily. “I love Menon. Such good memories.”

			“You’ve been there?” Cayleth asked.

			He inclined his head. “To the Green Isles, yes, many times. I was quite the adventurer in my youth.” He slapped his thighs, making the chain mail slither. “These legs don’t take the seas as well as they used to, but when I was a younger lad, I crewed on the galleons sailing from Port Bluewater.”

			For a moment, I pictured him standing on the deck of a massive ship, the ocean spray crashing into his face, looking out from the expansive Coral Sea as he and the rest of the crew approached the archipelago of hundreds of islands, large and small, spread out wide over hundreds of miles. I pictured his hair pushed back behind him by the wind, the water sticking like sparkling dew, and in his hands, thick, wet ropes.

			“The sea was a fiery, tempestuous lover, but I’d do it all again.” He sighed wistfully. “The years only get harder with time. Sailing the high seas is for the young.”

			“What does Menon look like?” Cayleth asked.

			Bonrin’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he remembered. “Its island was once a volcano. The city was built in its crater.” He indicated with his hands the shape of a bowl. “It may be the capital city of the Isles, but more than anything, it’s a city built for trade. The galleons from Ilirya and the North anchor in the harbor and bring their cargo in on tenders. Back and forth all day the small boats go. The harbor is always busy.”

			He paused, eyes blissfully unfocused as he reveled in the memory. “They say it’s the most beautiful city in the world, and it’s true. There’s nothing else like it.” His voice was reverential.

			“How big is it? Will it be hard to find the tear?” I asked.

			Bonrin rubbed his chin, thinking. “Not half as big as Prann, but it’s hard to say how easy it will be to find the tear. The problem with the city isn’t that it’s wide; it’s that it’s tall. The tear could be on any level.”

			I patted my belt, feeling for my last dagger. Sword on my left, dagger on my right, I was as ready as I could be. I announced, “I’m going to open a Gate.”

			Cayleth stooped and picked up her helmet, brushing the dirt off it, then pulled it on her head. Bonrin tugged at his chain mail tunic and fiddled with his dagger. Two student war mages and a demigod whose affinity was needlework. We were a ragtag, unimpressive group. Looking at us, I didn’t see how we could possibly prevail against the forces of the Darkness.

			“Okay.” Cayleth nodded, her expression grimmer than it had been a moment before. “Let’s go.”

			The Gate I opened shimmered in front of us, inviting us to enter. There were no clues to the monsters that awaited us on the other side. Wraiths, living shadows, and the Paladin himself could all be just out of view.

			I looked at Cayleth, who was rubbing her eyes. “You don’t have to come.” Part of me still wanted her to back out and stay safe here at Windhall. At least with every Gate I opened, the call of Death’s magic to pull her lifeline became softer and softer. Now it was nothing more than a quiet whisper.

			She threw her shoulders back. “Nonsense. I’m not leaving the future of the world to just you.” Her silver armor glinted in the afternoon sun, polished to a high shine, and I had to admit that of the two of us, she certainly looked more prepared to defend the mortal plane. Head held high, she marched through the Gate.

			Whatever I had expected to see on the other side, nothing could have prepared me for the beauty that awaited us. As we stepped through and exchanged Windhall for Menon, it was like walking into a pristine garden. Menon was a city overgrown with lush green life. Plants and flowers of all types and colors blended seamlessly into black basalt terraces that reached up, up, up into the sky. Delicate ivy spiraled around columns topped by finely detailed carvings of griffins. Small pink flowers spilled from pots hung near arches decorated with yellow and white mosaics.

			The beauty of the city took my breath away. It was the complete opposite of the drab, dead Ice Crown. I spun in a circle to take it all in, breathing in its lush, tropical scent. “Bonrin, it’s magnificent.”

			“It really is the most beautiful city in the world,” Cayleth breathed, craning her neck as she looked around. “I feel like I’m in a dream.”

			Like a scene from a storyteller’s fantasy, gentle man-made waterfalls fell from terraces into shallow rectangular pools that reflected the pale blue sky. Bright green hummingbirds with blue heads flew among the flowers, drinking nectar with their long bills. A butterfly with amethyst wings and a black body landed on my shoulder and flapped its wings twice before taking off again.

			When I raised my eyes above the horizon, I finally understood what Bonrin meant when he said the city was tall. Menon was built in layers, with the black colonnaded houses stacking three or more stories tall around us. It was only possible if they’d been built into a hill. Was this the crater Bonrin had mentioned?

			With the sun shining directly on them, the houses looked almost gilded. Gold houses on a green island. It was paradise, and I wished Lyse could have been here, under different circumstances, to see it. For a moment, I wondered if Friel could have been wrong. There was no Darkness here.

			Bonrin sniffed the air, thick eyebrows pulled together. His eyes scanned the city. “I smell smoke.”

			As soon as he said it, I smelled it too. It was faint and barely identifiable above the humid air but unmistakable. I looked for its source and saw a plume of gray smoke a mile or more in the distance. I pointed to it so the others could see. “There. Is that supposed to be smoking?”

			“No.” There was sharp alarm in Bonrin’s voice. “There are no trees on the island. There should be nothing to burn. Besides, that’s the direction of the harbor. What could they possibly be burning?”

			“Could it be related to the tear? Could that be where it is?” Cayleth asked.

			Bonrin and I exchanged glances. If something was out of place in Menon, it was more than likely the tear would be nearby. I tilted my head at it. “Come on. Let’s go.”

			The three of us took off at a jog, following the smoke. The path to reach it wasn’t straightforward, however. It seemed no roads in Menon ran straight, or at least not straight in the direction we wanted to go. We found ourselves winding through the city, weaving back and forth between narrow lanes and broad avenues. Our efforts were complicated by the fact that wherever the smoke was coming from, it was behind a tall hill. The closer we got, the harder it was to see. At times, the only way to find the smoke was to see where it reached high into the sky and became a dark smudge against the pale blue.

			After half a mile, the road turned sharply right and gave way to stairs. We climbed for what felt like forever before we reached the top. My legs burned, even my left one, which had picked up a distinct numbness since opening my last Gate. But the view, when we finally reached it, was breathtaking. In front of us, the mossy green ground sloped sharply down, terminating in roiling white sea-foam and an ocean bluer than I’d ever seen. Above the horizon, the sky stretched endlessly, a light blue blanket covering a deeper blanket of azure. If not for the pressing need to find the third tear, I could have stood there for hours drinking in the beauty of the sea.

			Bonrin dropped to his knees beside me. “Oh no.” He moaned, his hands cradling his head. He had found the source of the smoke.

			I saw those hundreds of ships of which Bonrin had spoken, the ones that sailed constantly in and out of the largest port in the world, and immediately I wished I hadn’t.

			Every single one of the ships in the harbor had been caught in some kind of inferno. The galleons, numbering in the dozens, were sinking, their sails and decks crackling with orange-red fire that slowly consumed them. A few were broken in half and falling to pieces while others were slowly sinking end-first to the bottom. It looked as though some of the boats had dropped their tenders, their sailors trying to row away and escape the destruction, but they hadn’t made it. Bits and pieces of the broken boats floated lifelessly on the waves, oars drifting aimlessly on the harbor’s gentle waves, shattered flotsam. On the horizon, an armada of ships in full sail was fleeing the island, the tips of the ships’ white sails a flock of gulls in flight.

			“What’s happening?” Cayleth asked. “Why are the ships on fire?”

			We got our answer immediately. A creature appeared from around a bend in the landscape. From our vantage point high on the crater edge, it was hard to judge its exact size, but I guessed it must be at least thirty feet tall or more. It stood on two legs and had two arms like a human, but there ended the similarity. It had a triangular horned head with ridges down its nose. Its back and arms were covered in short spikes.

			Fire burned in its hands and spewed from its mouth. Where it walked, it crushed everything beneath it. It was as though the creature were a living volcano: dried black lava on its surface, molten orange fire underneath. As we watched, it threw a ball of fire at one of the already sinking ships, causing it to ignite in a fiery blaze.

			“Oh no,” Bonrin said.

			“It’s so big!” Cayleth took a step back, her face blanching. Her right hand went to the sword at her hip. Her left settled on the dagger on her belt. Neither would so much as scratch the monster below. We might as well poke it with toothpicks. “What is it?”

			“It’s a leviathan. A behemoth,” I marveled. I couldn’t begin to guess what it must weigh. It was taller than every building in the harbor and thick with muscle. With the swipe of its massive arm, it could all but sweep the buildings around it into the sea.

			Bonrin had the same thought. “It’s going to destroy the whole harbor.”

			By now, there wasn’t much left of the harbor left to destroy. The buildings ringing the docks had been almost totally obliterated by the monster’s colossal weight. The ground was littered with blocks of basalt.

			“Is the tear down there?” Cayleth asked. Some of the confidence she’d shown back at Windhall had waned.

			Bonrin had a piece of hair in his mouth and was chewing it unhappily. “Aye, it’s there all right. Somewhere in that harbor.”

			“How will we reach it?”

			The monster breathed a jet of fire over an already dismantled row of houses near the harbor. I hoped whoever lived there had left long ago. I summoned my courage. “We’ll get as close as we can, then figure out what to do.” It was hardly a strategy, but it was the best I could come up with.

			Cayleth nodded. I could see she was steeling her nerve too. “All right.”

			Bonrin huffed. “I liked the harbor better without that thing in it.”

			We hiked down the crater wall toward the burning rubble, taking careful steps to avoid skidding down the slippery moss. There may have been a more direct way through the city, but the trail we found made by the goats living on the island looked faster.

			“We’ll have to get the leviathan to move,” Cayleth said. “Bonrin can’t repair the tear while trying to simultaneously avoid being stomped on or set on fire. We’ll have to draw it somewhere else.”

			“To where? And how?” I asked.

			The monster was far too heavy for me to move with my magic. It was at least twice as tall as the ice golems and much, much heavier. I pictured the two of us darting back and forth in front of it, trying to attract its attention in a desperate effort to lure it away from the harbor. It would never work. With a single step, it could obliterate us, and that didn’t even take into account the danger from its fire.

			“I have an idea.”

			“What?”

			Cayleth’s mouth was set in a thin, determined line. “You’ll see.”

			The closer we got to the harbor, the more destruction we saw. The leviathan had left a trail of devastation in its wake that stretched as far as the eye could see. Menon’s beautiful hanging gardens on this part of the island were reduced to crumbled wreckage. Layers of houses had collapsed into shattered debris. Pots, pans, and clothing lay strewn in the street and under toppled stones.

			We were almost at the harbor now. Even though the Dark monster was hundreds of feet away on the far side of the harbor, it felt far too close for comfort. Every time the creature took a step, the ground trembled under our feet, sending vibrations up my legs and all the way to my ears. Towering above the buildings, it smashed and demolished everything in front of it like an angry child.

			“Bonrin, are we near the tear yet?” I didn’t relish the thought of getting any closer to the leviathan. Although I could see its lifeline, it was as thick as a tree trunk. There was no way I could cut or unbind it.

			Bonrin sniffed the air. “No. The tear is nearer to the monster.”

			We watched for a moment in shared silence. We couldn’t safely move any closer. The creature was unpredictable. It could accidentally strike us with any of the debris it was creating. It could change direction and rampage over us without even noticing we were there. Or, worst of all, it could notice us and decide to attack. It was time to find a way to draw it away from the harbor so Bonrin could work.

			“Okay, how do we make the creature move?” I asked Cayleth.

			Cayleth was watching the monster closely. “By giving it something to chase. Let’s see how it likes competition.” She raised her hands, palms up. Her pale red magic bubbled into them and then cascaded down to the street in a miniature waterfall. The magic ran like rainwater into the harbor. For a moment, the water near us was dyed bloodred.

			Then a creature just as monstrous as the leviathan rose from it. It had a long, thick neck that ended in a much smaller triangular head, and a mouth with a double row of daggerlike teeth. Half a dozen or more thin black tentacles reached out from the churning water to wave in the air like octopus arms. Starting from the creature’s head and running down its neck were long spines like quills. Had I not seen Cayleth’s magic enter the water, I would have assumed that another Dark monster had appeared from the waves. The beauty of Cayleth’s illusions was that she could create something that didn’t even exist. This sea monster was real only in her imagination, and what an imagination it was. The creature was perfect, down to the shining sea spray that glistened on its head.

			Bonrin, however, hadn’t realized what Cayleth had done. He issued a small scream and flung himself away from it, fumbling to draw his dagger as though he could use it to confront this new danger. I held up my hand. “Cayleth’s an illusionist.”

			Cayleth’s sea monster gave a keening wail that pierced the gray smoke from the burning ships and the heavy, blistering air of the harbor. The leviathan turned slowly to confront it. We were close enough now I could see its smooth black skin, stretched taut over corded muscles, and its pure white eyes, which were small and located just below its horns. Cayleth’s illusion snaked its head toward the leviathan and screamed again, as though challenging it to a fight. What the leviathan saw was an enemy. It issued a bellow of rage and screamed a jet of fire at the sea monster.

			The flames fell far short, but Cayleth’s monster thrashed its tentacles agitatedly against the water and whipped its neck as though daring the leviathan to come closer. I held my breath. Would the leviathan take the bait?

			The Dark monster lumbered toward its challenger, stepping carelessly with clawed feet on rubble that used to be buildings. It hurled fire as it walked, but of course the fire passed through and around the illusion, falling into the sea where it immediately extinguished with a sizzle. The pretend sea monster gave another scream of defiance and lashed a tentacle in the leviathan’s direction, egging it on. The illusory appendage came close enough to lure the leviathan into trying to grab it with its massive four-fingered hand. The leviathan swiped at it and missed, far too large to move quickly. It roared its frustration, and every organ in my body shivered with the reverberation.

			It took only a few steps for the creature to reach the quay, and when it did, it stood there for a moment, as though deciding what to do next. The docks that had once lined the quay had been charred to cinders. They poked out of the water like the remains of petrified trees. Beyond them, floating among the burning ships, was Cayleth’s sea monster, well out of reach and hissing and roaring its defiance.

			I watched breathlessly. Of course the leviathan wouldn’t leave land to chase a creature of the sea…would it? What did it expect would happen?

			“Come on,” Cayleth coaxed. “Go get it.”

			As if obeying her command, the leviathan stepped off the quay with a single giant step. It landed heavily in the water, sending up a geyser of water. The big waves that followed made the flotsam in the water bob. The water was deep but not as deep as the leviathan was tall. Its head and the tops of its shoulders were visible, which meant its mouth was still full of raging fire, although the flames in its hands had been snuffed. The creature began to walk slowly toward the fake sea monster, struggling to move its bulk through the water.

			“I can’t believe it,” I said. “It really thinks it can fight the sea monster.”

			Cayleth tore her eyes away from the scene. “Go,” she told Bonrin. “Now’s your chance.”

			Bonrin fished the second to last spool out of his pocket and gripped it tightly in his fist. Nodding silently to us, he jogged away through the chaotic remains of the harbor, his head swiveling as he tried to sense the tear’s location amid the harbor’s destruction.

			When I looked back to the leviathan, it was gone. Its horned black head had disappeared; the gentle waves gave no sign the creature had ever been there. Even its lifeline had vanished.

			“Is it gone?” I imagined it at the bottom of the harbor, too heavy to rise again. I pictured the last of its fire smothered, its lungs filled with water as the creature’s movements slowly ground to a halt, like a clock winding down. Could it be that easy? Did Cayleth really trick it into its own death? A spark of hope flared inside me.

			Cayleth’s sea monster fell motionless as perhaps Cayleth wondered the same. For a moment, the harbor was peaceful, the ships burning around the illusion almost soundlessly. Then the water churned and frothed as something beneath the surface caused a disturbance next to it.

			Before I could blink, the leviathan’s head burst free of the water, followed by its shoulders. Its arms reached forward, clawing the water as, slowly but surely, the leviathan swam toward Cayleth’s sea monster. Cayleth growled, her face set in an angry mask of determination. “It can’t swim forever.”

			The sea monster screamed its rage and moved deeper into the ocean. The Dark monster, whose fire had been doused totally by its plunge, swam unhesitatingly after it, past the blackened galleons and broken masts littering the harbor. It moved faster than I would have expected such a large thing to move, gaining a little on Cayleth’s illusion with each stroke. The sea monster made a few swooping attacks at the leviathan, needling it.

			I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The leviathan was made for land, not water. It was fantastically heavy, with claws, not fins. Would it pursue the illusion until it became too tired to swim and drowned? Cayleth was a powerful mage, but all mages had limits, particularly in regard to distance. Her sea monster was a huge, detailed illusion. For how far—and how long—could she maintain it?

			The grindingly slow chase continued through the harbor. I couldn’t look away. The two monsters weaved between the wreckage of ships, unmindful of the debris around them. The illusion screeched and wailed, slashed and attacked, but the leviathan continued with undaunted determination, its arms churning rhythmically through the water.

			Already, the magic was visibly taking its toll on Cayleth. She started to tremble, sweat coursing down her cheeks. The leviathan and sea monster, pursuer and pursued, made it past the farthest boat, a quarter mile or more out to sea, and then her magic could go no further. With no warning, her illusion disappeared midscreech, gone in the blink of an eye. Where there had been two monsters, only one remained.

			By now, the leviathan was so far away its head was almost impossible to see. I wondered what it was thinking. Was it confused at the sudden disappearance of its foe? Did it feel cheated? Or did it feel victorious?

			Cayleth’s head dropped, exhausted. Her black hair was damp and matted where it stuck out under her helmet. Her breath came short and quick, making her shoulders hiccup. She panted, “I’m sorry. It was too far away.”

			I supported her with my arm, taking some of her weight as she sagged against me. “Don’t apologize. It can’t make it back. You were amazing. How did you know the monster would follow your illusion?”

			Death’s magic whispered in my veins, coming alive as it sensed her weakness. Her lifeline was flickering ever so slightly. She had expended more of herself than she should have in trying to draw the leviathan deeper into the ocean. I shoved back against the magic hard, refusing to listen.

			Cayleth wiped her forehead. “It was a guess.”

			I glanced at the leviathan, little more than a blotch on the horizon. “Let’s go find Bonrin and see if he’s finished.”

			We found Bonrin in the middle of a pile of rubble, sitting on his heels as he worked intensely on a tear that only he could see. Where he’d wiped his cheek at some time, it had left a black smear. Another dark smudge stained his hair. He was humming softly as he sewed, a tune I’d never heard before that sounded like a sea shanty. Exhausted, Cayleth sat down on a block of basalt next to him, her legs kicked out in front of her.

			Bonrin grunted, not looking up. “Is the beast dead yet?”

			“Not yet,” I said. “But he’s deep in the harbor. He’ll never make it back.”

			Now he did look up, and he raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You left it? You know, the sea sometimes spits back what she takes. She’s unpredictable like that.”

			Cayleth and I locked eyes over him. She shrugged. I shrugged back. It seemed a bit melodramatic, but it was stare at the sea or stare at Bonrin. She brushed off her seat. “We’ll wait for you by the quay. Come find us when you’re finished.”

			We walked to the place where the leviathan had jumped into the water, watching the gently lapping waves for any sign of the beast. There was none nor any trace of its lifeline. For all Bonrin’s concern, the leviathan was gone.

			We sat down on the edge of the quay and stared out into the harbor at the burning ships. I wondered how much longer they could burn. A few hours? A few days? Then they would sink to the bottom and join a graveyard of ships already there. In the future—provided there was one—mariners would one day anchor above them, and the story of the leviathan would be told on deck at night as a grim reminder of the damage that had been wrought.

			“Do you think there are more monsters like that one in the Darkness?” Cayleth asked, breaking into my reverie.

			I rubbed my eyes. The wind had shifted, carrying the stinging smoke back toward land, watering my eyes. It was like being back in Thamir among the burning huts. Remembering my devastated home hurt like the stab of a knife. “Yes,” I said to keep myself from dwelling on what my family might be doing now.

			“I thought so.” Cayleth grimaced and kicked the heels of her brown boots against the quay wall. Then, unexpectedly, she said, “I’m sorry.”

			I frowned, confused. “For what?”

			She squinted at the burning ships. “I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you since... I didn’t understand what you were going through. None of us did. I wish you’d told me sooner. You didn’t have to keep it a secret, not from me. I would have helped you.” Her voice didn’t carry the reproach I might have expected after her rant in the orchard. Only regret. And pity.

			I picked up a piece of broken rock and threw it into the water at my feet. It made a plopping sound as it hit, then sank immediately to the bottom. “I couldn’t tell you. What if it had been you in my place? What if I’d accompanied you to the palace of the King of Cats and you’d been stabbed? Or come to the first tear and been killed immediately by a wraith? Or crushed by an ice golem at the Cloud Palace? What if we’d gotten all the way to Nyara, and while you had your back turned, a living shadow dissolved me? How would you feel?”

			Cayleth squirmed. She ran her finger along the smooth bottom edge of her breastplate. “Awful.”

			I nodded. “I couldn’t tell you or anyone else about the things I was doing, because then you would have demanded to come, and I won’t bring you to your death. I can’t. And even though you got the monster to swim into the ocean, I still hate that you’re here right now, because if something had happened to you, if the creature had…” I stopped. The rest of the sentence was caught under the lump in my throat.

			Cayleth patted my shoulder. “It wouldn’t be your fault. You can’t think about it that way.”

			She was wrong. It would be, and I did think about it that way. But I didn’t argue with her.

			We fell silent, watching the rhythmic waves of the ocean. At least for all my fears about exposing Cayleth to danger, we’d done it. We’d managed to kill the Dark monster without any of us getting hurt. Menon was safe, whatever remained of it. I could hardly believe it.

			The water exploded in front of us like a jet. Ridged black skin entered our field of vision and immediately gave way to horns, followed by small white eyes and a wide, gaping mouth full of terrible teeth. Two massive clawed hands grasped the quay on either side of us, trapping us between them.

			The leviathan! But how?

			Long tentacles of green seaweed that stuck to every part of the beast told me how it had gotten here: it had walked.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			“To fear is human.”

			– Reddek the Wise, first Chancellor of Windhall University

			 

			“No.” The word was a moan from Cayleth’s lips, long and low and full of horror. It carried with it everything we felt. Surprise. Disbelief. Fear.

			We were so close to the leviathan that water dripped off its leathery skin and onto us as it rose from the sea. It was cold and salty and soaked into our clothing, but we were too frozen by terror to move. How could it be here? How could it have walked the length of the harbor to reach us, and so quickly? There hadn’t even been a ripple in the water to alert us to its presence, and now it was too close to escape.

			The leviathan started to pull itself out of the water, its muscles rippling, and, like puppets whose strings have been taken up by a puppeteer, Cayleth and I were given life again. We jumped to our feet and ran, hurtling down the rubble-strewn street in Bonrin’s direction. My boots slapped against the hard ground and then took flight again. Questions flooded my mind. Could we reach Bonrin before it reached us? Had he finished mending the tear? I could Gate him home while I figured out what to do about the leviathan, but our work in Menon wasn’t complete until the monster had been slayed. I just didn’t know how I would do that.

			Through the chaos of my thoughts, I tried to take stock of our options. Cayleth had exhausted all her magic creating the sea monster just as I had drained mine against the Paladin in Nyara. Our swords and daggers were out of the question. I called to Death’s magic in my veins, hoping it could offer a solution to our problem, but heard only devastating silence in response. That left…nothing. We had no weapon with which to fight the creature. What was I supposed to do?

			A ball of fire exploded in front of us. The half-shattered building before us jumped into the air and then shook apart into pieces. The ground rolled with the shock wave, throwing us backward. I landed on my side and slid limply against the rough street, my chain mail scraping against it. My ears rang. The headache that had started in Nyara renewed violently. Shards of basalt dug into my palms and my leg. I had only one thought. “Cayleth!”

			She was on her back next to me, her open eyes staring at the sky. Was she hurt?

			I crawled over to her on my hands and knees, ignoring the bite of the debris into them, my heart in my throat. Please be all right, please be all right, I chanted in my head. I grabbed her pauldron and shook it gently but firmly. She groaned and coughed, blinking. Thank the gods. I helped her sit up, hoping nothing was broken.

			She touched her cheek below her right eye, an area not covered by her helmet. There were small cuts where she’d been struck by flying stone. A thin trickle of bright red blood ran to her jawline. She wiped it away, then looked at the glimmering liquid on her hand, dazed.

			I squeezed her bicep under the armor plate. “Are you all right?”

			She nodded, fear in her eyes. “I’m okay.”

			I looked behind us. The leviathan was headed toward us from the quay with long, thunderous steps. The fire that the ocean had extinguished had returned, and now it burned with terrifying intensity in the leviathan’s mouth and hands. The volcano was coming for us.

			I hauled Cayleth roughly to her feet. There was no room for anything but panic in my chest. “We have to go.”

			We started to run again, but Cayleth was now limping heavily on her left foot, grimacing each time she stepped down on it. Although she didn’t complain about the pain, I realized we wouldn’t be able to run fast, if we made it far at all. The leviathan raised its arm perpendicular to its body as if it was throwing a ball, preparing to launch another devastating attack. I grabbed Cayleth’s hand. “We’re going to have to Gate.”

			“What about Bonrin?”

			I hadn’t forgotten him. I would have to make a series of Gates: one to take her home, one to bring me back, one to take Bonrin away from the leviathan without me, and the last one to bring me back to Windhall. The final Gate would only matter if I found a way to stop the monster and it didn’t kill me first. Creating so many Gates in such quick succession would be difficult and require a huge expenditure of magic, but I thought I could do it, and right now, what mattered was getting her home. I had protected her from the One God; I could protect her from the leviathan.

			The One God! In a flash, I knew what to do. I slid to a stop and turned to face the leviathan. It was a few hundred feet away and gaining on us. This close, I had to fight every nerve in my body to stop myself from running away mindlessly. All the cells in my body vibrated with screaming, overpowering fear, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself to stand my ground.

			Gathering Death’s magic, I opened a Gate directly under the leviathan’s feet. In a blaze of light, the solid basalt road turned to vapor, replaced by a huge, shiny silver disc. Immediately, the leviathan dropped through, pulled by its own enormous weight.

			I had built the Gate to open right back here in Menon. If my idea failed, at least the monster would still be stuck on this island. So as the monster fell through, its feet and legs reappeared above its own head, plunging from an invisible spot in the sky like a weird optical illusion.

			The leviathan plummeted through the Gate almost too quickly to follow. With only a fraction of a second to act before it was too late, I yanked the Gate closed like a door slamming shut. The leviathan’s legs, which had already made it through, tumbled to the ground, landing limply with a dull thud that shivered the ground around us. They barely avoided colliding with the creature’s torso, which hadn’t made it through the Gate before it closed.

			For a moment, everything was motionless. Then the fire in the leviathan’s mouth and hands slowly extinguished. Its chest slumped forward, devoid of life.

			I’d cut the leviathan in half.

			The air became still, like the calm after a storm. Everything had happened so quickly, it all felt unreal. I half-expected the monster to pick itself up and continue to chase us, but its white eyes stared at us blankly, the light gone from them.

			“Is it dead?” Cayleth leaned against me, her face pale and drenched with sweat.

			I wrapped my arm around her waist, taking as much of her weight as I could. “It’s dead. Come on. Let’s find Bonrin.”

			She nodded, and we limped away. I wanted to feel relief that the leviathan was gone, but instead, a new dread filled the pit of my stomach. The Paladin was in the city. I knew it. I could feel it. But with her bad ankle, I didn’t tell Cayleth; she had enough to worry about without also constantly looking over her shoulder.

			My left arm was cold and stiff. If the last two fingers went numb, I wouldn’t be able to use the hand at all.

			We reached Bonrin, and I set Cayleth down carefully on the ground. She winced, stretching her leg out in front of her and resting it on a block of pitted basalt. Although I couldn’t see it, I knew her ankle must already be swelling. With a pang, I wished Lyse were here with us. She could heal Cayleth with the touch of her hands. I pushed the memory of Lyse away. Although the sprain hurt Cayleth now, it wasn’t permanent. She could be healed when we were back at Windhall.

			Bonrin stopped his work, leaving the bright silver needle stuck in the veil. It looked as though it were floating in the air. His eyes traveled from Cayleth to me. “What happened?”

			“The sea threw the monster up,” Cayleth said with unexpected wryness.

			His eyebrows rose. “But you killed it?”

			“Yes,” I answered.

			He gave a satisfied nod. “Good.” He gestured to the space around the needle where, beyond our eyes, the tear lay. “I’m almost finished.”

			My skin started to thrum. It felt as if it had been stretched tight as a drum and someone was tapping lightly on it, causing it to vibrate. Simultaneously, my magic began to buzz in my veins. I froze, all my senses alert. The Paladin was nearby.

			Cayleth must have seen something in my face, because she pushed herself to sit up straighter, alarmed. “What is it?”

			“It’s the Paladin. He’s close.” I glanced around us. He could appear at any moment, galloping into sight and bowling us over.

			Cayleth staggered to her feet, still not putting weight on her left foot, and drew her sword. “Where is he?” She raised a shield preemptively around us, dyeing the world a soft red.

			But injured as she was, Cayleth wasn’t going to be able to fight, and she certainly wouldn’t be able to run if it came to it. No, I had to be the one to keep the Paladin away and buy time for Bonrin to finish the tear.

			“You stay here and protect Bonrin,” I told Cayleth.

			“Where are you going? We should stay together.”

			“No, someone needs to keep him away from the tear.”

			She hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. “Be safe.”

			Although my fear of the Dark Rider was overwhelming, hope tickled the back of my mind. I could do to him what I’d done to the leviathan. I could cut him in half or Gate him into the middle of the ocean, where maybe he would sink to the bottom and drown. Now that I knew I could use Gates as a weapon and not just a means of transportation, it opened up possibilities I’d never before considered. I had destroyed a giant. I could destroy the Paladin too.

			Although I looked in every direction for the Paladin, I couldn’t see far. The leviathan hadn’t yet completely leveled this part of the harbor, so he could be behind any of the half-demolished buildings. My skin prickled, my senses hyper alert. The thrumming on my skin grew more forceful, and my heart sped up to match its rhythm. He must be getting closer. Why could I feel him like this?

			Champion. Even though I couldn’t see him, his voice rang as clearly in my head as if he were standing next to me.

			I startled, whirling to look all around me. Where was he?

			Why are you fighting for a dying world? Why do you not surrender?

			I tried to ignore his words and tiptoed to a building, peering past the corner in case he was on the other side.

			There was no one.

			When your world is gone, you will feel nothing. There will be no pain. There will be only oblivion.

			“I don’t want oblivion,” I growled under my breath. “I want my friends. I want my family. I want you to go away.”

			He was so close that the hairs on the back of my neck rose, as though he were breathing against them. I half-expected him at any moment to materialize and charge.

			Do you believe all creatures want to live?

			His question was so unexpected I paused midstride.

			He continued. Is that what distinguishes the living from the inanimate? A desire to persist, against all reason?

			Although I had more pressing things to think about, nevertheless my mind flashed to the leviathan. Was it persistence that had led it to walk along the bottom of the harbor? I brushed the question aside. This was not the time to ponder matters of philosophy. I had no idea what the Paladin was up to, but I focused instead on summoning Death’s magic. I could dispatch him with a Gate. I was now sure of it.

			There was a tower in the harbor that had once housed a bell to warn the city of danger coming from the sea. The leviathan had staved in its roof and crushed it to half its height, sending the bell crashing to the ground, but the tower was still the tallest thing in the harbor. The Paladin and his black horse stepped out from behind it, dark and menacing. If anything, the destrier looked even larger than before. The Paladin’s sword blazed as hot as the leviathan’s fire. Come to me.

			Death’s magic sizzled and crackled as it coursed through my body like lightning. As I had done with the leviathan, I opened a Gate beneath the destrier’s feet. In case I couldn’t close it in time, I put its exit high above the water, far out to sea, as far as my eyes could see over the horizon. If the fall didn’t smash horse and rider to smithereens, they would drown. They could never swim back to shore nor could they walk like the leviathan. Whatever happened, I intended to make sure the Paladin would not be there to meet us at the fourth tear.

			The Gate twinkled below the destrier’s hooves, blue ocean replacing the black basalt road, but to my shock, nothing happened. Horse and rider should have plunged through as the leviathan had, but instead, the destrier stood on the Gate as though it were still standing on the hard ground. I gasped. No! How was it possible?

			The Paladin’s laughter rang in my head, deep and echoing. Did you think your feeble trick would work against me?

			What came next happened almost too fast for me to comprehend. Something grabbed Death’s magic and pulled, yanking the power not just out of my control but out of my body. The sensation of it ripping away, separating from the very blood in my veins, was agonizing. Every muscle in my body clenched, shuddering in pain. I grabbed the half wall next to me and groaned through gritted teeth. The Gate beneath the destrier’s feet disappeared in the blink of an eye, evaporated to nothingness.

			The sudden release of that sensation weakened my knees so much that I almost collapsed. I felt naked, like a turtle without its shell, exposed and helpless. I reached for the presence of Death’s magic in my veins and found it really was gone. My chest filled with so much fear and despair there was no room for my lungs to expand. I had no magic left with which to fight.

			The Paladin did not celebrate his triumph, however. When he spoke again in my mind, his voice was as flat and colorless as before. You cannot stop the victory of the Darkness. It is futile to try.

			As scared as I was, Kjelborn’s words came back to me: “We fight until we can fight no more.” My hands shaking, I drew my sword.

			Lay down your weapon and end this pathetic resistance.

			I did not bother to respond. I hefted my sword instead, trying to remember everything my combatives instructor, Trick, had told me about swordsmanship. Keep my knees bent. Breathe out with the strike. Aim for a vulnerable point, not armor.

			You will come to change your mind. You will cease to fight and accept the inevitable. In time.

			Something hit me from behind, sending me sprawling. I landed on my hands, my sword skittering away along the alley. When I turned to see what hit me, I realized the trouble I was in. I had made a key mistake. I had assumed that the leviathan and the Paladin were the only Dark things that had come to Menon. They were not.

			This new monster was the size of a pony and twice as heavy. Its front legs were slightly longer than its back legs, making it look as though it were crouched and preparing to attack. Four sharp, curved claws sprouted from each foot while rows of wicked spikes ran from its head down to its tail, which ended in a ball of additional spikes. Its mouth was full of sharp yellow teeth, and from its lower jaw protruded curved white tusks. Its mottled skin was gray and hairless, its body beneath rippling with muscle.

			I scrambled to retrieve my sword as it growled at me, its yellow eyes shining. The alley was bordered on both sides by the ruined walls of buildings that reached to my shoulders. The only way to escape the monster would be to turn my back on it and run toward the Paladin, which was no solution at all. Its growl became louder, and it hunkered a little lower on its front legs. My skin tingled, sensing the imminent attack.

			It pounced. Its long arms reached for me, claws extended to rake across anything they could reach. My boots slid on the small pieces of debris that littered the ground as I scrambled backward, waving my sword in front of me. I was able to buy a little distance but not much. I had barely evaded its claws, and now we were closer than ever.

			Its tail whipped behind it as we assessed each other. I had an extremely narrow window of opportunity to slay it. As with any animal, its head and its chest were its weak points, but for my sword to reach them, I had to be well within range of its claws, spikes, tusks, and teeth, all of which were unforgivingly sharp and deadly. I wished I was wearing Cayleth’s armor. My chain mail shirt wouldn’t do much to protect me.

			The monster reared back on its hind legs, and I moved without thinking. As its arms reached for me, I lunged forward with my sword, driving it into the beast’s nose with as much force as I could. The tip of the blade found a soft spot and slid home. The monster’s gnashing teeth were kept at bay as its head was forced back.

			There was no time to feel relief, however. My proximity to the monster had come at a price. The claws on its left paw scored down my right shoulder, sharper than any metal blade. They ripped through the chain mail, puncturing skin and bone and tearing a line all the way down to my waist. The burning was so intense, the pain so vivid, a high, involuntary scream burst from my lips. I couldn’t think, couldn’t move. My body was howling with pain, trying to collapse into itself around that pain. My sword dropped to the ground with a clatter. My arm was unresponsive. I crumpled to the ground, unable to do anything but hurt.

			The world went black at the edges, and then the darkness rushed to swallow everything. I was going to die a second time. Bonrin would be stuck here in Menon, unable to mend the fourth tear. The worlds were lost. Lyse…

			* * *

			“Aeryn!”

			Cayleth’s voice battled to be heard over the thousand screaming howls of pain in my head. I was writhing, whimpering, lost in the endless ocean of hurt. There was nothing there but blinding, blistering agony. I wasn’t dead again, but it would have been better if I had been. Anything was better than this pain. Still, I forced my eyes to open.

			Cayleth was on her knees beside me. “Aeryn. Oh gods—” Her voice was panicked; I’d never heard it so afraid. “Are you—Can you move?”

			It was hard to focus on her through the all-consuming agony. Her hands touched me, feeling for the injury on my right side beneath the bubbling blood, setting off new explosions of pain. I moaned and fought back the blackness threatening to take over, and she stopped. I didn’t want to move. I wanted to die. There was blood everywhere.

			“Open a Gate. We have to get you to Lyse.” Cayleth was insistent, desperate. She moved frenetically, hands twitching as she made to touch me again before stopping herself. Her round face floated over me. “Aeryn, focus on me. We need to get you to a healer right now. Do you hear me?”

			Dry ash filled my mouth. My tongue didn’t want to move. But I had to tell Cayleth. She needed to know. “I can’t open a Gate.” My voice creaked, soft and weak.

			“What?”

			“The Paladin—” I stopped, breathless “—took—” another pause “—the magic.”

			“No.” She shook her head, the fox ears of her helmet twisting against the pale blue sky. Her eyes were wider than I’d ever seen.

			Her face blanched as she realized what this meant for us. We had no way to get home. And very soon we would be she. And then there would be no world at all.

			“You have to try. Please, we have to get back to Windhall. Do it—do it for Lyse.” Her voice trembled.

			I didn’t want Cayleth to be stuck in this ruined city for the end of the world. If all existence was to be extinguished, better she be at Windhall when the time came. I had to try and get her home, even if it was only for a few days before the Darkness consumed our world. I closed my eyes and felt for any last drops of Death’s magic I still had, anything the Paladin could have missed. How many times in the last few days had I thought I had exhausted every ounce of strength I had only to find a tiny reserve that remained? If I could do it again one last time, I could send her home before I died a second time.

			It was all but impossible to concentrate and even harder to feel through the pain, but…I found some of Death’s magic in my veins. Calling it together, I tried to open a Gate, hoping my luck would hold one final time.

			Nothing happened.

			But then, after a long moment, a small flicker appeared beside us. It was the weakest Gate I’d ever seen, even weaker than the one Lymon had created the last time I’d seen him. But it was a Gate, and on the other side was Windhall’s green orchard.

			“Go” My voice was a hoarse rasp. I didn’t know how long the Gate would stay open.

			“Not without you.”

			“No—”

			Cayleth yanked my sword out of the Dark monster and threw it onto my stomach. Then she grabbed my chain mail tunic at the left shoulder and dragged me. My body towed lifelessly, leaving a thick wet smear of blood. The pain was so awful I was certain I would pass out again. I screamed wordless agony, every fiber of my being engulfed in flames. Leave me! Let me go! I would rather die than endure this torment.

			Cayleth kept backing through the Gate, dragging me with her. The second my toes cleared it on the other side, the Gate disintegrated. She set my shoulders down on the ground. My sword slid onto the grass. “I’m going to get Lyse.”

			Blood covered every inch of my chest. Could a dead person even be healed? In a moment of clarity, I realized with awful horror that it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. We had returned to Windhall without Bonrin, so we now had no way to repair the fourth tear. Why hadn’t he been with Cayleth?

			Minutes that felt like hours passed as I waited for Cayleth and Lyse to return. My right calf went completely numb.

			“Aeryn!” Lyse’s high-pitched scream of terror cut through the orchard’s silence.

			Feet pounded toward me and then stopped as Lyse collapsed next to me. Immediately, she unleashed her magic, bathing me in pale indigo that tingled where it touched my skin. The excruciating pain eased a little, and I shut my eyes. Muscle and skin reknit themselves, trying to remake the form they had held before. Blood reconstituted in my veins, replenishing what had been lost. Several minutes later, all that remained was a dull throb.

			Emotions, such as indescribable relief the relentless pain had ebbed, filled the space the receding pain left. More than anything, however, I felt gratitude. Lyse was here. No matter what happened next, I’d gotten to see her one last time. I hadn’t been able to save the world, but at least we could spend the time that remained together. It was the best gift I could have asked for. We would have each other until the end.

			I took her right hand, cradling it to my chest. My horror at having lost Bonrin, my despair at Ilirya’s future, was all momentarily set aside. Tears rolled down my cheek. “Lyse.”

			My heart. My soul. My everything. All I wanted was for her to hold me.

			Matching tears shimmered in her eyes, waiting to fall. I’d seen this face twice before, both times when she’d been afraid I was going to die. She squeezed my hand. “Shhh, rest. You need to rest while you heal.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything,” I babbled. I’m sorry I can’t save the world for you. I pulled her hand to my lips and kissed it. We were both shaking so hard I almost missed.

			Her face crumpled, and she started to cry. I shifted my right shoulder, testing to see if it could move. When it did, I opened my arms, inviting her to come to me. She collapsed limply against my chest. I hugged her tight, and both of us cried—for all the things we had, for all the things we’d lost. Most of all, we cried because no matter what, we were together.

			It was a long time before either of us could speak. Finally, I couldn’t bear the cold any longer. What had been the fiery pain of injury became a thousand freezing needles piercing through me from my skin down to my bones. My body began to shiver so hard that it made my teeth rattle.

			Lyse sat up, alarmed. “You’re cold. And your eyes—Why are your eyes white?” The tears were still wet on her cheeks. Her own eyes were red.

			“I need—I need to get warm.” My thick tongue struggled to move around my chattering teeth. I was so weak even saying those few words left me exhausted.

			Lyse looked to Cayleth, who was standing over us with worry on her face. At some time while Lyse was healing me, she’d picked up my sword and was clutching it in her hands, point down. “Help me carry her,” Lyse commanded “We need to get her back to the dorm and get her warm.”

			Cayleth nodded and tucked my sword under her sword belt to free her hands. They each took one of my hands and hauled me to my feet. I held in a groan. Lyse’s healing only went so far. They looped my arms over their shoulders, Lyse on my left, Cayleth on my right, and I allowed them to take most of my weight. I couldn’t have walked unassisted if I’d wanted to.

			“Wait!” We had only taken a single step toward the dorm when I remembered Cayleth’s twisted ankle. She had run all the way to Lyse and back for me. She must be in agony. I planted my feet as much as I could. “Lyse, can you heal Cayleth’s ankle?”

			From the surprise on her face, I knew Cayleth hadn’t told Lyse she was hurt. But she simply nodded, her face grim. “Which one?”

			“The left,” Cayleth said, grimacing.

			Lyse released a tendril of indigo that wrapped itself around Cayleth’s ankle. Looking down at Cayleth’s leg, I caught my first real sight of myself. For a moment, I felt light-headed. Heavy, wet blood had not only impregnated every inch of my tunic from my right wrist to my left shoulder but also my right pant leg from hip to heel. Even Cayleth and Lyse had been stained. The front of Lyse’s dress was dyed crimson where she’d lain against me while Cayleth’s armor was stained with ugly red smears.

			“Can you hide this?” I asked Cayleth. It wouldn’t do for the whole campus to see us like this. It would raise questions we didn’t have time to answer.

			Cayleth nodded, and in a moment, we were spotless.

			Lyse directed us to my room, where she and Cayleth carefully laid me down on my bed after first stripping off my bloody clothing and helping me into new clothes. Despite Lyse’s healing, a thick, puckered pink scar ran the length of my body. Lyse cringed when she saw it but said nothing. She tucked me in under the scratchy brown blanket, pulling it high against my chin, and when my shivering didn’t abate, she directed Cayleth to gather the blankets off the beds in their rooms. She herself stayed, sitting on the bed beside me and stroking my face gently.

			I clutched her hands. “Stay with me,” I begged. Although she’d given no sign she intended to depart, I couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving my sight for even an instant.

			She brushed her palm over my forehead, pushing my hair back. “Of course.” She leaned forward and kissed the space she’d created. Her voice was tender and calming.

			I closed my eyes, breathing in her scent, enjoying the feeling of her lips and hands. Now that I had no more of Death’s magic, there was no whisper in my head, no yearning to cut her lifeline. There was nothing to push us apart. It was just the two of us. She rested her forehead against mine, cupping my face in her hands. I could almost forget the rest of the world and the disaster hanging over us.

			After a moment, she sat back. I immediately missed the contact. She put my right hand in her lap, massaging it. “What happened?” And then a second later, “What do you think you’re protecting me from?”

			“Bad things.” The whispered words were all I could say. How else could I summarize everything that had happened and everything that was yet to come? How could I tell her I’d lost Bonrin, and that by losing him, I’d lost not only the mortal realm but the divine plane as well? She didn’t even know Bonrin existed.

			“Is it over now?”

			“No.” That single word carried all the horror and terror I felt. Visions of the Darkness pouring into our world danced before my eyes. Leviathans crushing cities beneath giant feet. Wraiths sucking all the joy and happiness from families, leaving the world a dull shade of gray. Living shadows creeping over fields and through streets. I shivered, my stomach roiling.

			Lyse ran her left hand through her long, thick hair and pressed her lips together firmly. The fingers of her right hand had stilled on my palm. “We can stop the bad things later. You need to rest now and recover.”

			The bad things wouldn’t wait, but there was nothing I could do. Without Bonrin, there was no hope.

			At that moment, Cayleth came back with blankets piled so high in her arms I couldn’t see her head at all. She handed them to Lyse, who spread them out over me, her own blue blanket on top. Although they could do nothing for the deathly chill in my body, I nevertheless smiled, trying to show gratitude. Lyse smiled back and patted my chest. “Would you give me and Cayleth a moment to discuss something?”

			My heart burst in an explosion of irregular beats. I clutched her hand desperately, pinning it to my chest to stop her from moving. “You said you wouldn’t leave!” My voice sounded plaintive and childish, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t bear for her to go for even a second.

			Her smile tightened. “You’re right. Cayleth, why don’t you tell me what happened? Tell me everything.” The tension in her voice suggested she was repressing anger, and when she turned to look at Cayleth, her face carried the accusation that Cayleth had been complicit in helping me with whatever I had been doing that had almost gotten me killed.

			Cayleth looked at me uncomfortably and took a breath. But her answer was for me, not for Lyse. “The Paladin took Bonrin.”

			“What?” I sat up so fast my head swam. I swallowed and put my left hand down, leaning on it to stop from collapsing back on the bed.

			“After Bonrin finished, the Paladin appeared. Before I could do anything, he grabbed Bonrin and rode away.”

			For a moment, all the air was sucked from the room, leaving a vacuum. “He’s alive?” The air rushed back in. “We have to go get him!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“I suppose not everything in the divine realm is divine, just as not everything in the mortal realm is mortal. Why shouldn’t the one bleed into the other at times?”

			– Personal writings of the Abbot of Gent, circa 170

			 

			“No!” Lyse’s voice was sharp. It cut through the air like the crack of a whip. “You’re not leaving here.”

			Commanding as it was, my mind was already churning, racing ahead of itself. If Bonrin was still alive, all wasn’t lost. But where could the Paladin have taken him? Even if we discovered where, how could we possibly get there? I couldn’t create Gates anymore.

			If only I could contact Lymon. I pushed the blankets off myself and started to rise. “Maybe—”

			Lyse firmly shoved my chest, pushing me back down onto the bed. I flopped back helplessly. “You’re not going anywhere.” Steely determination filled her voice. Her healer’s bedside manner was gone, replaced by the full force of her will. It was harder than rock. Colder than snow.

			“You don’t understand—” I started to protest.

			“You don’t understand.” Her normally gentle eyes burned. “You almost died. Go somewhere? You were minutes away from bleeding out in the orchard, and even now you’re so weak you can’t even walk. Whatever you think you need to do right now, you don’t. Someone else can go.”

			No, they couldn’t. I was Death’s champion. If Bonrin could be saved, I would have to be the one who saved him.

			I sat up again, and this time, my eyes met Cayleth’s. She was biting her lower lip anxiously. Both of us knew what was at stake if we couldn’t recover Bonrin. I didn’t want to upset Lyse, but I didn’t have a choice. I took her hand and looked into her eyes, begging her to understand. “I know you don’t want me to go, but can you heal me any more than this?”

			She jerked her hand away, furious. Her chest heaved. Her voice was a wounded hiss. “How can you ask me that?”

			I pressed her hand and tried to ignore the blood staining the front of her dress. My blood. The last thing I wanted to do was leave her and the quiet safety of my room, but it was the only way to keep her safe. “You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t essential. We don’t have much time. I wish there were someone else who could go, but there’s not. It has to be me.”

			Lyse glared at Cayleth. “You were supposed to come get me if it was something dangerous. You were supposed to stop her from doing anything that could get her killed.”

			Cayleth grimaced and dropped her eyes, staring hard at the ground. “I know. There was no time. I’m sorry.”

			“Is she telling the truth? Only she can go?” Lyse asked the question as though I weren’t sitting in front of her, as though she didn’t trust me.

			Cayleth looked at me, then nodded slowly. “I think so.”

			Lyse twisted her body back to me. I braced, prepared for the worst, but instead, she put her hands roughly on my shoulders, her eyes bright with unhappiness. Whatever angry words she muttered under her breath, they were too low for me to hear.

			Unlike in the orchard, this time her indigo magic burned. I bit down hard, stopping the groan in my throat from escaping. Heat raced up my arms and down my legs, chasing away the cold there. I felt warm everywhere for the first time in months. Warm and invigorated and strong.

			When she was finished, Lyse removed her hands and lifted her chin, her eyes flinty. “Wherever you’re going, you’re taking me with you.”

			I did a double take. What? No!

			“It’s not safe,” Cayleth said.

			Simultaneously, I said, “No, Lyse. You can’t.”

			It was out of the question. I hadn’t worked so hard to keep her safe just to put her in danger now. It was bad enough exposing Cayleth, and she could take care of herself even better than I could. If we were able to find Bonrin, we would surely have to confront the Paladin, and there was no way I would allow him near Lyse. Thank the gods Cayleth agreed.

			I started to climb out of my bed. I could dissuade Lyse from coming while I dressed. Lyse looked at me reprovingly, then whispered a few words. Instantly, I couldn’t move. It felt as if I were encased in stone. I struggled to lift my arms, to turn my head, but I couldn’t move a hair’s breadth. A spell! The same spell, in fact, the war mage Halver had used against me when we sparred at Windhall.

			I stared at Lyse, shocked. Spellcasting was her secondary affinity, but she hadn’t been trained to use it. When had she learned this spell and, more importantly, why?

			She crossed her arms, glaring at me with an expression that would have made even the leviathan quail. “You’ll take me with you, or you’re not leaving this room.” The edge to her voice was sharp as a knife. My gentle, caring Lyse had turned into someone else.

			Overcoming the spell was impossible. “Please, don’t do this.” This wasn’t fair. I was only trying to protect her. “Please.”

			Lyse said nothing, her beautiful brown face full of fierce resolve. In this moment, she was pure fire.

			“You could be hurt,” I whined. Or killed. How could I go on for even a second in a world without her? How could I watch her die?

			Her face twitched. “I’m a healer, you—” She caught herself and took a breath, her shoulders rising and falling as she tried to regain her composure. She pushed her hair back behind her ear. “I can take care of myself.” She crossed her arms. “What will it be?”

			My soul was ripping in half. I couldn’t take her with us to confront the Paladin. But if she didn’t release me… I had to find Bonrin. I had to at least try.

			“I’m trying to protect you. I’m trying to keep you safe. Please understand.”

			She didn’t relent an inch. “You don’t need to protect me. I can protect myself. You would see that if you stopped thinking you needed to save me all the time. You seem to have forgotten I was in some of your war mage classes too. I’m not helpless.”

			“But—”

			“Aeryn.” Cayleth’s voice was strangled. Her face was a surprising shade of reddish purple under her armor. From the way only her lips and eyes moved, I realized she’d been frozen too. “For gods’ sake, let her come.”

			“If I had known you would come back to me in ribbons, I never would have let you leave your room today,” Lyse said. “I never want to see that again. At least give me the chance to heal you if you’re hurt again. Do that for me.” Now it was she who was pleading, her eyes deep pools of liquid brown.

			“Fine.” The words were torn from me against my will, chiseled from my very soul. If something happened to Lyse, I would never forgive myself. But we had to get Bonrin. And Friel had said that she would be fine…so long as I protected her. It was a risk I didn’t want to take, but I had to.

			When Lyse released the spell, I pitched forward, almost into her lap. Cayleth staggered too. She reached for her neck and rubbed it, coughing a little as the unnatural color left her face. I rubbed my eyebrows with the tips of my fingers.

			“We need to find a way to contact Lymon,” I told Cayleth. Not only might he be able to find Bonrin, but he could give me more magic to open the Gate to get to wherever Bonrin was. I just didn’t know how to do it. It had always been Lymon who had found me.

			“Who’s Bonrin?” Lyse asked.

			“He’s the only one who can save our world,” I replied. “And…we don’t know where he’s been taken.”

			Cayleth frowned “I know where he is. Well, kind of.”

			“Where?”

			“The Paladin told me you could get him back at a place called the Fortress of Shadows.”

			“The Fortress of Shadows? What’s that?”—then a beat later—“Wait, the Paladin spoke to you?”

			Cayleth nodded. “He grabbed Bonrin, and then a voice in my head said, ‘The Champion will find the Tailor again at the Fortress of Shadows.’” She rubbed her arms. “I hate when people are in my head.”

			“What does it mean?” Lyse asked, looking between us.

			I ran my hand over my hair, smoothing it. There were still flecks of dried blood on the back of my right hand, and I stared at them as though they could provide an answer to this mystery. “I don’t know.”

			Suddenly, my room was painted with a burst of brilliant orange light. The world was a blotch of rainbow white until my eyes adjusted. The light’s source, when I could see again, was a Gate, which had opened on the back of my door. Cayleth yipped and jumped away from the glimmering portal, her hand going to the hilt of her sword at her waist. Before I could even question what I was seeing, a familiar face stepped through.

			I gaped at her. “Friel?”

			Friel walked forward to allow a second figure to enter the room behind her. It was a man, or at least I assumed it was a man beneath the featureless steel mask that covered his face. A hood concealed anything his mask did not. Over six feet tall, he could barely fit into my small room. He wore a combination of plate armor and chain mail the color of storm clouds. His gauntlets had sharp metal claws like a hawk’s talons welded to them. Whoever he was, he wasn’t from Ilirya. Was this another demigod?

			The Gate winked out of existence behind them, trapping us all together in my room. There was hardly enough space for everyone to fit. Cayleth pressed herself against the back wall, still clutching her sword hilt. Lyse was motionless, her hand at her chest. The three of us stared at the newcomers, stunned by this unexpected intrusion.

			I asked the most immediate question. “What are you doing here?”

			“My visions told me to come. You need help,” Friel said. All the playfulness and humor that had once danced in her hazel eyes at Mirror Lake was gone, replaced by grim purpose. They flickered around the room, taking it—and us—in. If she found us wanting, her face didn’t show it.

			“Who are you?” Lyse stared at the intimidating, silent warrior with a mixture of fear and suspicion. At his side was a long, spiked broadsword like nothing that existed in Ilirya’s armories. With one blow, it could likely unseat a knight. I doubted I could lift it, much less wield it.

			Friel’s eyes landed on Lyse in cool assessment. “I’m Friel.” She indicated the figure next to her. “And this is Zagasdiam.”

			Seeking to defuse the tension in the room, I said, “Friel has been helping us.”

			“Ohhh,” Cayleth said. She let her hand come off her sword, and she stared at Friel with naked fascination. “That’s her?”

			“Do you know where Bonrin is? Is that why you’ve come?” I asked. It couldn’t be any other reason.

			She gave a curt nod. “Yes. The Dark Rider has him in the Fortress of Shadows. We must hurry to rescue him. Time is running out to close the tears.” She turned to her companion. “Zagasdiam, open the Gate.”

			“Wait!” Lyse jumped to her feet and raised her hands. When she stood, her bloodstained dress looked like a butcher’s apron. I winced, seeing it. “We can’t go anywhere right now. We’re not prepared.”

			I looked at my broken chain mail shirt and bloody sword belt lying on the floor. Cayleth had dropped my sword next to them, not bothering to resheathe. Under the blankets, I was barefoot, wearing only a tunic and leggings. Lyse had a point. I was hardly ready to leave my room and go charging off to whatever the Fortress of Shadows was. I slipped to my feet beside her. It was a miracle, a testament to Lyse’s skill as a healer mage, that I could stand after having lost so much blood, much less race immediately back into danger.

			I put my hand on her shoulder to steady both her and myself. I felt braver beside her. “We need to reequip, then we can go. It will only take a few minutes.” If we were going to be anywhere near the Paladin, I wanted Lyse wearing as much armor as I could find in Windhall’s armory.

			Friel tossed her thick red braid behind her shoulder and ran her right hand along the curve of her longbow. She nodded. “Do as you must, but be quick. The Dark Rider won’t keep the Tailor alive forever. If he thinks the lure has failed, he’ll kill him.”

			Cayleth furrowed her brows. “Lure?”

			Friel cocked her head, considering the short war mage. “Yes, of course. Otherwise he would simply have killed Bonrin.”

			A shiver ran through me. What did the Paladin want from me? If he killed Bonrin, it would ensure the Darkness’s destruction of the mortal world. We would have no way of closing the final tear. Why keep him alive then? Why capture Bonrin just to draw me somewhere?

			“We’re walking into a trap?” Lyse stared at me, aghast, all her mistrust bubbling to the surface. “We can’t go! Of course we can’t go. No way.”

			I understood her alarm. I didn’t like it any better than she did. I licked my lips, thinking. I looked to Friel. “Why does the Paladin want me?”

			She stared past me into the wall. For the first time, her confidence flickered. “I don’t know. I…cannot see into his intentions. I’m sorry.”

			“If we go, do we succeed?”

			She winced. The expression marred her sharp, beautiful face. It drew the corners of her mouth down into an ugly frown. “That future is hidden from me as well. I know only that Zagasdiam and I are meant to be here and that we must all go to the fortress.”

			So much for the all-seeing nature of our oracle. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to think of some solution, then shook my head. There was none. “We have to go. Ambush or not, Bonrin is our only hope of stopping the Darkness.”

			I gathered my boots, sword, and sword belt, then sat on my bed to pull them on, avoiding Lyse’s reproach-filled, worried eyes. If she knew what I did, she would understand. There was no time to tell her now. My right boot was still cold and damp from the blood that had soaked into it. A wave of nausea washed over me as my hands touched the saturated leather. I held my breath and moved as quickly as possible. Standing, I buckled my sword belt over my tunic, ignoring the red stain that had seeped into it too.

			Once I had sheathed my sword, I directed Friel, “Tell us about this Fortress of Shadows where the Paladin is holding Bonrin. Where is it?”

			Friel exchanged a glance with Zagasdiam, although she couldn’t have seen his eyes through the narrow black slits of the mask. For a moment, I wondered what lay underneath it. Was he terribly scarred or simply cautious?

			“It lies in the heart of the Great Western Desert.”

			“But the Great Western Desert is a wasteland!” Cayleth’s eyes were wide. “Nothing can live there.”

			“That’s true. The fortress wasn’t built by mortals nor have any mortal eyes seen it,” Friel said. “It was built by Yrenteg, Lord of Chaos, millennia ago. It sits on a unique fault line between the mortal and divine realms and thus exists in both places simultaneously. It is unique.”

			My mouth fell open in surprise, and I wasn’t the only one.

			“The Paladin took Bonrin there?” Cayleth asked, incredulous. “Why?”

			Friel tossed her head. “I don’t know.” She tapped her foot, impatient, I suspected, with the limitation of her affinity. “Now get what you need to fight, and then we must go.”

			I twined my fingers in Lyse’s, drawing her attention to me. In a low voice, I asked, “Are you sure you still want to come?” Even though I knew she would say yes, I hoped with all my heart she would stay at Windhall, far from whatever trap we were about to walk into.

			She squared her shoulders. Covered with blood as she was, her hair windblown, she had a wild, savage appearance. “I’m sure.”

			I had never been more proud of her nor more scared. I kissed her knuckles, trying to push down my fear for her. Friel had said she would be safe, and I had to trust Friel was right.

			Lyse gave me a weak smile. “No matter what happens, we protect each other. It will all be okay.”

			I nodded, swallowing hard. I would protect her with my life, whatever remained of it. I caught Cayleth’s attention. “Go to the armory and grab something for Lyse. And—” I looked down at my tunic“—a new chain mail shirt for me.”

			She nodded and tiptoed past Zagasdiam, giving him as wide a berth as she could, then slipped out the door.

			I looked back at Lyse’s dress. “If you want to change clothes, now is the time.”

			She peered down. “Right.”

			Then she, too, was gone, leaving me alone with Friel and her hulking companion. Both were silent, so I fiddled with my tunic and belt, wishing Cayleth would hurry. I tried to imagine what we might encounter in the Fortress of Shadows, but it was impossible. It could be anything.

			I was startled when Friel touched my shoulder. “There is one thing you must know before we enter the fortress: if the Dark Rider dies, you die too.”

			“What?” It felt as if a bucket of cold water had been poured on me. I looked from her to Zagasdiam as though he could explain her words, but he was unspeaking as ever. “Why?”

			“Your fates are linked.”

			“But…” I didn’t know what to say, so I let the sentence lapse. My mind couldn’t grasp the meaning of it. How could our fates be linked? And what did it mean for saving Bonrin? After a minute, I asked, “Why didn’t you tell the others?” It seemed like something perhaps they should know.

			“It won’t matter for them. Only you will get close to him.”

			Twenty minutes later, much to Friel’s chagrin—Zagasdiam was unreadable—we were ready to go. Lyse had changed into leggings and a tunic that reached almost to her knees. Cayleth had brought her a brushed metal breastplate, an arming sword, and a helmet that had a single ridge like a coxcomb. I intended not to let anything get near Lyse, but if it did, at least she had some protection. And, from the brief time we’d been magically bonded, some knowledge of how to swing a sword.

			“Thanks,” I mouthed to Cayleth, shrugging on the chain mail shirt she’d brought me. It was heavier than I was used to and made for someone a few inches taller, but it was good enough. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need it.

			“Ready?” Friel asked, surveying us as a general would her troops. The five of us were no less mismatched than Cayleth, Bonrin, and I had been when we set out for Menon, but at least Zagasdiam brought much-needed size and gravity to the group. In a fight, I’d be happy to have him on my side. And having an oracle with us couldn’t hurt either, even if she didn’t have the answers to our most important questions.

			Lyse, Cayleth, Zagasdiam, and I nodded, then the room exploded once more in an eruption of orange light. When it faded, Zagasdiam’s Gate was located exactly where the first one had been.

			Friel nodded grimly, her lips a thin line. “Good luck to us all then.”

			Zagasdiam slipped soundlessly through, his sword drawn, followed by Friel with her bow at the ready. Cayleth looked to me for direction, and I inclined my head slightly. She drew her sword and jumped through too.

			Lyse put her hand on my shoulder. Her face was drawn. “We go together; we come back together.”

			I kissed her gently, hoping it wouldn’t be the last time. “Of course.” And together we walked through the Gate.

			* * *

			Indeed, no mortal hands could have built the Fortress of Shadows. It was a single piece of black rock that had been pulled from the ground and then shaped into a dozen or more soaring towers that reached like crooked fingers into the sky. Maudlin windows stared out into the featureless desert around them, surveying the barren wasteland. If any eyes watched from inside, it was impossible to tell. There was an unbroken stillness to the land and the fortress, as though nothing had moved there for centuries. Perhaps nothing had. Friel hadn’t said when Yrenteg had last visited. It could have been a millennium or more.

			It wasn’t just the forbidding, imposing structure before us that sent shivers down my spine. The sky here was wrong. When we’d left Windhall, it had been late afternoon, with the sun still casting bright rays over the land. Here the sky was covered with black and gray clouds, like an overcast sky at twilight. Was this the effect of sitting on the fault line between the mortal and divine worlds?

			The five of us gathered in a tight cluster, peering up at the fortress. Lyse took my hand. I could feel her shiver. I squeezed, trying to give her courage. She returned the gesture without looking at me.

			“Do you know where Bonrin is in there?” Cayleth’s head tilted back to take in the impossible size of the fortress. Several Windhalls could have fit within.

			Friel’s face darkened. “No. There is too much Darkness here. I can’t see through it.” Her eyes bored into me. “But he’ll be near the Dark Rider. Aeryn can find him.”

			Three faces turned to look at me. My skin tingled as I realized Friel was right. I could feel the thread that connected me to the Paladin stronger than ever before. It was similar to the bond Lyse and I had once shared, but whereas Lyse and I had been connected by a love spell, this was something else. I just didn’t know what. This link meant I knew the Paladin was here, but now he knew I was here too. Whatever his plans, he would be waiting for us inside.

			I took a deep breath. At least we knew we were walking into an ambush. “Let’s go.”

			Once upon a time, the fortress had been reached by a bridge that crossed from the sands below to the massive door high above the desert. Centuries, however, had eaten away the bridge. All that remained to mark its existence were the stubby sandstone blocks crumbling to dust at each end. In the bridge’s absence, the only way to reach the door was to climb shifting sand layered over steep rock at the fortress’s base.

			Zagasdiam and Cayleth sheathed their swords while Friel slung her bow, and we began to climb. It was easy to misstep and sink back several feet, nails scrabbling to grab something that would stop further slide, but we eventually made it to the top. By the time we reached the door, all of us were panting and covered in sand. I wiped my hands on my thighs, trying to brush off the grit embedded in the creases of my palms, but only came away with more sand.

			“This is…” Cayleth began.

			“Surreal,” Lyse finished.

			The fortress’s soaring door was at least three times taller than even Zagasdiam and made of thick black steel. Embossed on its front were two boars rampant, their tusks almost touching as though they were fighting. The door was swung open as if to invite guests, but it didn’t feel welcoming. On the contrary, it felt like the open maw of a great beast. Although it must have been open for centuries, no sand had blown inside; the floor inside was pristine. Whatever spells had been laid over the fortress, they had protected it all these years from the decay of the world around it.

			“Now what?” Lyse asked as we stepped into the fortress.

			The light inside was dim, an even fainter echo of the gray light outside. It entered through Gothic windows high above us but dissolved partway down, dissipating in the fortress’s shadows. This was truly a place fit for the melancholy, lonely god of chaos. Lyse’s hand found mine once more, and I was grateful, even if I couldn’t close all my fingers around hers.

			Zagasdiam drew his sword. Friel unlimbered her bow and nocked an arrow. Now the danger was real. Anything could be awaiting us within the shadows. If the Paladin was here, there could be other Dark things as well. I felt for the thread connecting me to him. It was easy to find.

			I pointed in front of me. “Straight ahead.”

			Before us was a magnificent, massive staircase—larger than any in King’s City. It seemed to rise forever into the fortress, a white mountain in a black cave. My connection with the Paladin told me we would have to climb it.

			As we ascended, a gallery of high, imposing arches suggested corridors leading to other parts of the fortress. I didn’t have to see those parts to know we were in a giant maze. If we became separated, it would be almost impossible to find each other again.

			A shadow flickered out of one of those arches and flew over us. Without speaking, we all froze. Friel raised her bow, trying to sight the source of the shadow over her arrow, but Zagasdiam gently pushed her bow back down, shaking his head. “No fight. Shadows only.” His deep, oddly accented voice was only slightly muffled by his mask.

			Friel nodded and loosened the string. Still, I kept a wary eye out. Unless Zagasdiam had been here before, which I doubted, how could he be sure? These could be the same shadow monsters we’d encountered in Nyara.

			As we continued up the stairs, the shadows appeared more frequently. They lurked behind pillars and streaked across the ceiling like the shadows of birds, only visible from the corners of our eyes. If I tried to see one clearly, it disappeared. I decided they weren’t the living shadows from before, but even so, their presence made all of us jumpy. It was impossible to shake the feeling that at any moment they would fall upon us in ambush. The eerie, anxious silence, broken only by our footfalls, only made things worse.

			We had just reached the top of the staircase when a gust of air followed by a thump told us something had landed behind us. We spun to face a humanoid creature with broad, leathery wings like a bat and long, pointed ears. Its skin, stretched tight over an emaciated, hairless body, was a putrid green, and like the leviathan, its eyes were pure white. When it hissed, it revealed an elongated, pointed black tongue. Someone gasped. I couldn’t say for certain it hadn’t been me.

			The Dark monster hissed another challenge and flexed its fingers, revealing the long black nails on the end of its fingertips. Zagasdiam stepped forward to place himself between us and the creature, his bulk blocking our view of it. He raised his sword. “I fight. You go. Find Tailor.”

			He didn’t need to say it twice. I took off at a run, pulling Lyse with me. Cayleth and Friel followed, their footfalls echoing in the cavernous space. I would have run until my breath gave out, but I was soon forced to drop to a walk. Following my connection to the Paladin, I had ducked through one of the archways to the right. With every step, however, this path was becoming darker. The dim light that had illuminated the staircase all but vanished as we moved deeper into the fortress and away from windows. Thick, oppressive shadow enveloped us. Anything could have been hiding within it. We would have to tread carefully.

			Without thinking, I summoned a ball of fire to light our way. It was only when the blue light sparkled in front of me, bright and steady, that I realized I had regained at least some of my magic. Whether because of Lyse’s healing or because of the time that had passed since I had used it in Nyara, it had replenished itself. Relief washed over me. If we ran into more monsters, I would be better able to defend us.

			I moved my fireball back and forth like a lantern to illuminate any places where Dark monsters could be lurking in front of us. In the light, Lyse’s face was blotchy and tense. Her eyes were wide below the brim of her helmet. I squeezed her hand, and she flashed me a brief, weak smile in return. I remembered when we’d confronted Halver together in the castle garden, before Raelan had warged her and killed me. She’d been brave then, as she was brave now.

			As we pushed further, a single question nagged at my mind. Why were we here? The Paladin could have taken Bonrin anywhere, including back into the Darkness, so why did he bring him here of all places? How did he even know it existed? Was there a tear here Friel didn’t know about?

			“Did you hear that?” I froze, my fingers tightening around Lyse’s.

			Lyse stopped and looked around anxiously. “Hear what?”

			The sound came again, a soft, rhythmic hissing like…breathing. I cast my fireball down the hall in front of us, looking for the source, half-terrified I would find it. Without my realizing it, the smooth ceiling and walls had been narrowing, the architecture closing in around us as we walked. There were no branching corridors or windows, just one long tunnel. But the light showed no monsters before us, only more endless corridor. Had I imagined the sound?

			Shadows slithered over and around us like living tattoos in the weak light cast by my blue magic. I started to doubt myself. The air around us was close and musty. It felt as if we were walking into a dead end. But I could still feel the Paladin somewhere ahead of us, which meant it had to connect to something else, a room or another corridor.

			As I considered our situation, Lyse let out a strangled scream, staring at something behind us. My body flushed with fear. I spun, my heart in my throat. Magic filled my free hand instinctively. I was ready to fight.

			Behind us in the corridor, a Dark creature had crept up, and it was now only a few feet away. It looked like a cross between a human and a tree. Its unclothed body, tall as Zagasdiam’s but thinner, was covered in rough dark gray skin like the bark of an oak tree. From its hairless head grew two horn-like protuberances that looked uncannily like leafless branches. Instead of a face, it had a grinning skull, with hollow eye sockets and a missing nose. Through those holes, and other breaks in the creature’s skin, glowed a molten, burning fire. This fire also floated as orange embers all around the monster.

			Cayleth unleashed a stream of curses and fumbled for her sword. Friel, meanwhile, unleashed the arrow she’d kept strung and had a new one nocked before the first had even hit. The arrow struck the monster squarely where its heart should have been, driving in deep halfway up the shaft. The arrow would have killed a human, but the monster only looked down at it, then used both hands to rip it out. Where it had struck, there was a bright spot of fire but nothing more. The creature didn’t bleed.

			The monster threw the arrow away as Friel’s second one struck, this time entering its left eye. When the creature looked at us, the arrow stuck out from the socket grotesquely. As with the first arrow, however, the monster didn’t seem to care it had been struck. Once again, it pulled the arrow out easily, unleashing a flurry of embers with it.

			“Go,” Friel said, drawing yet another arrow from the quiver on her back. “We can at least hold it back.”

			I wasn’t so sure. How could they when Friel’s arrows were useless against it? Cayleth finally managed to draw her sword. She assumed a fighting crouch. “Find Bonrin. He’s what matters.”

			I vacillated for a minute. I could help them. We could battle the monster together. But then Lyse pulled my hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”

			She was right. We had to get to Bonrin before the Paladin killed him. Still, I fought not to look back over my shoulder as we dashed away. I had to trust the two would find a way to be safe.

			The corridor spilled into a small hall. Another Dark monster awaited us there. It was an abomination of flesh and bone—an incomplete, shapeless collection of exposed white rib cage, glistening red intestines, and sharp white teeth. It had at least four mouths but no face; two long arms but no legs. A single yellow eye stared out from what might have been its chest. All four mouths snarled when the eye alighted on us.

			We pulled up short.

			“What is that?” Lyse hissed.

			“I don’t know, but we have to get past it.”

			She eyed it skittishly. “You’re sure?”

			I called magic to my hands. Without a doubt, the Paladin was somewhere beyond that creature. I lobbed a fireball at it, hoping to incinerate it from a distance so we would never have to get close to it. But the monster…vanished, then immediately reappeared several feet away. The awful mouths screamed, baring their teeth and spitting saliva. I took a step back, stunned. How had the monster moved like that? Could it create micro-Gates?

			I launched a second fireball, and the same thing happened again. My magic crashed harmlessly against the wall behind where the monster had been. The abomination reappeared closer to us, and it pulled its nauseating body forward using impossibly long arms, its entrails dragging behind it as it moved toward us. Its heart beat visibly through its translucent skin, its semiexposed organs throbbing and gurgling. My stomach turned, disgusted by the sight.

			“What do we do now?” Lyse asked.

			“I’m…not sure.” None of my training had taught me how to confront a monster that could move faster than I could blink.

			Lyse rested her hand on my shoulder. “Let me try.”

			She began to chant low words under her breath. Her magic gathered around her like mist as she wove a spell, eventually swirling together to form a glowing net in her hands. I watched, fascinated, seeing for the first time how much she’d worked on her spellcasting while I’d been distracted chasing down Dark Magic. When she finished, she threw the net at the monster. The creature winked away, but Lyse had compensated for this dodge. Her net had grown and expanded in the air so that wherever the monster reappeared, it would still be caught.

			The creature screamed as the magic landed on it. At first, I thought the net was burning the monster with fire, but then I realized it was causing it to disintegrate. Everywhere it touched, the tissue was dissolving. The monster thrashed, screaming a deafening wail of fear and despair. It pawed at the net, trying to dislodge it, but to no avail. Tissue sizzled and steamed. The net tightened, and I looked away, queasy. A minute later, when I checked again, all that remained was a puddle of blood and slime.

			“You…killed it,” I said.

			Lyse all but rolled her eyes. “I told you I didn’t need you to defend me.”

			“That was amazing.”

			“Thanks.” She looked around and twitched her shoulders nervously. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t want to see what else is lurking in the darkness.”

			We tiptoed around the puddle and then set off at a jog down the corridor the Dark monster had been guarding. It was just as obscure and featureless as the last corridor, but the tingling on my skin told me we were getting closer to the Paladin. My hand tightened around Lyse’s, and my steps slowed unconsciously. I dreaded confronting him, and now that I knew our fates were linked, I had even less desire to engage in a face-off. I wanted to stay with Lyse. I wanted us to be safe together.

			When my skin thrummed with that unbearable hum, I stopped. We were here. I took both of Lyse’s hands in mine and looked into her eyes. “The Paladin is ahead, nearby. He’s very dangerous. I need you to stay away from him. I can’t deal with him if I’m worried about you getting hurt. Don’t come any closer unless…” I grimaced. “Unless something happens to me. Then, if you can, get Bonrin and get him back to Zagasdiam. Friel will know where the fourth tear is.”

			“Nonsense. I’m coming with you. I can help you. You saw what I just—”

			“No.” My voice carried all the force I could put into it. Although I didn’t want her to know, my heart was racing. “If the Paladin takes us both out at once, then the world ends. You need to stay back, just in case, to give us a second chance if it comes to it.” Gods help us if we needed that second chance.

			A storm of emotions crossed Lyse’s face. She rubbed her hands furiously. “Why did he want to lure you here? Why you?”

			“I don’t know.” I wish I did.

			The problem with trying to save the world was that the outcome wasn’t guaranteed. I had no idea what was waiting for me beyond this corridor. I ran my hands along Lyse’s smooth cheeks, then leaned forward and kissed her. I rested my forehead against hers for an instant. For any number of reasons, all of them bad, this could be our last moment together. I wanted to savor it.

			“Please, let me come with you,” Lyse whispered. “I couldn’t bear it if I lost you.”

			“I know. But I couldn’t bear it if I lost you either. Let me go do what I have to do.”

			“Come back to me.” Was it a request or a command? Perhaps it was both. “I love you.”

			I pulled away. If I didn’t go now, I might never. “I love you too. Remember: stay here.”

			“I won’t promise that.”

			At least it wasn’t a flat-out refusal. It was the best I could hope for.

			I stepped from our small corridor into what had once been the grandiose throne room of the Lord of Chaos himself. Rays of pale light shone into it from the high windows on the right side, illuminating two marble statues of griffins and a black-and-white floor. In the center of the room, at the far end, beneath a round stained glass window, was the low dais upon which sat Yrenteg’s throne, now overcast by shadow. It was a hollow, lifeless room. Who had come to see Yrenteg here? Or had he sat upon his throne like a lonely king of nothingness?

			Before I could ponder the question, something caught my eye. My heart leapt. “Bonrin!”

			He was lying on his side at the base of the stairs to the throne. His hands were tied behind him, and his legs were bound with thick white rope, preventing him from doing anything but wriggling. I started to rush to him, oblivious to anything but the desire to untie him, but then my blood ran cold.

			I had been so distracted I hadn’t noticed the shadowy figure lounging crosswise on Yrenteg’s throne. He rose now, his boots clicking against the marble floor as he stepped forward.

			The Paladin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“It is almost impossible to be entirely selfless. But it is easy to be entirely selfish.”

			– Everyn Stargazer, The Five Pearls of Wisdom

			 

			Nature loves symmetry. The two shells of a scallop seashell. The wings of a clipper butterfly. The petals of an orange lily.

			When she was a child, Lyse cast a Calling spell, asking the world to send her other half, and years later, I came. We were two parts of a single whole, connected by an invisible cord that had transcended years and miles. I never imagined nature would invent her dark twin, yet somehow it had. The Paladin and I were connected by a bond just as powerful as the one Lyse and I had shared; it was as if I had Called him, and now here he was. If Lyse was the light in my world, the repository of all my hopes and dreams, my future, then the Paladin was despair, the destruction of everything I hoped for in life. They were opposites of each other in every way. I had left one to face the other and see which partner destiny intended for me.

			The Paladin stood at the top of the stairs, his hands on his hips as he surveyed me. His legs were planted wide, his posture commanding. I fought against the shiver of terror that passed from my ears to my toes. He hadn’t won. The fight wasn’t over yet.

			The silent throne room swallowed everything within it. It was too large, too lifeless. It dwarfed us all, even the Dark Rider. Mortal and Dark, we didn’t belong here. We were intruding in a sacred space not meant for us. This was the throne room of a god, and we were no gods. But the Paladin gave no sign he shared my emotion. He swaggered forward to the edge of the dais.

			I drew my sword, planting my feet against the smooth floor and bending my knees as I’d been taught. Unless it was essential, I would have to fight him without magic. If he tore that away from me too, I would truly have nothing left.

			Bonrin was motionless, watching me with wide, worried eyes over the red gag in his mouth. He didn’t seem to be hurt, but I had no way of knowing from where I stood. Right now, his survival depended on the whim of the Paladin. If the Paladin attacked him, I likely wouldn’t be able to stop him.

			I flexed my hand on the hilt of my sword, wishing my pinkie would wrap itself around like the other four fingers. So much of my body had gone numb in the past few days, lost back to Death. I addressed the Paladin. “What do you want?”

			I had hoped my voice would sound confident and strong. I had hoped it would hide the shaking in my hands and the fear that gnawed at my stomach. It did not. It sounded reedy and weak in the cavernous chamber.

			Lower your weapon. You do not need it here.

			It was a strange thing to say. We were in a fortress full of untold numbers of Dark monsters, including himself. I had no way of knowing if they would ambush me as soon as I turned my back. Lowering my weapon was out of the question.

			“Why did you bring me here?”

			Do you know what I am? The Paladin’s voice rumbled in my mind like shifting boulders or perhaps giants waking from a long nap. It had an unfathomable, endless depth. And unlike before when he spoke to me, it didn’t hurt.

			I didn’t answer his question aloud, but I thought it. You are a Dark monster. He was the champion of the Darkness, and his mission was to keep me from expelling the Darkness from the mortal plane. Our goals were diametrically opposed. And if I was honest, he was on the brink of achieving his while I was on the verge of losing mine.

			When I didn’t say anything, he answered his own question. I am your reflection.

			Without knowing why, I felt an uneasy disharmony at the words, as if they were a misplayed lute string. What felt like a lifetime ago, Friel had called him my mirror image, but what did it mean now for the Paladin to say this? Was this why our fates were tied?

			The Paladin raised his hand, and a flame of magic bloomed there, dancing across his black-gloved palm. He closed his fingers into a fist, and the fire disappeared. Seek out your reflection in the glass, and I am what looks back at you from the other side. We are two parts of the same whole, mirror images of each other. When Death claimed you as his champion, I was born to represent the Darkness.

			I struggled to understand but couldn’t. Why was he telling me this? What did it matter?

			He held his hand before his face as though observing it. But a reflection cannot exist on its own, he continued. When the Darkness eats your world, you will be destroyed. Then both of us will be snuffed from being. He dropped his hand back to his side. Months ago, I did not exist. But…do shadows not dream of life too? His words were surprisingly wry.

			The tip of my sword dipped. Was he saying…he didn’t want to die? I could hardly believe it.

			Now that I have experienced what it is to exist, I do not wish to go back to nonexistence. I wish to persist. I wish to…live.

			I didn’t know what to say to that. “What do you want from me?”

			The Paladin walked down the stairs, his spurs jingling with each step. The ends of his cloak were vaporous like the mist around the wraiths. I hefted my sword again as he neared Bonrin, but he didn’t even seem to notice his captive. As he walked, I tried to scan the rest of the room out of the corner of my eye to confirm this wasn’t a ruse to distract me from an ambush, but it was impossible. Any number of monsters could have been hiding in the unlit corners, waiting to attack. All I could do now was worry about the danger in front of me. I adjusted my grip on my sword, feeling a bead of nervous sweat drip down my back.

			The Paladin stopped when he was still twenty feet from me. He held up his right hand at shoulder level, palm toward me and fingers splayed. He was close enough to me that I was able to notice small details. Three of his fingers refused to straighten fully. On the left side of his chest, running from shoulder to hip, was a thin red line so subtle I almost couldn’t see it.

			The Darkness is on the brink of breaking through to the mortal realm. It will consume you and everything else in it. This is the future that awaits this world. There is no other. But like me, you want to live. I am the way. Put your hand to the glass, and I will pull you through. Subject and reflection, united. Join me, and we both will live.

			His proposal was so pompously delivered and preposterous I had to bite back a bark of laughter. Was this really what he wanted from me? A way to survive destruction? There was nothing tempting about his offer. Living meant nothing if I lost Lyse, my family, and all my friends in the process. Everything I had done was for them, not for myself. And besides, for all his bluster, we hadn’t lost to the Darkness yet. Even if we had a one in a million chance of somehow pushing it back, it was still a chance. We were still fighting.

			“You may be afraid to die,” I said, “but I’m not. I’ve already done it.”

			The Paladin turned a half-turn and twisted his neck to observe Bonrin. It was a clear reminder he held all the cards. Both Bonrin and I were at his mercy.

			Soon, the armies of Darkness will stream into this world in numbers unimaginable. You may not fear the swift death that will follow, but do you feel the same for the ones you love? Join me, and you can save them. It is their only hope.

			I gave a snort. The Paladin’s menace was quickly fading with every new sentence he uttered. The paralyzing fear I’d felt for him was dissipating like smoke in the wind. “You said our world will be destroyed. How will they survive? Where will they go?”

			The Paladin indicated the room around us with his hands. They will come here. This place sits between the worlds, outside of both time and space. Because of this, even after the Darkness has obliterated everything else, it will persist, eternal and beyond the Darkness’s reach.

			I squinted at him. Even if what he was saying was true, who would want to live here? It was cold and dark and empty. It was a mausoleum.

			As though he could read my mind, he continued, The Fortress of Shadows is not what it seems. It is a living entity that responds to the will of the one who controls it. Join me, and you will have the power to reimagine it into the paradise you wish it to be. Join me and save the ones you love, or deny me and send them all to their graves.

			He stepped closer. The black under his helmet was an endless void from which I couldn’t look away. I shivered. He wasn’t offering me a choice; he was offering me surrender. How could I consider such a thing?

			But at the same time, a small voice in my mind whispered, How could I not? After all, he was right. The hope for our world hung from such a weak thread it could snap at any moment. Even if, by some miracle, I was able to evade him, throw Bonrin over my shoulder, race down the labyrinthine corridors of the fortress, gather the others and use Zagasdiam’s Gate—assuming he was still alive—there was still one more tear to close. If I failed at any point, it all would have been for nothing. And even then, if the divine plane fell, the mortal plane would follow too. The choice before me was a terrible, unfair one. Accept his offer and possibly save the people I loved, or gamble with their lives for an unlikely future.

			The Paladin had one more card to play. When the divine and mortal realms are destroyed, Death, too, will be destroyed. There will be no more Eternal Realms. Whoever is killed by the Darkness will perish utterly and completely. There will be no afterlife. Reject my offer, and you will never see your loved ones again.

			His words struck me like a hammer’s blow. My knees buckled. I hadn’t thought about what the destruction of the worlds would mean for the Eternal Realms, but now I saw he was right. Without Death, they couldn’t exist.

			He took three steps closer. Now you see. You see what you must do to save them. It is the only way. Create for them an oasis. Give them hope.

			I lowered my sword a few inches. We fight until we can fight no more, Kjelborn had told me. Well, hadn’t we reached that point? It seemed so.

			The Paladin was ten feet away now. He stepped forward cautiously, the way one does to avoid startling an animal, taking small steps and moving slowly. He reached out his gloved hand. He was so close we could almost touch. Metal spikes stuck out of his glove from the wrist almost to the elbow. Everything about him was jagged and rough. If he was my reflection, what parts of me were echoed in him?

			Take my hand.

			“Why?”

			Was this all a trick? There was no guarantee his words were true. He could be trying to get close to capture me. Perhaps he intended to lock me in the fortress so he could live on indefinitely.

			The Paladin took another step closer. For the first time, I realized we were the same size. It was only his armor that made him seem bigger.

			In our present forms, we cannot outlast the destruction of the mortal world. To survive, we must merge to become one whole.

			I threw myself backward, immediately raising my sword between us. I didn’t understand what he meant, but I knew I didn’t like it. I was whole without him. I didn’t need anything from him, the champion of the Darkness.

			It is the only way. There was impatience and perhaps even a hint of anger in the Paladin’s voice. Once we have combined, we will have everything we need to control the Fortress of Shadows. We can stay here forever, immortal. No longer an image and her reflection but a single being.

			His words flew around me like a swarm of wasps disturbed from their nest. They buzzed so loud I could barely think. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. Two separate beings couldn’t merge into a single body. Or was this like warging? Was he demanding I give control of my body to him to use like a puppet?

			Revulsion churned in my stomach. “No. I won’t give you my body.”

			Neither give nor share. Become one. A single consciousness inhabiting one body. One will.

			My body was vibrating, charged by the Paladin standing so close to me. A dead human and her inhuman, Dark reflection. Could magic really combine us? It didn’t matter. Even if it were possible, I would never agree to it, no matter how much I wanted to save the people I love. I couldn’t trade parts of myself for parts of him. He was a creature of Darkness. If we merged, his Dark nature could take over, and I—we—could become just another of the Darkness’s monsters.

			My mind raced, looking for a solution. Finally, it seized on a desperate idea. The Paladin had revealed a key weakness: he couldn’t kill me. If he wanted to survive, he would have to make sure I did too. That meant if we fought, he wouldn’t kill me—unless he had no other choice.

			The magic in my veins was almost boiling, sizzling and popping feverishly in his presence. The connection between us blazed stronger than ever, and hope blossomed in my chest. That was it! The connection was the answer!

			I reached through it, feeling for what lay on his end. Whereas Lyse’s magic had been light and warm when I accessed it, the Paladin’s prickled painfully, like touching a hedgehog’s quills. I ignored the discomfort and ripped anything I could grasp away from him. The magic surged through the connection and into my body.

			No! The Paladin’s surprise crackled in my mind when he realized what I was doing, but it was too late.

			His stolen magic filled me, dark and bitter and powerful, making the blood in my veins sing. It was like being filled with lightning. It wasn’t all his magic, but it was a lot. And, I realized with a thrill, I had retrieved Death’s magic too. I didn’t have time to revel in my successful theft, however. Who knew how quickly he would try and reclaim what he’d lost and whether I could keep it from him?

			I had to act fast. I sent a blast of power at him, throwing him halfway across the room as though he were weightless. His body smacked into one of the marble griffins with a solid thump, and he crumpled into a black pile at its feet. A corresponding twinge of pain raced down my back.

			I didn’t watch to see how quickly he would recover. Running to the base of the throne, I knelt and seared off Bonrin’s bindings with burning hands. As the scraps of fabric dropped to the floor, I opened a Gate to Windhall beside us. For once, I didn’t mind the blinding light that washed over us. It was the light of hope.

			“Go!” I shouted. “Find Pavo and Kaylara at the university. Tell them what happened, and they’ll help you. All that matters is closing the last tear. We can still do it.”

			Bonrin didn’t hesitate. He crawled to his knees, then to his feet, swaying unsteadily as blood returned to his legs. His hair, most of which had come free of its bindings, was wild. He tore off his gag and then, with an unbalanced lunge, threw himself through the Gate. The second his pointed black boots disappeared, I closed the Gate, stopping anything from the fortress from following.

			I could have fought the leviathan barehanded, I was so invigorated. Bonrin was safe, at least for now, and I’d dealt the Paladin a heavy blow. In his desire to live, the Paladin had betrayed the Darkness, losing it a guaranteed victory.

			Standing back, I faced the Dark Rider, who staggered to his feet. I saw now just how weak he really was.

			Do you think you have won something? His words battered and clawed against me, full of boiling rage. You have gained nothing. Your world will still fall. The god-touched can’t save it.

			But he was wrong. I had gained everything. With Bonrin safely out of his reach, I could turn my attention to getting out of the fortress and bringing Lyse and the others back home. Our escape wasn’t guaranteed. Though he might be weakened, the Paladin was still dangerous. It would be all but impossible to string together a series of Gates through the fortress to collect my companions and flee, and it would be exhausting to have to fight the Paladin step-by-step all the way back to Zagasdiam. At any time, he also might be able to retake both my magic and his.

			How could I get us away from him?

			Summon the shadows, Death’s magic whispered.

			I jumped. I’d already forgotten the sound of the divine magic in my mind.

			The shadows will help.

			The shadows? My mind flashed back to the dark, insubstantial shapes we had encountered on the fortress’s great stairs. How could they help? They were ethereal whispers, not tangible matter. And even if they had some strange and unexpected power, how could I summon them?

			The shadows are from the divine realm, servants of Yrenteg. They will come at Death’s call. They will help.

			The magic was certain, and it would know.

			I sent Death’s magic out around me as a silent plea, calling to the shadows in the fortress. Come. Come stop the Paladin. Protect the fortress.

			For long seconds, nothing happened, and I thought I’d have to find a different way to confront the Paladin. But then, slowly, the white marble walls began to darken. Black shapes flitted across the ceiling and over the floor. It didn’t take long until the room was alive with shadows, stenciled with silhouettes.

			The Paladin drew his sword from the scabbard at his waist, his faceless, eyeless head turning to track the movement all around him. The sword’s flaming red-orange light could do nothing to disperse the darkness coalescing around him, however.

			What is this? There was surprise and uncertainty in his voice. For everything he knew about the fortress, there were obviously things he didn’t.

			A shadow on the floor touched his right boot and then swept up his side. He jumped, batting at it with his free hand the way one might a spider, but the shadow couldn’t be shaken off. Quickly, other shadows joined it, dropping from the ceiling and rising up from the floor. In moments, the Paladin’s body was a kaleidoscope of writhing shapes, black on black. He twitched and pawed, distracted by them.

			They will not kill him, only buy you time, Death’s magic said.

			At that confirmation, I sprinted away as fast as I could and rejoined Lyse. She was standing just inside the corridor’s mouth, close enough she could see what was happening in the throne room. There was no need to say anything.

			Together, we barreled back down the narrow hallway from which we’d come. As the dim light of the throne room faded behind us, I sent a ball of blue fire ahead to light our way once more. Having escaped the Paladin, the last thing I wanted was to run unwittingly into more Dark monsters.

			Now that I had Death’s magic again, I could feel Cayleth and Friel ahead of us, growing closer with each step, their lifelines strong and vibrant. Whatever had happened with the Dark monster they’d stayed to confront, neither had been killed. Lyse’s lifeline, too, shimmered around me. Death’s magic, agnostic to good and evil, right and wrong, wanted them all. Having returned to my body, it clamored once more with wordless desire to be used for more than just summoning shadows and opening Gates.

			No, I told it. Not now, not ever. I will not touch these lifelines.

			Death’s magic had been weakened from the Gates I’d created since Lymon had channeled it to me. Now I had no fear it would escape my control. I exerted my will over it, forcing it to obey, and it quieted grudgingly. For the first time in days, I felt real optimism.

			When we reached Friel and Cayleth, they were standing over the body of the Dark monster. Its head had been severed cleanly from its body and lay on the ground beside it. The intense orange glow that had emanated from its eyes and nose in life was snuffed out, leaving empty black holes. Lyse and I halted, mesmerized.

			“Oh no. Where’s Bonrin?” Cayleth asked us, looking crestfallen. Her sword was still in her hand, dyed a lurid red by the pale red magic she had been able to summon to light the passageway around them.

			“I sent him to Windhall. Come on. Let’s get Zagasdiam and go.”

			If Cayleth wondered about what happened to the Paladin, she didn’t ask. Together, the four of us continued retracing our steps down the corridor. We found Zagasdiam sitting at the top of the staircase, his back to us. Beside him was the collapsed body of the winged green monster. From the blood that stained its chest, I guessed Zagasdiam had run it through with his sword, which was laid over his knees. He turned when he heard our footsteps and stood to meet us. A spray of wet blood stained the front of his heavy gray armor. “Now go? All finished?”

			In response, I opened a Gate beside us. Only one tear remained. We could do this. We would do this. The Paladin had made a mistake. He had expected I would capitulate to save myself. Instead, I intended to fight.

			* * *

			The group that tumbled through the Gate into Windhall’s orchard was eclectic: a giant warrior with a mask of steel, a redheaded demigoddess able to see flashes of the future, and three Windhall students, one of whom also happened to be dead. But where was the most important member of this party?

			“We need to find Bonrin,” I said as soon as we were all through. There weren’t many places to look for him and, if he’d found them, Kaylara and Pavo. Windhall was a small campus.

			“Where did he go?” Cayleth asked, looking around. She was blinking rapidly. All of our eyes were struggling to adjust from the dim light of the fortress to the bright sunlight.

			Friel pointed in the direction of the armory. “That way.”

			As we trouped toward the campus, my heart soared. I barely even noticed the chill that had returned to my bones after using the Gate or the numbness that had taken over the thumb of my right hand and made it almost impossible to bend. I squeezed Lyse’s hand, wanting to share with her the optimism in my heart. One more tear and our world would be as safe as we could make it. With Friel and Zagasdiam with us, we had a fighting chance. Lyse squeezed back, smiling.

			As Friel had assured us, Bonrin was standing outside the armory with my two friends clustered around him, their faces grim. Pavo was wearing a simple steel breastplate and holding a spear. Kaylara was dressed in scale armor that ran from her upper arms to her waist. A sword was sheathed at her side. Both wore plain, round helmets. Seeing the gravity with which they interacted with Bonrin, I regretted having told him to find them. They must have been worried that Cayleth, Lyse, and I wouldn’t return from the fortress and that the task of saving the world would fall to them. What an awful and unexpected burden.

			Pavo beamed when he saw us, his smile stretching from ear to ear. All the concern was instantly wiped from his face. “You are making it out of the bad place!”

			“Oh, thank the gods.” A weight visibly lifted from Kaylara’s shoulders, although when she saw Zagasdiam, she gasped and shied away from him.

			Zagasdiam didn’t react, perhaps used to such responses.

			I hugged Kaylara and then Pavo, both to reassure them and myself that I wasn’t dreaming. “How did Bonrin find you?”

			Bonrin snorted. “I asked.” He had retied his hair into two tails, but it still looked unkempt. I pictured him walking up to Windhall students at random, asking for my friends. At least it had worked.

			“So,” Pavo said, his voice bright, “we are sewing closed the door so the bad monsters are not coming through, no?”

			“Not you two!” I recoiled, alarmed. “We made it out of the fortress. We’re here now. You don’t have to go.” I remembered all the Dark monsters I’d faced. Undoubtedly, the fourth tear would have some of its own. I couldn’t subject my friends to that. Cayleth was a war mage and had proven she could handle herself, and Lyse had already made abundantly clear she would never let me go without her, but I could still keep Kaylara and Pavo out of danger.

			Pavo cocked his head, either hurt or confused by my reaction; I couldn’t tell which. “But you are being few in number. You are needing help.”

			I opened my mouth to protest, but before I could speak, Friel said, “Let them come. We will require them.”

			I frowned. I hated the sound of that, but there was no use arguing with her. If we needed them, we needed them. Pavo smiled happily. Kaylara looked a little pale but didn’t back out.

			“Where’s the final tear?” Cayleth asked.

			Friel looked in the direction of King’s City. “It’s in the castle.”

			Nausea made my mouth water. I knew exactly where we would find it. It would be in the Great Hall, right over where King Hap’s throne had been, where the One God had tried to enter our world. The Dark Magic the rebel mages had used to form their Gate had created the tear, and it had never closed. Everything came back to that night.

			I didn’t want to go back to the castle. Sometimes when I closed my eyes, I could still see the bodies and smell the blood. It was a terrible, awful place full of unhappy ghosts. I swallowed, gulping down the emotions that arose within me. I was about to ask Friel what exactly was guarding the fourth tear, but I stopped. It didn’t matter. No matter what awaited us there, we would have to face it anyway. Perhaps it was better if I didn’t know.

			If it had been up to me, only Cayleth, Friel, Bonrin, Zagasdiam, and I would be going to close the fourth tear. But it was not. I opened a Gate beside us, praying I wouldn’t regret having brought Pavo and Kaylara as well. “Okay, let’s go. Let’s finish this.”

			All that was visible beyond the silver membrane of the Gate was the rich wood of the abandoned Great Hall. Whatever Dark things might be waiting for us there were out of sight. Zagasdiam passed through first, his sword held at the ready. Kaylara and Pavo went next, followed by Cayleth and Bonrin.

			Lyse stopped me as I stepped forward. “You don’t have to go. You saved Bonrin. You did your part. Let the others fight. They can protect him. Let’s stay here together.” Her fingers were closed fast around my arm, anchoring me to our life here at Windhall. She looked wrong in her armor. She should have been dressed to heal the sick, not combat the forces of Darkness.

			I pulled her into a quick hug, savoring the feel of her hips against mine and her hair beneath my hands. I hoped we would cast out the Darkness and have many years of a happy life together, but in a few minutes, all our dreams for the future could be shattered. It was out of our hands now. “I know. But I have to go.” I was a war mage and Death’s champion. No matter that I didn’t want it, this was my battle to fight. I buried my head in her shoulder. “Would you stay if I asked?”

			Of course I wished she would, but she shook her head so hard her helmet rattled. “Not if you’re going. We’re in this together.”

			I gave her my most encouraging smile. “We’ll be back here before you know it, laughing about how easy it was.” We both knew it was a lie. Even Friel didn’t know how things would end. But since neither of us was willing to back down, it was better to cling to the lie than admit one or both of us could be killed by whatever lay on the other side of that Gate.

			Lyse wiped a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand and sniffled loudly. She smacked her hand against my chest softly. “When this is over, no more fighting for you. You can be my healer’s assistant.”

			I laughed. “I relish the thought.” I would happily hang up my Darkness fighting boots forever and never leave her side again.

			She stepped back from me and reluctantly walked through the Gate. I didn’t immediately follow, however, although she likely expected me to. I had noticed Friel lingering to the side of the Gate, and I had a gnawing suspicion if she was still here, it was because she had something to tell me.

			She did.

			“I can’t see whether the Darkness will be pushed back or not. The future of the two worlds is beyond my vision. But I can see your death.”

			My stomach dropped.

			Her eyes filled with sadness. “I’m sorry, Aeryn. You will die in King Hap’s castle.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			“Some endings are written long before the story is begun.”

			– Everyn Stargazer, The Five Pearls of Wisdom

			 

			Once upon a time, someone planted a lemon daylily in Windhall’s medical garden. Lyse showed it to me one day when we were collecting plants for various medicines she was making. She said each blossom only lived for a few days at most. Some only lived for a day. She didn’t know who had planted the daylily or why. Unlike the other plants, it couldn’t be used in medicines. Whatever the original intention, now it was abandoned and largely forgotten, overgrown by chamomile and Echinacea. It was my favorite plant in the garden.

			There’s beauty to the fleeting nature of a daylily. Like an intricate snowflake, it can’t last. It’s here one day, gone the next. I hoped that if the Darkness was pushed back, one day Lyse would see our time together like that. She would remember the unbridled happiness we’d had together with warm nostalgia rather than bitter regret. It would be something beautiful but transient.

			Friel clapped me apologetically on the shoulder, then jumped through the Gate, arrow nocked. I bent over and put my hands on my knees, taking a moment to pull myself together before I followed. Her words shouldn’t have been as devastating as they were. Fingers, toes, muscles—in the last few days, my body had begun dying far faster than I had hoped. I was never going to finish out a long life with Lyse. Even so, it was one thing to know my time in the land of the living was limited. It was another to be certain of the exact time and place of my death.

			The Paladin believed all creatures had an innate desire to live, a desire to persist regardless of circumstances. Perhaps he was right. Even knowing the end was near, knowing I couldn’t stay with the living for long, I still wanted to survive. I wanted years more with Lyse. I wanted us to grow old together and die with gray hair. I didn’t want to die again in that awful castle. But it was my destiny. Friel had foreseen it.

			It was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other and walk to the Gate. I called my magic to my hands, steeling myself for what awaited me on the other side. In whatever minutes remained before I said good-bye to this world forever, I had one goal: to push back the Darkness. My time was finished. All that mattered was that I left Lyse a fighting chance. So long as I remained focused on that, I could ignore the clock loudly ticking down around me.

			The last time I had been in the Great Hall, it had been to confront a nightmare. All around me, the bodies of courtiers had lain strewn like tree branches after a storm. A black vortex had swirled against the ceiling, shot through by flashes of magic that flickered like lightning. And from the vortex, the bloated white body of a god had descended, slow and terrible and heart-stopping. I had thought nothing could be worse than that horrible, awful sight. What I saw now in the Great Hall was not worse but nor was it any better. And this time, I knew that what was in the room would kill me.

			The hall had been destroyed, both from that night and from what happened after. The finely wrought balcony and its railing were scored by deep slashes or broken into pieces. The dais where King Hap’s throne had once sat had been smashed into a pile of jagged-edged kindling. The throne itself was gone, although I couldn’t tell whether it had been removed or was simply more of the wreckage. Every single one of the stained glass windows high along the wall had been shattered, leaving uneven teeth of blue and yellow. The floor was covered by a sticky dark slime that squished as I stepped on it. Everything was dirty and broken.

			Where the Dark Magic vortex had once been floated a thick black cloud. Pale monsters swarmed around it like bees around a hive. They were long greenish white creatures that resembled opaque jellyfish. Most of their bulk came from four thick tentacles, which met in a short, bulbous head. This head had a wide mouth filled with row upon row of serrated white teeth like a lamprey, a single eye, and drooping green whiskers like a catfish. Although the six monsters I counted floated, they were wingless.

			“Gross,” Kaylara said. She pulled her boot up, and strands of the sticky substance on the floor followed, maintaining a stringy connection between her shoe and the ground. Distracted by the floor, she hadn’t noticed the monsters above yet.

			My heart was a drum whose every beat echoed in my ears. My feet tickled with the desire to run as fast as I could and never look back. I hated this place. I didn’t want to be here. I would rather have confronted five ice golems in the Cloud Palace than be back in this place.

			I wasn’t the only one who was repulsed by the memory of the massacre of King Hap’s court. Doubtless, the Darkness had been able to invade here, in the very heart of King’s City, without discovery because of the revulsion the Great Hall engendered among the royal servants. No one wanted to go back to the site of the massacre to make sure it remained empty.

			I shivered as visions of the past became superimposed on what I was seeing in the present. A massive, divine foot emerged from the cloud, surrounded by swimming monsters. Dark mages chanted below them, the hems of their black cloaks soaked with black slime. The ghost of King Hap watched from his throne, his eyes vacant, his crown askew. If the worlds survived, I hoped pyromancers or engineers would blow the hall to smithereens so it could never again act as a gateway for evil.

			My companions’ heads were tilted up as they gaped at the cloud and its guardians, so I checked around us, confirming no other monsters were lurking at ground level. Dozens more could have fit into the nooks and crannies of the massive hall, a small army of Dark creatures. There were none, however. Our only adversaries were above, and luckily, they hadn’t noticed us yet.

			“That’s it? That’s the tear?” Kaylara asked. Her eyes were wide. She clutched Pavo’s arm, leaning against him.

			Unlike the other tears, this tear was a ragged wound in the fabric of our world. How long would it take Bonrin to sew closed such a gash? Hours, certainly.

			“Oh, aye, that’s it all right.” Bonrin had the last spool in his hand and was drumming his thick fingers against it. His pink cheeks had lost some of their color.

			“We’ll have to take care of the monsters first, then lift him up,” I said. I pictured the painters of ceilings who had to lie on a board on their backs to complete their works. It would have to be like that for Bonrin.

			“Why don’t you Gate the monsters somewhere else?” Cayleth said. “Send them far out over the ocean where they won’t be able to stop us from closing the tear.”

			Friel clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Nothing Dark can remain in this world after the final tear is closed. Every trace of the Darkness must be extinguished. If anything Dark were to remain, the Darkness would eventually be able to return.”

			I pulled the magic from my hands, pinched the bridge of my nose, and closed my eyes, imagining what would happen next. Once the monsters noticed us, they would fall on us like vultures, streaking down from the ceiling to attack us with their tentacles and teeth. It would be chaos. I surveyed my companions. Not all of them should be exposed to the monsters’ gnashing teeth or flailing tentacles. I pointed to a spot I hoped would be safely out of the way, protected from above by some of the remaining balcony. “Kaylara, Pavo, and Bonrin, you stand out of the way. Let us deal with the creatures. If one comes at you, shout to let us know.”

			Pavo hefted his spear. “Pavo is fighting too.”

			I remembered him fighting beside me in the castle garden months ago, skillfully ducking and dodging the war mage Balrak’s klant. He wasn’t a war mage, and as a weather mage, he hadn’t taken any combatives training, but I had to admit, he was a naturally gifted fighter. I bit my lip, calculating. There were six monsters. We could use his help. I nodded, hoping I was making the right decision. “Okay.”

			Kaylara placed her hand on Pavo’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear. He smiled and whispered back. My heart wrenched. If something happened to Pavo, it would be my fault. I would never be able to look Kaylara in the eyes again. She and Bonrin retreated behind us, taking cover next to the wall out of the immediate view of the swirling monsters.

			If I’d imagined what I would say to Lyse on my deathbed, how I would pour out my heart to her and melt into her arms one last time, how I would drink in every drop of her until I could depart our world full of her, all of it was moot. I couldn’t risk tipping her off to what I knew, or she might put herself into danger in a useless effort to save me. I couldn’t even look at her, lest she read some of the truth in my eyes. Having done all I could to keep her and my friends safe, all I could do now was hope that my death would buy their future.

			I focused on what needed to be done. Although I calculated that each of the creatures was at least twice as long as any of us was tall, they appeared to be flesh and bone. That meant they would be vulnerable to steel and fire. I put my hand on Cayleth’s shoulder and addressed my companions. “I’m going to attract the monsters’ attention. Spread out and be careful. If you get in trouble, call for help.”

			The five heads around me nodded, their faces grim and resigned.

			The magic in my veins sang as I called it to my hands. I intended to take down as many of the monsters as I could before… Before. I swallowed down the nausea that rose in my throat. We fight until we can fight no more.

			I faced the tear. The monsters above us were like a school of fish, effortlessly weaving in and out of the cloud. I launched two fireballs at them, one from each hand. The first hit its target squarely in the side. The monster screamed and recoiled, its tentacles flailing as the magic burned against its skin. The second fireball missed, sailing past its target to land ineffectively in the cloud. But both fireballs achieved their desired effect: the monsters launched themselves at us.

			They plummeted toward us like falling stars, streaks of white against the night black ceiling. I didn’t have time to think, only to act. I blasted the monster streaking toward me with a column of blazing blue fire. The creature pulled up short as it took the brunt of the fire straight in its mouth. As magic sizzled against tissue, the monster battered the air with its tentacles, shrieking. The fire raced around its mouth and over its white skin, leaving angry red marks in its wake.

			Taking advantage of the few seconds I’d bought, I opened a Gate in front of the monster, willing it to put part of its body through so I could cut it into pieces the way I had the leviathan. As though it could sense the danger, however, the creature juked over and around the Gate, avoiding the trap I’d laid.

			To my left, Zagasdiam’s enormous sword flashed and whirled as he parried and dodged the gnashing teeth of another monster. A spray of black blood splattered forcefully against the floor as his heavy sword sliced through a tentacle. The severed appendage fell to the ground and twitched once before the life left it. The monster screamed and jerked back, holding its mutilated arm close to its body. Zagasdiam pursued the creature fearlessly, sword held aloft.

			I didn’t have time to watch what happened next. My own monster was again coming at me, this time with its tentacles rather than its mouth. It reached out to grab me. Before I could blast it with a second fireball, Lyse’s net flew past me, hitting it in the spot where its tentacles intersected with its head. The smell of burning flesh filled the room. The creature somersaulted in a tight spin, shaking the net off, then spiraled upward back toward the cloud, whimpering. It sulked there, nursing its wound. Its skin was red and raw from its two attempts to attack.

			I turned to Lyse, whose hands glimmered with indigo magic. “Thanks.”

			She nodded, her face tense. I glanced around the room, checking on the others. To our right, Pavo was dancing with quick and nimble feet around the tentacles of a third monster, looking for an opening to jab it with his spear. The black blood that poured in thin rivulets down the creature’s body showed where Pavo had already managed to land blows, although it was hard to tell how effective any of them had been. Next to him, Friel fired arrow after arrow at a fourth monster, turning its body into a pincushion. The monster bucked and twisted, trying to avoid her rain of arrows, but finally she shot an arrow through its eye, blinding it.

			The creature issued a piercing scream and careened away, flailing its tentacles wildly. It bowled into a wall, shattering the remaining sagging boards of the balcony that had once been attached to it, and sank toward the floor, dazed. Chasing it, Friel jumped onto its back, wrapping her legs around its head the way she might the barrel of a horse. She drew a dagger from her waist and plunged the short blade into its pearly skin over and over again, merciless. Blood poured out of the wounds, streaming over her leggings and coating her hands. Finally, the creature slumped, motionless.

			That was one of six monsters dead, but where was Cayleth? I scanned the large hall again, looking for her, but before I could find her, Lyse screamed, “Aeryn, behind you!”

			I spun. A monster’s sharp white conical teeth were only inches from my face, close enough I could feel tiny drops of spittle land on my cheek. I could see inside the creature’s mouth all the way to the back of its throat, a long pink tube of glistening ribbed tissue. The single glimmering eye glared at me, large as my entire head. Its iris was yellow tinged with blood. An involuntary squeak of surprise and fear escaped my lips, and I raised my hands to blast it with fire.

			Before I could release my magic, I realized that the creature wasn’t moving. As fearsome as it was and as much as its eye told me it wanted to separate my head from my body, it didn’t move forward even an inch. Lyse! She had used Halver’s freezing spell. Her expression was fierce, her eyes shining, as her magic fed the spell. If not for her, the monster likely would have killed me before I even noticed it.

			Taking advantage of its vulnerability, I shaped my magic into a ball and thrust it into the creature’s gaping mouth and down its throat as deep as it would go. Unable to stop me, the monster could only endure the burning mage fire. Lyse released the spell, and the monster recoiled away from me, its attention consumed by the blazing heat now scorching its sensitive skin. It raced away, its body thrashing in pain, but it couldn’t cough out the fire, which burned on. When the monster was far enough away from us, I exploded the fireball.

			Pieces of the monster flew everywhere, carried by the force of the explosion. Scraps of pink and white flesh hit my chest and legs, sticking with a horrifying glueyness. I plucked them off, holding my breath to avoid retching. The stench was awful. The monster’s tentacles collapsed to the floor in a heap, cleanly amputated.

			That was two monsters dead, four to go. I looked again for Cayleth and finally found her battling the sixth monster in a far corner of the room. Like Zagasdiam, she was hacking at the creature’s white-green tentacles with her sword. Unlike him, however, she was keeping her adversary distracted with the help of two illusory mountain cats. Every time the monster appeared poised to attack her, she made one of the huge sand-colored cats lunge at it from another direction, growling loudly, forcing the monster to turn and face it. When it reached for the illusion, seeking to crush or grab its feline foe with its tentacles, she slashed at any part of the monster she could reach. Already, two tentacles lay lifeless on the ground at her feet.

			A terrible, inhuman wail of pain and anguish filled the room. Startled, I spun, looking for the source. Zagasdiam had his scuffed gray boot on the head of his monster. His great sword was plunged into the flesh next to the creature’s eye halfway to the hilt. When he pulled it free, blood welled up and spilled out like spring water, splashing over his boots and all over the floor. The monster twitched a few times, its tentacles flapping weakly against the sticky wet ground, and then was still.

			That left only three monsters: Pavo’s, Cayleth’s, and the monster Lyse and I had burned, which was still cowering in the cloud above us. More quickly than I had anticipated, the odds had turned in our favor. Still, the fight wasn’t over yet.

			I caught Zagasdiam’s attention and pointed to Cayleth’s corner. “Zagasdiam, help Cayleth!”

			He nodded and set off in her direction, his gray cloak swirling behind him as he strode unhesitatingly across the hall.

			Pavo had given Friel the double-headed axe from his belt, and together the two were faced off against Pavo’s monster in front of them. Bleeding from a hundred cuts that dyed its skin an inky, oily black, it bobbed in the air above them cautiously. It snapped its jaws and lashed out unhappily, wanting to attack its tormentors but afraid to rush headlong into the sharp weapons awaiting it. Friel could have used her bow to bring it down the way she had the first monster, but she was down to her last arrow, and I guessed she was preserving it.

			I whistled to Pavo and indicated the monster. “I’ll pull it down to you. Be ready.”

			He nodded and relayed the information to Friel. Planting my feet, I reached out with my magic and began to pull the monster toward them, the way a fisher might haul in a giant fish with a net. Feeling itself drawn against its will, the monster struggled, flogging its tentacles futilely against the air as though it could swim backward away from the humans waiting below it. It was hard to control the squirming monster, but I managed to drag it down—foot by foot. When it was close enough, Pavo thrust his spear through the tender skin between the monster’s mouth and its eye. The shaft sunk deeper and deeper, pushing through soft flesh until it finally met resistance and went no further.

			The monster wailed and writhed, ripping the spear from Pavo’s hand and trying to flee, but it was too late. The wound was fatal. In seconds, the creature went limp, its eye glassy. I let the creature fall to the ground with a soft plop. Pavo stepped forward and retrieved his spear with a grunt, pulling hard to dislodge it. Moments later, a screech from Cayleth and Zagasdiam’s direction told us that monster, too, had been dispatched. Only one Dark monster remained in the hall.

			When Cayleth and Zagasdiam rejoined us, Cayleth’s hands and sword were covered in blood. She wiped her palms on her armor, covering my dried red blood with the monster’s wet black blood. Another splash of black dripped down her left cheek, which she wiped away with the back of her wrist. She peered up at the last monster, which was barely visible as it cowered from us within the black cloud. “So how do we kill that one?”

			I squinted at it, calculating. It was too far for me to use my magic to pull down, but I had an idea. “Friel, lend me your bow and arrow.”

			Wordlessly, she passed them to me. I raised the bow, testing the draw weight. It was heavier than what I’d used in Thamir and at Windhall but still easily manageable. I nocked the arrow—her last—and pulled the string back, sighting down the shaft until I could see flashes of the white monster above. Luckily for me, it was moving slowly, without any sudden moves. It was an easy target. At the last moment, I sent a whisper of fire down the shaft to the arrowhead, heating it until it glowed white-hot. When I released the arrow, it streaked through the air as a brilliant blue blur. I waited for it to hit.

			For a moment, nothing happened. The clouds swallowed the monster, hiding it. I returned the bow to Friel’s hands. Then without warning, the monster plunged to the ground like a heavy stone. It hit with a sickening splat, its tentacles sprawling inertly around it. Friel’s arrow was lodged in its side almost to the feathers. Blood trickled from its shattered mouth. Cayleth squealed and jigged away from the broken monster. The room went silent.

			I allowed myself a small, triumphant, satisfied smile. We had killed all six monsters. Not only that but no one had been hurt in the fight.

			Wait.

			My eyes met Friel’s. This wasn’t right. I was supposed to have died. She had foreseen it. So why was I still alive?

			I considered the possibilities. Had we somehow, impossibly, changed the future? I remembered the jaws of the monster only inches from my face. Was that the moment I should have died? Had my fate been rewritten on the spot when Lyse stopped it?

			Before anyone could speak, could celebrate what we’d achieved, my skin began to tingle, a familiar buzzing that raced from my toes to my ears. Oh no.

			My legs threatened to give out underneath me. Friel nodded so subtly no one else could possibly have noticed. This was what she had known. It wasn’t the monsters that would kill me. And we hadn’t defeated the Darkness yet.

			The doors to the Great Hall blew open with the force of a hurricane, slamming against the walls with a deafening crack. The Paladin appeared, framed in the doorway with darkness and hate surrounding him like a corona. His anger was palpable. It swept into the room before him, a vanguard of rage. He raised his hand, and with the ease of a child knocking over wooden blocks, he cast Cayleth and Zagasdiam aside, sending them flying end over end into the walls. With another flick of his wrist, Friel and Pavo followed, light as fallen leaves. The magic I’d taken from the Paladin at the Fortress of Shadows evidently had replenished itself.

			You will submit. The Paladin’s words were a bellow of rage in my mind. I will return you to the Fortress of Shadows, and you will submit.

			I flinched. An angry Paladin was extremely dangerous. I was sure he wouldn’t hesitate to kill everyone in the hall but me. I glanced at Pavo, Cayleth, Zagasdiam, and Friel. They were struggling to their feet, battered but not badly hurt. Thank the gods. My heart raced, fluttering so quickly that it made me breathless. I swallowed, forcing myself to breathe deeper. I had to keep the Paladin’s focus on me. So long as he was distracted with me, he might not hurt the others.

			“Protect Bonrin,” I said out of the side of my mouth, sparing a look at Bonrin huddled against the wall next to Kaylara. Whatever happened next, Bonrin was still the key to everything. If he died, two worlds would die with him.

			The Paladin stalked into the room, beelining toward me with quick, determined strides. His boots clicked against the stone floor, and his cloak rippled behind him like a black pennant. The bond between us crackled with all the power and crackle of a lightning bolt. I wished the Fortress of Shadows could have trapped him forever, locking him away for all time. I wished to never see my hateful shadow again.

			But then the truth dawned on me: he had to be here. Friel had said it herself: nothing Dark could remain in our world once the tear was closed. Everything Dark had to be eliminated. To stop the Darkness for good, the Paladin had to die, and since we were connected, that meant I had to die too. Friel had known that from the beginning.

			I caught the shimmer of indigo out of the corner of my eye: Lyse preparing some sort of spell. I stepped in front of her, shielding her from the Paladin. “No, get back.” I resisted the urge to look at her one last time. She couldn’t know what I had to do. I would die and she would live, or we would all die. That was all there was to it.

			This is your last chance, the Paladin said. Unify with me and survive the destruction that is to come.

			It was ironic. In this moment, I, who had everything to live for, didn’t fear death. He, on the other hand, who had no friends or family, couldn’t bear the thought of oblivion. The Dark Champion’s fatal weakness was his selfishness. His overwhelming desire to live blinded him to everything else. He didn’t realize being my mirror image meant we were opposites, not identical. We were nothing alike.

			I let him approach without drawing my sword. My heart fluttered, battering against my rib cage with every step he took. The back of my legs trembled. I forced myself to stand still. This was for Lyse. For my niece. For my friends. For my family. For my world.

			The Paladin raised his hand the same way he had in the Fortress of Shadows. He clearly wanted me to put my palm against his and allow some strange magic to merge us into a single entity. I raised my own hand and stepped forward. One step. Two.

			Our palms were almost touching, black leather glove against snow white skin. My body buzzed with so much energy even my hair stood on end. My breath was shallow and ragged. I felt like a diver standing on the edge of a cliff, waiting to jump into the water below. But of course it was a dive onto deadly rocks.

			“Aeryn, what are you—?”

			Lyse didn’t have time to finish her question. The Paladin was finally close enough. I threw myself into his arms as though I were going to hug him. Only, while I wrapped my left arm around his neck to keep him close to me, my right hand drove my dagger underneath his heavy chain mail shirt and into his stomach.

			His belief in the will to survive had deceived him in the end. He never saw my attack coming. I didn’t wonder whether I would succeed. I knew I would. Friel had already told me as much. I would die, and that meant I would kill the Paladin.

			The place the dagger struck was exactly where Lyse had stabbed me on the night of the Dark mages’ coup. I knew because of the sympathetic burning I immediately felt as my dagger sank home. I clenched my teeth together, holding in a scream of anguish. It hurt no less the second time than it had the first. When I relinquished my hold on the Paladin, he staggered backward, clutching at his torso. If he had a face, it would have registered shock. Black blood poured down his legs and pooled onto the floor.

			One wound, two bodies. At the same time, my own skin broke open. The pain was excruciating and, I knew, fatal. I sank to my knees, overcome by weakness, and the Paladin, my mirror image, did the same. I bit back a smile. He didn’t know what dying felt like, just as he hadn’t truly understood what it was to live. It must have been a strange and terrifying experience for him. The thing he feared most in the world was happening, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. But for me, this was merely a familiar sensation. I had no fear of it anymore.

			What have you done? The Paladin’s voice, full of disbelief, echoed in my head.

			Because I was too weak to speak, I thought my response back to him.

			You lose.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“What death takes, it never gives back in its original form.”

			– Adaptation from the Salyar Book of the Dead, date unknown

			 

			When I was eight years old, I asked my mother why the Eternal Realms existed. Why didn’t we just live forever here on earth? Why did we have to go somewhere else when we died?

			She said life hadn’t always been like this. At the beginning of time, humans had been like animals. As soon as their hearts stopped beating, they were simply gone forever. But Death had taken pity on humans. He saw the sadness and suffering that came with the passing of each human, and so, to reduce that sorrow, he had created a world where people who had died in the mortal plane could live forever, as eternal as the gods themselves. She said I shouldn’t be sad when a loved one died, because Death’s servant Zakariya would take them to the Eternal Realms. I would see them again one day, and we would all be happy together.

			Her words had comforted me. No matter what happened, I would see my family again. I would never really lose them. It made death—so common in the harsh Ice Crown—just a little more bearable.

			Of course, no one knew for certain what actually happened after death, only Death and his servants. No one had ever come back from the Eternal Realms to describe it. Whatever lay beyond the gates of death was a mystery. What she told me was a myth passed down for centuries by our people, the Salyar. We believed it because it was hope, and nothing was more important to us than that.

			From my meetings with Lymon in the space between the worlds of the living and the dead, I knew that some of the myth had to be true. Lymon was real, for example, but I didn’t know much more. In the few times I’d seen him, I’d never had time to ask him about what awaited me in the Eternal Realms. There were always more pressing things to worry about.

			When I opened my eyes, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen was standing before me. She was breathtakingly tall and thin, with eyes like blue glaciers and straight hair white as snow that reached almost to her waist. She wore a billowing white robe that almost blended into the glowingly white world around us, cinched at the waist by a braided silver rope. She was barefoot.

			I blinked, looking from her to the endless whiteness around us. I knew this place. I’d been here half a dozen times before. This was where I had met Lymon, the space between the mortal plane and the Eternal Realms. And that meant she was—

			“Zakariya.” I said the name aloud. Although of Death’s servants I had only met Lymon, it was impossible not to recognize her. I should have been happy to see her, but instead, I couldn’t keep the disappointment out of my voice. Seeing her meant I was truly dead. For good this time. There would be no last-minute reprieve, no new deal from Death.

			Zakariya nodded, smiling in a way that, under other circumstances, might have been calming. “Welcome, Champion. Are you ready to pass into the Eternal Realms?”

			I should have felt an overpowering sense of relief. It was all over for me. I didn’t have to worry anymore about things like the Darkness and tears and the Paladin. I didn’t have to think about the Northmen invading the Ice Crown or the unsettled war with the Southerners. Those were problems for someone else now. All my fears and doubts and anxieties could fade away with the rest of the life I’d left behind. I was free.

			But I couldn’t let it go, not any of it. Questions swarmed in my head like leaves caught in a whirlwind. Everything felt unfinished, like a book left half-read, a floor unswept. What would happen now? Would Bonrin close the tear and save the mortal plane? If the gods hadn’t beaten back the Darkness in the divine realm yet, would they?

			I’d left behind so many loose ends. If the Darkness was stopped, the Northmen could march all the way to King’s City and sack it. What would happen to Ilirya next? Would our war with the Southerners be ended only because Ilirya had been conquered? Would the Northmen and Southerners divvy Ilirya up between themselves?

			These questions battered at me like the winds of a summer storm. They shook the door and banged on the windows, demanding my attention. There were too many of them, and I had no answers. Was this what death was like? Did the dead sit in the Eternal Realms wondering what became of the living, accosting each new arrival for any scrap of news? How could they bear it? Soldiers taken from the fields of battle must be desperate to know if their side won or lost. Mothers who died in childbirth must pine for news of the child they never saw. What a terrible, gut-wrenching fate. This was nothing like how my mother had told me death would be.

			I met Zakariya’s eyes. No, I wasn’t ready to pass into the Eternal Realms, not without knowing the answers to some of my questions. “When I died, the fourth tear hadn’t yet been mended. Is Bonrin closing the tear?” I asked.

			Zakariya’s head tilted to the side as she looked at me. Was that a flicker of surprise? “Yes. He finished.” Her voice was light and girlish. It reminded me of the small metal wind chimes Lyse had tied outside the infirmary’s back door.

			“Did the gods stop the Darkness in the divine realm?”

			She nodded again but with some hesitation this time. It was subtle, but I detected the catch in her movement, the moment of conflict. “The tide of the invasion has been turned. There is much work to do before the divine realm can be perfectly set right, but the danger has passed.”

			I squirmed, my body—or I suppose now it was only the memory of my body—wriggling as though the questions inside me were fighting to come out at once. “But what about—?”

			She held up her hand, stopping me. “Lay your attachment to the mortal world aside. Its concerns are yours no longer. You have earned your place here in the Eternal Realms.”

			“No.” The word came out forcefully and much louder than I’d intended. Without realizing it, I’d planted my feet and crossed my arms.

			The smile slipped off Zakariya’s face, replaced by confusion and dismay. Her lips twitched. “What do you mean, no?”

			I moved my hands to my hips. My right hand brushed against the hilt of my sword; or rather, an illusion of my sword. My real sword was in the Great Hall in the land of the living. In fact, I was wearing a reproduction of the same chain mail in which I had died, with daggers still tucked into my belt.

			Zakariya might not have been concerned about events in the mortal plane, but she was not a mortal. I was. “I can’t stop caring about my world just because I’m dead. I would never stop caring.”

			She stepped forward, peering at me with narrowed eyes. There was a strange suspicion in them. The welcoming glow on her face had disappeared. “The dead don’t care about the living. Their ties to the mortal plane are irrevocably cut by death.” A beat passed as she seemed to try to see inside me. “So why do you still care?”

			She waved her hand in a circle, and I felt invisible magic blanket me like the softest sprinkling of snow. She watched me intently, waiting for something. Two heartbeats later, her eyes widened and her shoulders rose as she sucked in a sharp breath. “You’re not completely dead.”

			I had to stop myself from snorting. Not completely dead? I had been dead for months and getting deader the entire time I was in the land of the living. If anyone was dead, it was certainly me.

			Zakariya’s white eyebrows drew together, marring the perfection of her face. She shook her head, making her long hair undulate. “No, no, this isn’t right. This can’t be. Something’s gone wrong.” Her voice was anxious and troubled.

			I raised my eyebrows, curious despite myself. “Well?”

			She ran her fingertips over her pale pink lips, agitated. “I’ve never seen this before. You shouldn’t have any life left in you. I—I’ll have to take you to Death. He’ll know what to do.” She nodded to herself. It was a self-soothing motion. “I can’t take you to the Eternal Realms like this. The living can’t enter.”

			I gaped at her. What did she mean by this? And was I really going to meet Death himself? I thought of the One God, who had been pasty and bloated and awful, and shuddered. If Death looked like that, I didn’t want to meet him.

			Zakariya drew a circle in the air with her index finger. The silver ring of magic it produced grew until it was large enough to fit both of us. It was a Gate, but unlike the Gates I made, I couldn’t see what lay on the other side of it. All I could see was more whiteness. She motioned to it with her hand, bidding me to step through. “Don’t be afraid.”

			* * *

			The Gate opened into an endless hall. Whether it really ran for hundreds of feet or was merely an optical illusion, it seemed to stretch forever in front of me. It was lined on both sides by tall arches that let in dazzlingly bright white light. I felt bathed in it. A frieze ran the length of the hall above the arches, depicting intricately interwoven vines. The vaulted ceiling was elaborately decorated with flowers and plants that didn’t exist in the mortal realm. Like the throne room in the Fortress of Shadows, the marble floor had a black-and-white checkerboard pattern that was so glossy I could almost see myself reflected in it.

			The hall was so sumptuous, so ornate, so regal. Everything was neat and perfectly ordered. In my amazement, I almost forgot why we had come.

			A man stepped into the hall from one of the arches in front of us. He wore a thick brown robe that reached from his neck to the floor. It was rough and simple, like the cassock Father Merek wore. My heart leapt, full of joy. I knew this man. I would recognize that familiar salt-and-pepper hair and grizzled face anywhere. “Kjelborn!”

			I rushed toward him, my heart soaring, but before I’d taken more than a handful of steps, I realized the truth with a shock. I skipped to a halt and locked eyes with the stranger, whose eyes were a perfect reproduction of the man I knew. “You’re not Kjelborn.”

			It couldn’t be him. Kjelborn was alive. At least he was when I’d last seen him. And if he wasn’t, he would be in the Eternal Realms, not here, wherever here was.

			“Oh,” not-Kjelborn said. His hands rose to his face. and he patted his cheeks and forehead as though he was feeling them for the first time. “Is that who you see? The son of Vrithar?” There was mild surprise and curiosity in his voice.

			It was disconcerting to see an expression that wasn’t Kjelborn’s cross Kjelborn’s face. It was inexplicably innocent and childlike, nothing like Kjelborn’s heavy weariness and haunted eyes. It made me unexpectedly angry. “Who are you?”

			Not-Kjeborn gave a small, courteous bow, tucking his hands against his stomach as he did so. “I am Death. Pleased to meet you.”

			I gasped, my anger evaporating instantly. Without meaning to, I took a step backward. Death? Was this really a god before me? Unable to think of anything else to say, I said, “But why do you look like him?”

			Death gave a gentle, serene smile, another expression the old warrior would never wear. “I don’t. The form in which you see me is that of whomever you would most like to see here in the world of the dead. Whoever would bring you the most comfort. You chose to see him, so here he stands before you.”

			I wrinkled my forehead. His words were like a riddle. If this wasn’t his true form, what did he really look like? I realized only belatedly that Death had called Kjelborn the son of Vrithar. So he was the son of the god of destiny! That was one question answered.

			Zakariya stepped forward to join us, her bare feet silent as a moth’s wings against the black-and-white floor. She bowed to Death, sweeping low before him and dropping her gaze respectfully to the floor. When she looked up, there was a deep crease across her forehead and a tightness to her mouth that hadn’t been there before. “My lord, I regret to disturb you, but we have a problem.”

			Death turned his attention to her, looking at her with Kjelborn’s deep brown eyes. “Have we? But the battle against the Darkness has turned. What problem could remain?”

			She indicated me with the flat of her palm, politely avoiding pointing. “This mortal is not completely dead. I can’t take her to the Eternal Realms as she is.”

			“Oh?” Death turned a curious gaze on me. His gentle eyes seemed to sharpen. They pierced through me, penetrating my skin to reach the secrets that lay somewhere deep beneath.

			After everything I’d gone through, how could I possibly have any life still in me? I blushed, wrapping my arms around myself as though I could shield myself from his probing eyes, and shifted uneasily. Had I done something wrong?

			After a long minute, Death blinked. His eyes became soft once more, and he leaned back, pensive. “It is true. There is a spark of life within her.” He reached out a long finger and pointed at my chest. “There.”

			“How can it be? She should be dead,” Zakariya said breathlessly. Her eyes flickered back and forth from me to Death, awaiting the answer to this enigma. I was just as curious as she was.

			“A spell.” Death crossed his hands over each other on his stomach comfortably. Amid Zakariya’s barely suppressed chaos, he was a pool of calm. “A very, very rare spell, one I haven’t seen for centuries at least. I thought it had finally been lost to the mortal world. Someone was very clever indeed to find it again.”

			I wasn’t sure who was more surprised: me or Zakariya. Puzzled, she asked, “What does the spell do?”

			“The spell can be used to transfer some of one person’s life into someone else. That is why this mortal is not completely dead. There is life in her, although it is not her own. As a result, she cannot completely die until the spellcaster dies.”

			The crease in Zakariya’s forehead deepened. She couldn’t have looked more aghast if Death had told her the leviathan was loose in the Eternal Realms. “But…wouldn’t mortals try to use such a spell to live forever?”

			Death nodded. “Mmm, quite so.” He sounded like Father Merek answering a question in class. Unexpectedly, given the circumstances, he chuckled to himself. “Mortals never fail to astound me with their inventiveness. I believe the origination of that particular spell was the removal of stains from clothing. But it is true that, as you say, in the past there have been a few mortals who have used the spell to live beyond their time. The reason you didn’t know before now is that it has always been Elendir, Antar, and Lymon who met them on their death.”

			With a flash of understanding, I realized what he meant. It had been bad people, not good people, who had used this particular spell to stay alive. That was why Zakariya had never seen it before. She only greeted those who had done good in life, while Death’s other servants met those who had done ill.

			“What do we do now? Nothing living can enter the Eternal Realms.” Zakariya was full of nervous energy. Her hands flapped around her like a pair of white doves startled from their nest. The movement in her hips suggested she was barely keeping her feet in check.

			Death shrugged, unperturbed. “Do? There is nothing we can do. The tiny ember of life that exists deep inside this mortal cannot be extinguished until the one who put it there dies. Until then, she cannot enter the Eternal Realms. The rules that govern this world are clear. Only the dead may enter.”

			Death took my hand and patted it with a warm smile before releasing it. The corners of his eyes crinkled. He might have been a grandfather offering me some sweets he’d secreted away for me. “Someone loves you very much. Enough to willingly give some of her life to you.”

			My mouth fell open. He could only mean Lyse. She was the only spellcaster I knew. But wouldn’t I have known if she had cast a spell like the one he’d described? Surely a spell that transferred a little of one person’s life into someone else would be noticeable…wouldn’t it? And yet, it had to have been her. It couldn’t have been anyone else.

			I thought back to all the times we’d spent together since she had regained her magic and discovered she had a secondary affinity for spellcasting. She could have cast this spell at any time. And yet…no, it must have been recently. More precisely, in my room at Windhall before Friel and Zagasdiam arrived, when I’d begged her to heal me so I could save Bonrin. How had she even known the spell? Where had she learned it and why?

			The rest of Death’s words were rapidly sinking in. I gripped my elbows, holding my arms tightly against myself as I realized the cost of such a spell. As Raelan had once said, nothing was free. “If she gave me some of her life, will she die sooner?”

			Death nodded somberly. “Yes.”

			I was choking, my throat swelling and closing in on itself. I rubbed my mouth with a trembling hand. My skin had turned cool and clammy. For a dead person, I had a surprising number of bodily sensations. “How much sooner?”

			Death sighed softly. “That knowledge is not for mortals.” He was rueful but firm.

			“Give it back to her!” The hall was spinning around me, the walls and ceiling closing in, smothering me. The white light was blinding. I took a staggering step backward. “Take it out of me! I don’t want any of her life. I want her to live!”

			“What’s done is done. It cannot be undone.”

			I ground the heels of my palms into my temples, overwhelmed. How could Lyse have given even a second of her life for mine? If I’d known, I never would have allowed it. I wanted her to live a full and long and happy life, not one cut short because of a futile attempt to save me.

			“My lord, are you saying you want me to…send her back?” Zakariya asked. There was a soft tremor in her voice, a timbre of shock and uncertainty that suggested she couldn’t imagine such heresy.

			“As you know, until she is completely dead, she does not belong in this world.” Death snorted, an ungodly gesture. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had to return a mortal to the land of the living. How do you think they know so much about you and your brothers?”

			Zakariya’s face filled with shock. Her lips formed a small circle of surprise. I got the distinct impression she’d never considered the question at all.

			Death waved a hand. “She can’t enter the Eternal Realms, and she can’t stay trapped between the lands of the living and the dead. So back she goes.”

			“But—”

			“Her time will come,” Death placated. “All mortals die eventually.”

			“But her body.” Zakariya gave him a pained look. “It’s been burned. There’s nothing to which to return her.”

			It took me a moment to realize what she was saying. The first time I’d died, only a few minutes had passed in the land of the living between when I left and when I returned. This time, however, if my body had already been cremated, much more time must have passed. If I had no body to return to, how could I go back? I was a snail without a shell.

			Death gave a small shrug, dismissing Zakariya’s concern. “Even had it not been burned, she could not have returned to it. It was dying. Mortal flesh can’t bear my power. She must have a new vessel for the mortal world.”

			I listened without understanding. I couldn’t fathom what a “new vessel” meant.

			He looked into my eyes, and it was strange to know that behind Kjelborn’s dark brown eyes, a god was peering back at me. My life had changed so much from my childhood in Thamir that I no longer recognized it. “You must understand: when you return to the world of the living, you won’t be a mortal. I cannot make you what you were before. It is beyond even my power.”

			My skin prickled. “What will I be?”

			“What, exactly, doesn’t matter. The difference between mortal and all else is slim. The most important part, the part that is you, will remain. Your body will not be that of a mortal, but everything else will be.”

			Death was wrong that it didn’t matter. It mattered terribly. Would I even look like a human, or would I be a wraith or some other kind of monster? What if I was so terrible to look at that I couldn’t be around other humans and had to live in a cave somewhere? My mind filled with a dozen awful scenarios, each worse than the one before. I wanted to return to the land of the living but only if I could be with Lyse and the people I loved. Otherwise there was no use going back at all.

			As I looked back and forth between Death and Zakariya, trying to somehow intuit what it all meant, I realized I didn’t have a choice. They weren’t giving me the option of leaving the place between the lands of the living and the dead; they were forcing me out. I rubbed the knuckles of my right hand. It was still hard to reconcile the feeling of the flesh beneath my fingers with the knowledge it was only an illusion. I wondered how my new body would feel. This was the last time I would be in my own body, illusion or not.

			I tried to redirect my focus and find the positive in what was happening. This was an opportunity. Not just any opportunity. I was being given an impossible, wonderful third chance at life. My story with Lyse didn’t have to be over yet. More chapters could be written. Maybe, just maybe, we could still have some kind of life together. Whatever I looked like. I gathered my courage and nodded. “All right.”

			Death gathered magic in his hands. Pavo’s unique rainbow magic was the color of a soft pastel rainbow after a summer rain. Death’s, on the other hand, was every color that had ever been and ever would be, a rainbow that included every sunset, every ocean, every fire, and every leaf on every tree in every forest. It overflowed and tumbled from his hands onto the floor like water from a waterfall, pooling at his feet. “Don’t worry. This won’t hurt,” he said as it spread toward me.

			In a heartbeat, the magic enveloped me. Flames flared high above my head, forming walls that partitioned me from Death and his endless hall. My world turned into an ever-changing kaleidoscope of color that moved too fast for me to watch without becoming dizzy. The magic washed over my skin like spilled paint and danced around my eyes like a thousand brilliant butterflies. I felt as if I were standing in a rainstorm, but rather than cold water, I was being deluged by a warm tingling mist.

			The sensation was so pleasant I felt a twinge of disappointment a minute later when the magic collapsed back into itself and returned to Death’s hands. When it was gone, I looked down, expecting to see… I didn’t know—some vast and unpredictable change. Maybe I would be taller or fatter or wearing different clothing. Maybe I would even have claws or fins or wings. But to my surprise, I looked exactly the same as before.

			I touched the chain mail of my shirt, feeling the hard rings beneath the pads of my fingers. When I ran my palms against my pants, the fibers there were rough and familiar as ever. My feet looked the same distance from my eyes as they’d always been. As discreetly as I could, I ran my hands over my face and felt familiar high cheekbones. What had changed? I looked to Death for an answer.

			He chuckled. “Did you think you would sprout wings?”

			I blushed. Perhaps a little bit, yes. “I don’t feel any different.”

			“Correct. Everything should be exactly as it was before. Well, with a few changes.”

			My anxiety returned. “What changes?”

			“Since that vessel is not made of human flesh, it will need none of the things mortals need. You will feel neither hunger nor thirst, heat nor cold. And you will not die until the mortal who shared her life with you dies.” As I absorbed this new information, too astonished to speak, he motioned to Zakariya. “Now take her back to the mortal world. Her place is there.”

			“Wait!” I said. This was my only chance to ask a question that had been bothering me for days. “Why does the Darkness draw power from you? Why not any of the other gods?”

			Death’s eyes unexpectedly turned sad. “Not from me. From suffering. Although I created the Eternal Realms to ease the pain of mortals, still each death creates suffering among the living. The Darkness—and all Dark things—derives its power from that anguish.” He shook his head. “But it is defeated now. It cannot return.” He turned away and walked slowly down the endless black-and-white hall, his cassock sweeping the ground behind him.

			Zakariya placed her hand on my shoulder, making me jump. “Come. It’s time for you to return home.”

			Everyone has a story; the circle of their life that begins with their birth and ends with their death. A circle that, no matter how large or small, is relentlessly carried out. Every ending is just that: an ending. But sometimes, very rarely and under all but impossible circumstances, you get two circles. The ending of one circle becomes the start of a new one.

			My second circle was about to begin.

			Zakariya opened a Gate beside us, shimmering and silver. It was the way home. The way back to Lyse.

			I looked at Zakariya, searching for answers, some sign of the future that lay before me. But really all my questions could be summarized by one.

			“Am I still beholden to Death?”

			She smiled. “No.”

			“Then I’m…free?”

			“You are. Now go. You do not belong here.”

			On the other side of that Gate, waiting for me, was the thing I valued more than anything in the world. It was the fire that kept me going even when I most wanted to give up. Whether in the land of the living or the dead, my life had no meaning without Lyse, and now I was going back to her. We could still have our happy ending. I didn’t hesitate.

			I plunged through the Gate.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“War is nothing but a series of bad options.”

			– General Oran, commander of the Queen’s Army

			 

			Zakariya’s Gate exited into the hallway in front of my room at Windhall. From the darkness around me, I could tell it was night in Ilirya. The torches that ran the length of the hall cast a flickering warm orange light that made shadows dance on the ceiling and over the floor. As a welcome change, they were normal, non-sentient shadows. I ran my fingertips along the wall as I stepped up to the door to my room, feeling the rough stone beneath them. The grain of the door’s wood was coarse and uneven. I was grateful to feel it all, to be alive, in a living body. It felt like a dream.

			I paused for a moment, reflecting on what it meant to be here now. After so much fear and uncertainty and pain over the last few days, I was home for good. The Darkness had been pushed back. My friends were safe from oblivion. I had no responsibilities to Death or anyone else anymore.

			I pushed the door open softly, not knowing what I would find inside. I didn’t know how much time had passed in the mortal plane since my death. As far as the world knew, Aeryn the war mage student was dead. Her body had been burned on a pyre, sealing forever her departure from the mortal realm. My few belongings might already have been removed and space made for a new student to move in.

			In the dim moonlight that entered through the window, I could see the room was exactly as I’d left it. I might have been gone only a few hours rather than however many days it had been. Even my broken chain mail shirt was still lying on the floor where it had been dropped. Only one thing was different. There was a lump in my bed. Someone was sleeping there.

			I crept into the room with all the stealth of a hunter from the Ice Crown, unconsciously holding my breath. Who was it, and why were they here? I didn’t feel I had a right to disturb whoever it was, and yet I wanted to know who was sleeping in my bed. I moved closer on soundless feet and peeled back the rough brown blanket from the sleeper’s face, careful not to disturb them.

			My heart thrilled. It felt as if it were expanding to twice its size. Lyse! She was clutching my red tunic to her chest the way a child might cradle a treasured doll, her face beautiful even in sleep.

			Unable to stop myself, I ran my hand along her cheek. Her skin was soft and warm and full of promise. The world was ours now. We could have everything we dreamed of. We could have a lifetime together.

			Even though my touch was light, Lyse’s eyelids twitched, then slowly opened. She blinked, her bleary eyes out of focus. “You shouldn’t be here.” Her voice was sluggish, her words slurred.

			I smiled. “But I am.” I brushed the dark hair back from her forehead and cheek, waiting for her to wake up enough to realize I was here, fully alive, in front of her. I waited for the elation that would strike her when she understood we could be together again.

			It didn’t come. “No, you’re not.” Still mostly asleep, she took my arm and wrapped it around her chest, turning away from me at the same time so I was pulled forward against her shoulder. She didn’t seem to feel my weight land against her. “You’ll be gone the next time I open my eyes. You’re gone forever. Forever.”

			Her voice was a sea of black misery, even in sleep. It was so raw, so painful, that it cut deeply into my heart. But she didn’t have to be unhappy anymore. I was back, this time for good. I retrieved my arm and shook her shoulder gently. “Lyse, wake up. I’m here. I’m not a dream. I’m really here.”

			“No,” she mumbled. She squeezed her eyes closed tighter, refusing to see me. “You’re just my imagination. The real you died. You left me. You’re never coming back. And I’m left here without you.”

			Her words were shrapnel that lodged in my soul. What should have been a happy reunion was quickly turning into a heartbreaking scene of deep sorrow. I felt her loss and pain as if it were my own, and yet if only she would listen, I could heal it in an instant. I looked down and noticed a half-filled wooden cup on the floor. I picked it up and sniffed it. It had the bitter odor of some kind of drug. Was that why she hadn’t noticed I wasn’t a dream? Had she been hurt? Was she in pain?

			I pulled on her shoulder once more, trying to roll her back toward me. “Lyse, wake up! Wake up!” I was louder, more insistent, trying to pierce the fogginess around her. If I woke my neighbors, so be it.

			She burrowed her head deeper into the pillow, resisting. “Let me sleep. Just let me sleep. I can’t see you leave me again. I can’t bear it. I’ll die.”

			I prepared to shout at her, to haul her out of sleep and force her to really see me, when a voice cut through my thoughts.

			“She took a tincture of valerian and lavender. I think she spelled herself a little too. It will be hard to wake her. It’s better to let her sleep for now until it wears off.”

			The unexpected voice was familiar. I spun, looking around for its source. Friel stood up from where she’d been sitting in the corner, sloughing off a blanket and unfolding her long legs. I’d been so focused on Lyse I hadn’t noticed her there. In the dark of the night, she blended into the wall.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked.

			She yawned and pushed her shoulders back. I noticed she was wearing Lyse’s clothing. The black-and-white fabric clashed with her red hair and was slightly too short for her tall frame, but it couldn’t take away from her striking good looks. Her eyes fell on Lyse, and I thought I could see a flicker of pity in them. “Keeping an eye on her. She’s had a difficult time. We’ve been taking turns staying with her. I drew the night shift this time.”

			My hand flew to my mouth. “Is she hurt?”

			Friel grimaced. “No.” She played with the necklace at her throat.

			I let out a breath, relieved.

			“But she’s suffered terribly. There is no healer who can heal a broken heart.”

			I looked down, and it was then I noticed the wildness of Lyse’s hair and the deep hollows in her cheeks and under her eyes. She had watched me die, and along with it all our dreams. As far as she knew, she had lost me forever. I couldn’t imagine the pain she had gone through, because I couldn’t imagine what I would do in her place. I wished I could take it all back from her. I wished I could kiss her and make everything better.

			I rubbed my forehead. “How many days has it been since I died?”

			“Two.”

			“What happened afterward?”

			“Your friend, the boy, used his power with wind to raise Bonrin to the tear. The tear was closed, and the Darkness was shut out of this plane. Bonrin returned to Port Bluewater yesterday after your funeral.”

			A pang of sadness struck me. I wished I could have said good-bye to him. I didn’t know if I would ever see him again. My funeral. The words barreled into me. I had not only died but a ceremony had been held for my passing. I had been mourned and my name forever inscribed among the departed. And yet…I realized Friel hadn’t seemed at all surprised by my return despite having been present at my death and probably my funeral as well.

			“Did you know Death would send me back?”

			She frowned and shook her head. “Not exactly. I only knew something would happen and that I should stay here for a few days before returning to Mirror Lake.”

			“Why? What did you see?”

			“I saw a Gate opening and the Iliryan army pouring through into snow. At first, I didn’t understand how it could be. Zagasdiam returned to the North immediately after the last tear was mended. Then I thought—I hoped—it might mean you would somehow return. I thought it best not to tell anyone in case I was wrong.”

			I was stunned almost to speechlessness. Among all the new things I’d just learned, one piece of information stood out above the others. “Zagasdiam is a Northman?” I squawked the question loud enough it would have woken Lyse had she not been drugged.

			“Yes.” Friel’s expression was level and unemotional, as though it was nothing strange that a denizen of the land of our enemies had helped us.

			I, on the other hand, was flabbergasted. “But then why did he join us?”

			We were at war. The Northmen had helped kill King Hap. They were invading with their full army. And in addition to that, Bonrin and I had broken into the Cloud Palace and stolen from their empress. Why would a Northman help Iliryans at a time like this?

			Friel shrugged. “Even so-called enemies set aside their differences when the future of the world is at stake. If we had failed to stop the Darkness, the North would have been destroyed just as much as Ilirya. I asked him to come, and he came.” Perhaps I didn’t look convinced, because she added, “Besides, Zagasdiam isn’t a soldier in the empress’s army. He has no interest in fighting in her war. He doesn’t see Ilirya as an enemy.”

			First Rijun, then Zagasdiam. Friel was right. Enemies could become friends in times of need. But while we’d saved the mortal plane, we hadn’t stopped any of the mortal wars. Zagasdiam may have proven himself an ally, but the Northman army was still ravaging our kingdom. If it wasn’t stopped, Ilirya would be conquered in a matter of weeks.

			I bit my lip, thinking. “You saw the Iliryan army going through a Gate?”

			“Yes.”

			By habit, not realizing what I was doing, I began to calculate what needed to be done to save it. She must have seen the army moving to fight the Northmen in the Ice Crown, and with Zagasdiam gone, it had to be me who opened the Gate. But how? I had only been able to create Gates using Death’s magic. Now that I was no longer Death’s champion, I had no more of his magic. And yet. As impossible as it seemed, Friel had seen it. That meant it was the future, even if I couldn’t imagine how I would do it.

			I summoned my magic, torn between doubt and faith. A quick test would show whether I was somehow the Gate mage of Friel’s visions or not. As it collected like morning mist in my palm, I did a double take. The magic wasn’t its usual sparkling blue. It was a silver as clear as my favorite pair of Lyse’s earrings. I was so shocked it was all I could do to stare at it. I knew it was mine because I could feel it, the extension of myself it had always been, but what did it mean that my magic had changed color?

			Unnerved, I cast it out, asking it to create a Gate. A silver circle appeared without hesitation in the air beside us, shimmering like a soap bubble. Through it, the dark, sharp-edged shapes of branches and leaves slowly resolved themselves, backlit by the light of the moon. It was unmistakably the orchard.

			I collapsed the Gate immediately, drawing the magic back into me. I was so astounded I couldn’t speak. I looked to Friel questioningly, as though she might have an answer to this impossible mystery, but she said nothing. I decided to think about how I was still able to create Gates later. What mattered was I could still create them.

			That left the problem of getting the Iliryan army to move. I could hardly appear among the soldiers at the southern front and beg them to use my Gate to confront the Northmen, no matter how dire the situation in the north.

			“I can try and see the queen tomorrow. She can order the army to—”

			“No, you must go now. Every minute wasted allows the Northmen to push deeper into Ilirya.”

			“Go to the queen…now?” I couldn’t imagine appearing at the castle gates at this hour and demanding to be let in and that the queen be awakened. A few people in the palace knew me from the night King Hap was killed, but I couldn’t rely on them to get me an audience with her. More likely, I would have to go through the complex system of mandarins in the morning, a laborious process that would take hours at best and possibly even days.

			Friel looked at me sharply. “To the Southlands.”

			“What?”

			“You will need the knight there.”

			“Knight?” I assumed she meant Knight Commander Bronwen. It did make sense. The commander was one of the queen’s top advisors. She would understand the situation and be able to advocate effectively for me in front of the queen.

			Friel shook her head. “No, the knight commander is dead. I’m referring to the young woman knight. She is the daughter of a former chancellor of King Hap and a member of the knight commander’s delegation.”

			For a moment, I was confused. Then I remembered Asher. She was young, but she did have gravitas that would make her an effective interlocutor on my behalf.

			But… My eyes went to Lyse, asleep on my bed. For a few minutes, I had forgotten all about her, drawn into yet another of Ilirya’s crises. My stomach turned, ashamed of myself. How could I even consider leaving her at a time like this, even temporarily? I had promised myself I wouldn’t leave her side again. I had sworn off being drawn into Ilirya’s calamities now that I had come back to the land of the living. Yet here I was, on the brink of diving in once more not minutes after my return. Lyse didn’t even know yet that I was still alive.

			“No.” I shook my head, indicating to Friel I would not be leaving immediately. My priority was Lyse, Ilirya second. The kingdom could wait. “I’ll go when Lyse is awake.”

			Friel adjusted her black bodice and brushed off her black leggings. Her expression was unreadable. “Very well. I will begin my journey home. I am no longer needed here. You will find your way without me.” She nodded. “Farewell.”

			“Good-bye.” The word seemed small and insufficient. Without her, the Darkness would have prevailed. Although the world would never know what she’d done, she had saved it. We were all in her debt.

			The door shut behind her with a quiet click, and I resolved to focus on what was important at this moment: Lyse. I removed my sword belt and chain mail shirt, laying them gently on the floor, and slipped carefully into bed next to her. Although the thin straw mattress gave slightly under my weight and the wooden frame creaked like a bear sighing, she didn’t stir. She was lying on her right side, facing me. I smiled. This was the face I wanted to see every day when I woke up and every night when I went to bed.

			As my breath whispered over her, her eyes fluttered open. Unlike the last time I’d seen her, they were clear and focused. They fastened on me…then Lyse screeched and threw her body backward. There wasn’t much space to move in the small bed. When her back hit the wall, she scrambled to a sitting position, drawing her knees to her chest like a shield between us. Her eyes were white circles of fear.

			I sat up immediately, just as startled as she was. “Lyse, it’s me.” I held my hands up, palms out, trying to calm her. “It’s okay; it’s me.” I realized I was still wearing the clothes in which I’d died. I hadn’t thought to change before crawling into bed next to her. I could understand why it must have been a shock to open her eyes to that.

			“No.” She shook her head so emphatically I expected to hear her neck crack. Her eyes glittered in the moonlight, full of horror. “You’re… I don’t know who or what you are. My Aeryn is dead. I watched her body burn. Who are you?”

			I kept my hands up, trying not to spook her any more than I already had. “It’s me. I swear it’s me.” I pointed to my left thumb, moving slowly. “You have a scar on your thumb from where a dog bit you when you were ten. You hate blood pudding and tomatoes. You can’t sleep on full moons.” I smiled encouragingly. “You sing when you think no one’s listening.”

			Her fingers twitched against her bare knees and then pulled her white nightgown over them. She licked her lower lip and peered at me intensely. “It can’t be. Is it—Is it really you?” Her quiet, trembling voice was full of fragile hope. Like a snowflake, it could dissolve in an instant.

			I nodded. “I’m back. For good this time. I promise. No more leaving.” I took her hand and held it against my cheek, relishing the feeling of her skin on mine. I could half-believe that this was all a dream and I was still dead. Did the dead dream? I stared deeply into her eyes, willing to dream forever if necessary.

			She dropped her knees and crossed her legs. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. In the moonlight, her brown eyes were black with silver specks like stars. I knew from the way she moved, slowly and tentatively, she still didn’t completely trust what she was seeing. She reached out and touched my cheek with her other hand. It shook so hard it jumped and bounced against my skin. “It worked? You didn’t die?”

			What worked? Then I remembered the spell. “You cast a spell to keep me here, didn’t you? You brought me back.” My gut wrenched with sorrow and dismay as I remembered what that spell had cost her. As overjoyed as I was to see her again, I abhorred what it had taken. The happiness drained out of my voice. “You shouldn’t have done it.”

			Lyse retrieved her other hand and put it on my cheek, then ran it over my face as though confirming all the parts she’d memorized were still there. I shut my eyes. The pads of her fingers lightly traced the almost straight line of my eyebrows, the slant of my high cheekbones, the broad landscape of my forehead, the delicate skin of my eyelids. When I opened my eyes again, tears were pouring down her face, glimmering like quicksilver in the moonlight. As though her tears required company, I began to cry too.

			For a moment, Lyse was too overwhelmed to speak. Then she shook her head and wiped the tears away. “It was worth it. I got you back. I got you back.” Her words were breathless with amazement and happiness and gratitude. Her fingers skimmed over the thin skin beneath my eyes. “Is it the spell that changed the color of your eyes?”

			“What?” Surprised, I moved my hands to the side of my face as though I could somehow feel what she was talking about, but I had no way to see without a mirror. “What do you mean?”

			“They’re silver. Silver like…” She squinted, searching for the words to describe the color. “The blade of a sword.”

			Kjelborn had once told me living mortals couldn’t leave the Eternal Realms. He was right. I was no longer mortal, even if I didn’t know exactly what that made me. If my eyes were silver, it must have been some quirk of the new, other-than-mortal shell Death had created for me. I didn’t want to explain it all to Lyse now, however. There would be time later to tell her everything that had happened to me, including the truth behind my first return from the land of the dead. I took her hands in mine and lowered them to my lap, squeezing them. “Where did you even find the spell?”

			She sniffed and gave an almost sheepish smile. “In the library. After you…” She choked up and stopped. Tears fell thickly as she recovered her hands from mine and played with the string tie at her throat, not looking at me. After she recovered a little, she continued, “After the night in the castle, I was so worried about the possibility of losing you. You were a war mage. You would always be put in danger. I was looking for…spells that would help me keep you safe. I thought the library might have some sort of protection spell I could use for you or, if not, spells I could use in a fight.”

			She rubbed her nose, which was running. “I found the spell written on a crumpled piece of parchment shoved between two pages of a book. It was obviously very old. I didn’t know if it would even work. It sounded…fantastical. How could someone give some of their life to keep someone else alive? And I had only just begun to cast spells.”

			It was astounding. Two spells found in two different libraries hundreds of miles and over a decade apart turned out to be the key turning points in my life. The first had inadvertently enslaved me; the second had freed me. I brushed hair out of Lyse’s eyes. “And you used it without telling me before we went to the Fortress of Shadows?”

			She nodded. “I knew—I knew when I saw you lying in the orchard, bleeding to death, that whatever you were doing, you wouldn’t stop. I knew you wouldn’t stop even if it killed you, so I had to try the spell and pray that it would work. It was all I could do.” Her body began to shake. She covered her mouth with both hands. “I thought it hadn’t worked. You died, and then…you stayed dead. Your body was there on the floor, covered in blood, just like in the castle the first time. It was awful.”

			She stared at the blanket between us as though seeing my dead body lying there. She wrung her hands. The rest of the story now tumbled from her mouth like hot coals, impossible to hold in. “I waited for hours next to your body, hoping you would come back, but you didn’t. They took your body. They said it had to be burned.” She was starting to gasp, drowning in the memory. “And I—I—” The glue that had been holding her together dissolved, and she shattered into a thousand pieces. Great sobs wracked her body. She covered her face with her hands.

			I leaned forward and wrapped her up in a hug, covering her like a blanket. “It’s all right. I’m here. You saved me. Everything is all right now.” I rubbed her shaking back, trying to soothe her. We had been through a storm, but we had come out on the other side. Things would get better now. There was nothing in the way of our happiness anymore.

			Lyse cried against me until she had no more tears left to cry, and then she hiccupped, her body trying to expel the last of the emotions that had filled it to the brim since she had seen me bleeding to death in the orchard.

			I, too, had let go in a sort of catharsis. From the time Lymon had sent me to Thamir until this moment, everything had happened so quickly I hadn’t been able to process it all. Fearing my family had been killed by Northmen. Almost dying in Menon. Returning to the land of the dead and thinking I would never come back to the land of the living. I had lurched from one crisis to the next, but now things would finally calm down. Almost.

			I pulled back from Lyse. “There’s one more thing to be done.”

			Her face froze.

			“I have to Gate the Iliryan army from the southern border to the Ice Crown. I have to help stop the Northmen.”

			Her eyes filled with misgivings, so to preempt her protest, I hastened to add, “I won’t be in danger. All I’m doing is opening Gates. I’m not going to fight.”

			“Fine.” Unexpectedly, Lyse slipped off the bed and began rummaging through my drawers.

			“What are you doing?” I said, confused.

			“Finding something to wear. I’m coming with you.”

			* * *

			The sky above the Southlands was full of thousands of bright white stars that sparkled like ice crystals in a pitch-black cave. Beneath them, the sandy land was flat and endless, punctuated by occasional scrawny bushes and misshapen trees fighting to survive in the barren landscape. Two horses were silhouetted against the horizon, their heads hanging as they dozed.

			I scanned the area for a moment before my eyes fastened on a dark lump, the cocoon of a human, lying on the ground several paces away. I had expected to find a small contingent of knights, not a single individual.

			Before I had time to wonder about it, there was a breath of wind against my cheek. I leaned back just in time to evade the cut of a sword. The blade sliced the air in front of me with a soundless whoosh. I let out a startled yelp and scrambled backward to evade my attacker, pulling magic to my hands automatically. My hands and clothing were painted silver. Beside me, Lyse’s hands began to glow indigo with her own magic as she prepared some sort of counterattack.

			“Wait, stop!” I held up my hands, palms out, and let the magic drain out of them.

			“A human?” Asher’s voice asked.

			When my eyes adjusted enough from coming through the Gate, I could see she was standing to my right. Her dark cloak enabled her to blend into the night, and all that was visible was the outline of her body and the sword she held in her hand.

			I summoned some magic back to my hands to provide illumination. In the soft light, we sparkled as though we’d netted a tiny star and were holding it between us. “It’s Aeryn and Lyse.” The words were redundant, since now we could all see each other, but I said them anyway.

			Asher sheathed her sword. It glimmered like a silver fish before disappearing. Asher looked different from even the last time I’d seen her. Her face was as thin and drawn as the skull of a skeleton, with deep bags under her eyes. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in years. “What are you doing here?”

			Had it been five days since I’d last seen her? Six? I had lost track of the passage of time. It felt like an eternity. And we hadn’t exactly parted on the best of terms.

			“We’ve come to take you back to Ilirya. We need your help.”

			She stiffened, her knuckles going white as she gripped the pommel of her sword. “What’s happening? Did Marandir report the peace talks’ failures to Queen Alea? Has our line fallen already?” There was a slight tremble in her voice, a note of dread. To Asher, who had no idea how close the Darkness had come to destroying our world or that the Northmen had invaded, the worst fate for Ilirya would be defeat by the Southerners.

			I shook my head. “No. As far as I know, the line hasn’t fallen. But the Northmen have overrun the Ice Crown and are moving south. That’s why we’re here. I can open a Gate to move the army to face them, but I need you to convince the queen to order it to move.”

			“No.” Asher blew out a breath. “The army can’t move. If it does, the southern border will be left undefended.”

			Lyse chimed in, “But you know there’s nothing between the Northmen and King’s City. If the army stays where it is, it will be holding a defensive line for nothing.”

			“Oh gods.” Asher buried her head in her hands for a moment, her fingers forming a cage around her face. “It’s exactly what Commander Bronwen feared most.” She took a breath and raised her head. “Not the queen. We need to go straight to General Oran, the commander of the army. He’ll know what to do. There must be some way to face both enemies. If we go through the queen, it will take too much time.”

			She strode forward and knelt beside the sleeping lump—which hadn’t so much as twitched during our conversation—shaking it roughly. “Taz! Wake up. We’re leaving.”

			“What?” The voice that emerged was disoriented and sleepy, but the lump didn’t move. “Are there more wights? Are they back?”

			“No. We’re going back to Ilirya. We’re going home.”

			That got his attention. Taz, who turned out to be a young male knight, sat up, pushing his shaggy blond hair out of his face. His short beard was scraggly and unkempt. “Home? What do you mean?”

			“Aeryn’s here. She’s going to open a Gate to take us back. You get the horses. I’ll pack up.”

			Taz scrambled to his feet, all sleep gone. He had been sleeping in his armor, his naked sword tucked against his side, so he had no need to dress for their departure. He gathered a heavy leather saddle in his arms and carried it to a tall gray horse. As he did, Asher rolled up her blanket and tied it tight. I would have offered to help, but there wasn’t much work to do to break the camp. The two knights hadn’t lit a fire or even unpacked their bags, which they had been using as pillows.

			As she rolled her companion’s blanket, Asher said, “Sorry about almost taking your head off. For a few days after we left Nyara, we ran into wights that had wandered out of the Hollow Lands. Although we haven’t seen them lately, we’ve kept watch in case they returned. I thought you might be one.”

			I didn’t know what wights or the Hollow Lands were, but they sounded dangerous. I looked around the camp. The answer to my next question was self-evident, but I asked it anyway, just in case. “Are there any others?” The delegation, I knew, had started with more than Asher, Knight Commander Bronwen, and Taz.

			“No.” Asher looked away as grief and pain darkened her face. “It’s just me and Taz.”

			However many Iliryans had come to the Southlands as part of the peace delegation, only two were going back. My heart went out to her. “I’m sorry.”

			She clenched her jaw but said nothing.

			Taz returned, leading the two horses. I recognized the bay as Asher’s horse, Stormcloud. She threw her saddle over his back and cinched the girth as Taz secured their traveling packs behind the horses’ saddles. The two knights worked wordlessly, accustomed to weeks together on the road. But there was a grimness to their silence too, a sad air of defeat.

			When they were finished, I opened a Gate big enough to accommodate all of us, horses included. Not all hope was lost. They could still help save Ilirya. “Are you ready?”

			Asher nodded. “Ready.”

			The last two Iliryans who had set off to find peace in the Southlands went home. The mission was officially over.

			* * *

			General Oran’s eyes drilled into me as he leaned across the wide wooden table separating us. A dirty yellow map stained by fingerprints and ink covered the table. While likely it was normally used to show the positions of the opposing Iliryan and Southerner armies on the border terrain, at present it had been swept clear.

			“A Gate to the Ice Crown.” General Oran’s fingertips pressed against the paper as he repeated Asher’s words. His frown was deep and troubled. “We haven’t received word from the capital to move any troops.”

			“But you know the Northmen have invaded.” I winced as soon as the words were out of my mouth. I hadn’t planned to say them. This was the commander of the Iliryan army. He knew more than anyone the danger Ilirya was in.

			His grizzled face tightened unhappily. “Yes.”

			Lyse leaned forward. “And you know there are no troops left in the kingdom that can stop them. Every spare soldier has been pulled south. Every hour, they’re pushing deeper into Ilirya.”

			General Oran rubbed his forehead unhappily. Worry had carved deep lines into his face like parched mud. “I know. But we can’t afford to send any troops. We’re stretched too thin here as it is. Our line could break at any moment. And with no peace…”

			Asher flinched. I suspected she was thinking that if things in the Southlands had only gone differently, Ilirya might not have been in this situation. She said, “Defending this line won’t matter if King’s City falls behind your backs. Who do you think will protect Ilirya if not these soldiers?”

			General Oran’s face was gray and tired. He closed his eyes. This was a decision for which there was no good solution. All options were bad options.

			“Could we split the army? Take half north and leave the other half here?” I asked, trying to find a compromise. Friel had seen soldiers come through my Gate. There was a solution. We just had to find it.

			Both Asher and General Oran stared at me, horrified.

			“Then both halves would be annihilated, and Ilirya would be completely defenseless. No, the army must remain together, wherever it is,” General Oran said. He ran his hands through his short salt-and-pepper hair and shook his head. “If we move our army north, the Southerner troops will pour across the border. King’s City will be in just as much danger from them as it is now from the Northmen.” Ilirya would fall to the Northmen or it would fall to the Southerners. He didn’t want to choose which it would be.

			His words gave me an idea. It was audacious, but…we had nothing to lose. “What if the Southerners don’t know our army has moved?”

			“What?”

			“An illusion.” I was thinking of Cayleth’s sea monster. In the hands of a skilled illusionist, there was all but no difference between what was true and what was false. Could a handful of illusionists create a mirage of the army convincing enough to fool the Southerners that what they saw and heard was real?

			Speaking quickly, I let my thoughts flow unfiltered. “We could create an illusion that would trick the Southerners into thinking the Iliryan army was still in front of them and move the real army to fight the Northmen.”

			General Oran leaned back and crossed his arms with a frown. “It wouldn’t work. The Southerners would know it was an illusion when our army didn’t attack. And besides, the mages couldn’t hold the illusion for long. Even using a Gate to move our army, it wouldn’t buy a fraction of the time we would need to stop the Northmen and then return.”

			Asher slapped her hand on the table, making the teardrop-shaped lamp rattle. Both Lyse and I jumped in our seats. “Raise another parley flag. Tell them you know the King of Cats is dead and ask for a temporary truce while the five tribes select a new leader. Then announce that, as a show of good faith, you’re moving the army a mile back, out of sight.”

			General Oran rubbed the gray stubble on his chin. “There’s no guarantee they’ll parley a second time. And if they found out about the deception after we moved our troops, we would have no way to stop them. It’s a terrible gamble. Still…” He gazed past me, lapsing into silence. At last, he nodded. “I will discuss it with my captains. Brina!”

			His shout brought an orderly into the tent. The blonde woman bowed respectfully, her uniform neat and shockingly unwrinkled. “Sir?”

			“Summon the captains. Rouse them from bed if you must. This is of the utmost urgency. And tell Daja to round up any illusionists in the army and bring them here.”

			“Yes, sir.” She bowed again and slipped back out of the tent. The great machinery of the army was grinding into motion.

			General Oran looked back to me. His eyes held a new light of admiration. “At least a new Shadow was found in time. Without you, the kingdom would be lost.”

			My bones turned to stone, the blood in my veins to sap. Me as the Queen’s Shadow? No. Since discovering I could still make Gates, I hadn’t had time to consider what being a Gate mage would mean for my future. A Gate mage was the most valuable mage in all Ilirya. Wars had been fought for control over them. If Queen Alea knew a Gate mage existed in her kingdom, I would be apprehended and forced into the role of her Shadow, spending the rest of my life in her castle in King’s City. I would never have my freedom again.

			Asher cast a glance at me out of the corner of her eye, sensing my reaction. “Not exactly. Let’s call her a facilitator instead.”

			“But—” General Oran began.

			I didn’t want him to think any more about me. In fact, the less he knew about me, the better. I stood. Lyse followed. “We’ll return before dawn to see what you have decided.” Of course, thanks to Friel, I already knew, even if they didn’t. I put my hand on Asher’s shoulder. “Will you come with us, or are you and Taz staying?”

			“We’ll stay. It’s our duty to stay with the army now.”

			I opened a Gate behind me. Just a few hours, I told myself. Just a few hours and then I will owe nothing more to Ilirya and the mortal world than my own happiness. I had broken my servitude to Death. I had no intention of becoming a slave to Ilirya.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“History is created by the countless heroes whose names will never be known.”

			– Reddek the Wise, first Chancellor of Windhall University

			 

			Back in my room at Windhall, I sat heavily on my bed, dropping my head into my hands. Lyse sat next to me and ran her hand over my back.

			“Once the Queen’s Council realizes there’s a Gate mage in the kingdom, it will seek me out relentlessly,” I said.

			“I know.” Lyse’s voice was soft with understanding. Her fingers squeezed my shoulders and upper arms, massaging them.

			I looked around at the small and spartanly decorated room I’d come to call home. For all my ambivalence about being in King’s City, I would miss this space that I had carved out for myself. “After I move the army, I can’t come back to Windhall. I may never be able to return to King’s City at all. I can’t risk someone recognizing me. I don’t want to be forced into serving as the Queen’s Shadow. I want to live far from all of this.”

			I’d had enough of war and evil and twisted magic. I wanted the simple, plain life I’d lived before I came to Windhall. I wanted fresh pine and wet snow and the feeling of a bowstring under my fingers. I didn’t know where I would go, but I knew it would be far from cities and monarchs.

			Lyse’s hand found mine and clutched it. “But they’ll find you. Once they know about you, the queen’s scryers will track you. It will be impossible to hide from them.”

			I rubbed my eyebrows with my free hand. It would be difficult, but if I was careful, perhaps not impossible. “So long as I never create any more Gates, they won’t be able to find me.” The scryers would be on the lookout for Gate magic, but if I never used it, they couldn’t locate me. They couldn’t find what they couldn’t see. “Even if I do create a Gate, I can always stay one step ahead. I can go anywhere in the world. They’ll never catch me.”

			The Green Isles. The Ice Crown. There were places enough I could go where the queen’s long arms wouldn’t be able to reach me. And if they did, I would vanish into thin air to reappear hundreds of miles away. I might always have to keep an eye out for her spies, but there was no reason to think I couldn’t evade them forever.

			“Us, you mean.” Lyse’s eyes were luminous in the dark room. “I’m coming with you.”

			I dropped my eyes, unable to bear the intensity of hers. Of course I wanted her by my side. Of course I couldn’t imagine life without her. But Lyse had grown up a minor noble in a large house full of family. She deserved more than the lonely existence of a fugitive. What was more, if she came with me, she would have to leave behind the people she’d been healing in King’s City, a project she’d undertaken with joy and passion. She would be giving up everything for me.

			“Are you sure?”

			She nodded.

			For all the times I felt unworthy of her, she had chosen me. Now she was still choosing me, even knowing the cost.

			“My place is with you. Where you go, I go.” Before the tears welling in my eyes could fall, she released my hand and stood. “We need to tell the others. And pack.” She paused and cocked her head. “On second thought, let me get them. I don’t know how they’ll react to seeing you knocking on their door after they watched you die.”

			It’s never easy to say good-bye to the people you love, not knowing when or even if you’ll ever see them again. I hadn’t known my friends long, but even so, it was hard to imagine life without them.

			Cayleth arrived first. She came in a simple green tunic, her hair half-flat from sleep. When she saw me, she wordlessly threw herself into my arms, hugging me so tightly I had to push back a little to breathe.

			“You have more lives than a cat.” Cayleth sniffed, wiping at her misty eyes.

			I smiled wryly. “This time I think I’m on my last one.”

			“I thought you were gone forever.”

			“Me too. Listen, I need your help. I told General Oran I could Gate the army to fight the Northmen, and in its place, a team of illusionists could trick the Southerners into believing the army was still there.” I winced a little, hoping I hadn’t proposed the impossible. Saying it now, it sounded fantastical. “Can you help them? No one’s better than you at illusions.”

			“General Oran? Why were you—?”

			“Friel sent me. Can you do it?”

			Cayleth’s eyes narrowed as she considered the idea. “Maybe. It depends on how many illusionists we have and how good they are. It would be…challenging. When is the army supposed to move?”

			“As soon as possible. There’s no time to lose.”

			She looked down at her sleepwear. “Then I guess I’d better get ready. Good thing I keep armor in my room all the time now.” She shook her head. “You never know when you’re going to need it.”

			She disappeared out the door, and moments later, Pavo and Kaylara arrived, Lyse trailing behind them. Both were still rubbing sleep from their eyes. When he saw me, Pavo squealed. “You are living again!”

			Kaylara’s hand went to her mouth. “Gods have mercy, Lyse was right. I don’t know how, but you’re back.”

			We had been through so much together that now, at the end, I hardly knew how to say good-bye. I gave each of them a hug and held on too long, knowing it could be the last time. I would miss Pavo’s infectious exuberance, and Kaylara’s steady personality.

			“How are we going to explain your return?” Kaylara said. “Everyone knows you died.”

			“You won’t,” I replied. “As far as you know, I died in the palace fighting the Paladin.”

			“What? Why would we say that?”

			“Because Lyse and I are leaving. We’re leaving King’s City and never coming back.”

			“But where are you going?” Kaylara was alarmed. She wrapped her arms around herself in a sort of hug and leaned against Pavo for support.

			Lyse twined her fingers in mine. “We don’t know.”

			“Maybe we can send a letter when we find someplace,” I said, thinking that once the dust had settled, maybe all Ilirya wouldn’t be searching for the missing Gate mage. I wanted to keep my friends in my life but in a way that kept all of us safe.

			“I am thinking this is the best for you,” Pavo said. “You are deserving to be happy.”

			I smiled at him, grateful for his understanding. Somehow, Pavo always understood.

			Kaylara huffed, still unhappy with this unexpected news. “What happens now? You walk out of Windhall and never look back?”

			Exactly.

			* * *

			When Lyse, Cayleth, and I stepped through the Gate into General Oran’s tent, we were met by a small group of battle-scarred captains. Their faces were grim and grizzled yet full of strained determination as they turned to greet us. Asher gave me a solemn nod of welcome, Taz beside her. Their faces were even more tired than when I’d last seen them.

			“Have you made your decision?” I asked General Oran.

			He nodded. “We will move the army to the north. Our mages have already begun building the illusion of the army. As far as the enemy knows, our camp is sleeping soundly. Captain Pargis will stay and conduct the truce negotiations with the Southerners, should they agree to parley.” He indicated the short, plump woman beside him.

			I could see the officers were too anxious about the coming battle with the Northerners to care that Lyse and I carried heavy, incongruous packs on our backs. They muttered to each other in low voices, twitching hands on their weapons. They wouldn’t notice when we slipped away. When they finally did, it would be too late.

			I indicated Cayleth. “I’ve brought another illusionist. If anyone can deceive the Southerners, it’s her. She’s the best Windhall has ever seen.”

			General Oran gave her a quick inspection. “Good. We’ll need all the help we can get, gods help us. We’ve begun to mobilize the army. In a few minutes, the first ranks of soldiers will be ready to storm through and confront the Northmen.”

			He turned back to his officers, and they finalized their plans, mapping out the order in which the troops would file through the Gate with small wooden pieces. They planned to attack the Northmen immediately, banking on the element of surprise to shock and overwhelm them.

			As they talked, Cayleth hugged me. “I’ll miss you,” she whispered.

			I hugged her back tightly, ignoring the inflexible metal breastplate she wore. “I’ll miss you too. Keep an eye on everyone for me.”

			“I will.” She gave Lyse a quick hug too. “Take care.”

			It was impossible to keep an entire army totally silent as it decamped, but General Oran and his captains had done an admirable job of muffling the noises that came from tents being rolled and armor being donned. Even now, through the open tent flap, the only sounds I heard were the songs of insects, a few rattling pieces of steel, the whuffling of horses, and squeaky wooden wheels turning over grass. Occasionally, someone dropped a piece of metal or cursed. To anyone who didn’t know what was happening, it would seem like merely another night in camp.

			After a few minutes, during which time Cayleth left to join the other illusionists, General Oran waved to me. “Come. It’s time.”

			I nodded. “Show me where to open the Gate.”

			Asher slipped into step with me as General Oran led us to the grassy field behind the tents. Hundreds of soldiers occupied it, standing in perfect rows like statues. They were totally silent, dressed in their armor with their weapons in their hands. Although they weren’t all the soldiers who would pass through the Gate tonight, they were the first wave, and they stood ready to charge the moment the portal opened.

			“You’re up to something,” Asher said.

			For a moment, I considered lying to her. Asher was a friend, but she was also unshakably loyal to the kingdom. If she knew I intended to run, there was a tiny chance she would betray me to General Oran. I decided to risk it. She wasn’t the type to wrestle me into something I would abhor doing. Besides, in a few minutes, she, like everyone else, would be too busy fighting the Northmen to worry about me.

			In a low voice, speaking out of the corner of my mouth to prevent anyone from overhearing, I said, “Once the army has passed through the Gate, Lyse and I are going to disappear.”

			Asher was silent for a minute, then I felt a soft thump as she clapped me on the back. “I understand, and I don’t blame you. Good luck. I hope we meet again one day.” She peeled off, joining Taz to retrieve their horses. The knights would be part of a later wave. For now, all they could do was wait.

			General Oran led me to the center of the grassy space. One day, this moment would be written about in history books: the Gating of the Iliryan army from the southern front to the Ice Crown to ambush the Northmen. If Asher protected my name, I would only be remembered as the unknown Gate mage who made it happen.

			“Ready?” I asked General Oran.

			He nodded. “May the gods have mercy on us all.”

			I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let the silver magic flow from my hands. Creating a Gate large enough to move an entire army was no small feat. To do it, I had to call magic from every part of my body, weaving it into a Gate that grew until it was large enough to swallow the Iliryan companies around me whole.

			When it was complete, it shimmered a dazzling silver, brighter than the waning moon above us. A snowy landscape appeared on the other side, lit silver by the full moon. My heart ached with longing. This was the Ice Crown. This was home.

			General Oran raised his arm, made eye contact with the men and women in the front line around him, then let it fall. Silently, the Iliryan army poured through the Gate. The war on the northern front had begun.

			It took an hour from when the first soldiers passed through the Gate to when the last wagon wheel made it through. In the meantime, the army left in its wake a mostly phantom version of itself, a two-dimensional representation identical in every way, down to the smoke of early cooking fires and the glint of moonlight on the armor of spectral sentries. The mirage was a testament to the amazing skill and power of our illusionists, who, I realized, would be cut off for months from the rest of the army. Once Lyse and I made our escape, there would be no one to Gate them together again. Cayleth would be stuck far from Windhall for a long time.

			General Oran, Lyse, and I stepped through last. Once we were on the other side, I closed the Gate forever behind us. There was no going back, either for the army or for me. What happened next was the soldiers’ story, not mine.

			I allowed myself a smile. Cayleth had once told me war mages attract death. She had been right. But starting now, I was no longer a war mage. I was a healer’s assistant.

			* * *

			I had one last thing to do before Lyse and I disappeared from Ilirya’s history forever, and that was to find Kjelborn. I had intentionally opened my Gate near him. I knew wherever he was, the Northmen would be too.

			After a little searching, I found him sitting on a tree stump in the middle of the baggage train, drinking water from a battered tin cup someone must have given him. His face was more haggard and drawn than ever. His hair was much whiter since I’d last seen him, even though it had only been a few days. Nevertheless, he smiled when he saw me.

			He motioned to the bustling people around him, busy making camp. “I see you brought the whole Iliryan army with you.”

			“Have you been fighting?” Lyse asked, shocked.

			Kjelborn’s hands had cuts on them. A long scratch stretched across his cheek almost from ear to nose. Rings of white salt from dried sweat stained his clothing around his neck and armpits. He waved his hand. “I’ve been trying to delay the Northmen, that’s all. Some fire here and there just to keep them on their toes.” He noticed the packs on our backs. “Going somewhere?”

			“Lyse and I are going to disappear. I’m finished saving the world. Let someone else do it.”

			Kjelborn snorted and took a sip of water. The droplets glistened on the white hair of his upper lip. “I’ve said that before. But true heroes are few and far between, and the world will always need them. One day, even if it’s decades from now, you may find yourself in this position again.” He tipped his cup to me. “And when Ilirya calls, it is hard not to answer, no matter how old you are.”

			I looked away. “I’m not a hero.” Heroes were great people who did great things, like Kjelborn himself. They were expert warriors who rushed fearlessly into danger. I had done what I had to and had succeeded only by chance, not by skill.

			Kjelborn rubbed the stubble on his cheeks but didn’t comment on my objection. “Where will you go?”

			“First to Thamir. I want to see my family.” And introduce Lyse. “Then I don’t know. We’ll go wherever the queen’s scryers can’t find us.”

			“It sounds as if adventure awaits you.”

			Was that a sparkle in his eyes? Gods help me, the last thing I wanted was more adventure. No, what I needed was time to rest and recover. To build a life with Lyse that wasn’t constantly overshadowed by the threat of our world’s annihilation. Wherever we had to go to make that happen, we would go.

			“I hope I’ll see you again,” I said.

			Kjelborn smiled, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners. “I’m sure you will.” He stood slowly, his body stiff, and shook my hand, then Lyse’s. “Then it’s not good-bye, but farewell. Until we meet again.”

			“Until then.”

			I opened a Gate and took Lyse’s hand. It was finally time to go home.
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