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Prologue: Dealing with Death
 
   It was her fault. 
 
   All of it. 
 
   A shrill beeping sound rang out through the hospital room, the only sign that its occupant was still alive. The young man lay in bed, an oxygen mask over his face. His eyes were closed, as if he were only sleeping. 
 
   The girl who sat in the corner of the room looked almost like a ghost. Her white dress was torn and muddied at the edges and her skin was pale. She sat huddled up, her arms around her knees and her dark hair falling around her face as she stared grimly at the floor. Her eyes—a deep shade of brown—were unfocused and unseeing. She didn’t cry. She had wanted to, but the tears wouldn’t come. 
 
   It was just like the last time. 
 
   The thoughts haunted her. She took a deep breath, staring down at her hands. She should have died this night. Why had he tried to protect her? Another thought struck her, a darker, angrier one. 
 
   Why wouldn't he stay away? 
 
   The girl's eyes moved slowly, trailing upwards towards the monitor that was attached to the machines keeping him alive. She didn’t look at him, because she knew what she would see. Even without looking, she could feel it. He would be here soon. And then she would have to see him again.
 
   It was her curse, her burden. And she hated it. 
 
   “Still here? We already know how this game is going to end.”  
 
   She looked up, even though she already knew what she would see there. Her tormentor stood by the window, even though the door to the hospital room had been locked. She had done it as an afterthought, even though she knew that it couldn’t stop him. 
 
   The Reaper couldn't be stopped. Not once he had a name on his list. 
 
   The man in front of her didn’t look like the famous depictions of the Grim Reaper. For one, he didn’t wear a cowl, although she supposed he had dropped it over the centuries. Instead, he was dressed entirely in black—a black shirt, black jacket, and black pants. His hair was a deep shade of black as well, and his skin was fair. She might have thought he was handsome, if she didn't know who he was and what he did. He did carry a scythe, the blade curving wickedly over his head and the shaft tucked into the crook of his arm. Her eyes moved past the scythe, fixing instead on his expression. He was smug, like a cat with a new toy. 
 
   Good. She could handle the smugness. for a moment, she was afraid he would be angry. She had seen that once. She never wanted to see that again. 
 
   He didn’t come for everyone. Just the ones on his list. The people she would see with darkness hanging over them like a shroud, and all the people she had ever tried to save.
 
   She took a step forward without even thinking about it, putting herself between the bed and the Reaper. He quirked an eyebrow at her show of resistance, his smile widening into a smirk. 
 
   “…Do I need to tell you what I’m here for?” he asked, taking a step forward. 
 
   “You can’t have him.”
 
   “Rae, I really don’t think you get a say in the matter. You had your chance, and you failed.” He walked up to her, coming to stand right in front of her. Rae took a step back, feeling the cold metal railing at the foot of the hospital bed dig into the small of her back. She was suddenly aware of the beeping sound, the sound that moved in time to the his heartbeat. It was weak, but it was steady. He was alive, and as long as he was alive, there was hope. As long as he was alive, the Reaper didn't have him. 
 
   Her eyes hardened in determination, and she clenched her fists, tilting her chin up to meet the Reaper's gaze. The Reaper paused, eyeing her. His expression was puzzled, but his amusement hadn't faded. 
 
   “…You haven't broken yet?” he asked. “You really are a rarity, dearest.” His smirk faded, his expression growing slightly serious as he looked past her at the bed. “This one died protecting you. So in my eyes, he has served his purpose and yours. There's no point in resisting.” 
 
   “He’s not dead,” she said, injecting some vehemence into her voice. 
 
   “Not yet,” said the Reaper. “But he will be.” 
 
   She continued to glare at him, clenching her fists so hard that she could feel her nails digging into her palms. He stared down at her, before letting out a sigh. The Reaper relented, taking two steps back and raising his hands as if he was trying to appease her. She wasn't fooled. 
 
   “I don’t know why you care so much, Rae,” he said. “He’s human. He’s not like you and me.” 
 
   “I’m human.” 
 
   “And yet, you see me,” said the Reaper. “And you can see the people on my list. People like us, we’re not like them. Why fight me over him? In forty, fifty, sixty years…he’ll be dead anyway. Does it really matter to you how and why?” 
 
   She took a deep breath, and summoned up the courage to stand her ground, bracing herself against the back of the hospital bed and glaring at him. 
 
   “Not him,” she said. “You can’t take him. You can have anyone else in this hospital, but you can’t have him.” 
 
   “Is that so?” asked the Reaper, looking over her leisurely. It was an act, she knew. She could see the sudden interest and amusement in his eyes, and it chilled her. “…You’re in this hospital. Could I perhaps, have you?” 
 
   She hesitated, taking a step back and bumping into the railing again. Her hand curled up at her chest, tugging at the fabric of her dress. Her life for his…
 
   Could she do that? 
 
   Her eyes moved over the hospital bed again. He had done it. He had been willing to die for her. He probably hadn't really thought about it. It had probably been a split-second decision. But he had done it all the same.  
 
   The Reaper watched her, letting out a short laugh. “Don't tell me you're actually considering it,” he said. “You're too kind for your own good.” He turned his eyes back towards hers, resting his hand casually against the shaft of his scythe. “Fine. Since you amuse me so much, I'll make you a deal.” 
 
   Rae looked up at him. She knew she couldn’t trust him. That was a fact of life. But she couldn’t help but be intrigued. 
 
   “…What kind of deal?”
 
   “The best kind,” he said. “The kind that gives you an opportunity to win. A chance to save both your life and his.” 
 
   She hesitated, but only for a moment. “…I’m listening.”
 
   “Do you know what the Twilight Realm is?” he asked. 
 
   “No.” 
 
   “It’s a dimension parallel to your own,” said the Reaper. “A middle-ground, a world caught somewhere within the fabric of existence. It’s the source of my power, and, incidentally, the source of yours.” 
 
   “Our powers aren’t the same,” she said. 
 
   “Aren’t they?” asked the Reaper. “I bring death, and you practically herald my arrival. You’ve been doing such a good job of it over the years.” 
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but she held her tongue, not taking the bait. She knew that he was only trying to provoke her. Instead, she waited, quietly seething. When she didn’t respond, he went on. 
 
   “Within the Twilight Realm, there are certain items of power. They are old, Rae, ancient magic born out of a time before either of us existed. One of those items is called the Shard of the Star—Kaeltharin. I find myself in need of it.” 
 
   “That so?” asked Rae, folding her arms. “Too bad for you.” 
 
   The Reaper didn't take her heated remark for the insult that it was. Instead, he simply nodded once, his smile widening just enough to show a flash of teeth. “Indeed,” he said. “I cannot reach it as I am now. However...you can. If you can find it by this time next year and bring it back to me, I’ll leave you and your precious friend alone, forever. If you can’t find it within that time, both you and your friend will die. Do we have a deal?” 
 
   She considered. If what he was saying was true, then she would have to be away for a year. She would probably fail all of her classes at the university. They would end up declaring her missing. For all she knew, she could end up being a suspect in this attack. 
 
   But it wasn’t as though she had any real attachments here. He had already made sure of that.
 
   “Fine,” she said quietly. “We have a deal.” 
 
   He smirked. “Very well,” he said. He stepped towards her. 
 
   And raised his scythe. Rae’s eyes widened, and she took a step back and away from the bed.  
 
   “You said—,” she began. 
 
   “Relax, Rae,” said the Reaper. “I'm not going to kill you. I’m just taking a little something as collateral. Something to tether you to this world until you find the Shard. You won’t feel a thing.”
 
   “You bastard,” she swore, taking another step back. “What are you going to do?” 
 
   He took a step forward. Her back touched the wall, and she scowled, staring up at him. The Reaper only grinned at her. “There’s the fire I remember,” he said. “Hold onto that. I’m sure it’ll prove very useful where you’re going. And do enjoy your hospital stay.” 
 
   He inclined his head towards her with mocking deference, then swung the scythe down, the blade cutting through her chest. She felt no pain, but in that one moment, all of her strength left her and she gasped, crumpling to the tiled floor of the hospital room. The feeling faded from her body, leaving her lying on her side in a heap, her eyes wide open as she stared at the corner of the bed. 
 
   She heard the rustle of clothing and saw him kneel beside her, his hand gently pushing the hair out of her face. The Reaper bent down so that his face came into view, and he smiled at her, his cold hand trailing from her hair to her cheek. It rested there, fingers splayed against her skin, as his thumb brushed lightly over her lower lip. She shivered, trying to pull back. It didn't work. She couldn't feel her arms or legs. 
 
   But she could feel the cold, emanating from his fingertips. It tore at her, seeping through her skin and into her core as darkness gathered at the edge of her vision. She saw his eyes fix on hers, as he watched her fade away. 
 
   “...It would have been easier if you'd just broken, Rae,” he said. His voice sounded soft to her, although she couldn't tell if that was just because he was speaking softly or if it was because she was losing the ability to hear. “...It would have been easier on the both of us. Remember that next time.”
 
   He pulled away, his fingers leaving a cold trail behind them. She felt her eyes start to close, his voice sounding like it was coming from the end of a long tunnel and growing further with every moment. 
 
   “…One more thing, Rae,” she heard him say as her vision grew dark. “…Your power will manifest differently in the Twilight Realm. I’m interested to see how things develop from there…”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter One: Alone
 
   She had always been alone. 
 
   Memories flashed through her mind as she floated away, the hospital room and the Reaper’s face fading from her view. The bottom dropped out from under her, and she seemed to fall endlessly, her eyes slowly closing and her arms spread out on either side of her as she fell into the dark.
 
   She remembered watching as a child as the Reaper took her parents away from her, remembered wandering into the darkness of the living room one day to see him there, his scythe in hand, and her parents on the floor. She vaguely remembered the fire, and the questions in the aftermath. 
 
   And she remembered his eyes. 
 
   They looked at her, and she had felt like a hand closed over her heart. Like she couldn't remember how to breathe. 
 
   She remembered getting sent from relative to relative, passed around quickly once it became clear that she was not normal, that she could see things no one else could. She remembered Hallie. Remembered breaking. 
 
   At the center of it all, there was always the Reaper. There had been screaming—her voice, and then his. There had been tears—all hers—and then there had been his declaration. His promise, and her curse. 
 
   “You don't want me to take randomly? Is that it? Then fine. I'll just take from you.” 
 
   She remembered the Reaper’s taunts as she grew attached to the people who accepted her, remembered watching from a distance as they all died, one after another. First, she would see darkness gathering around them, smothering them in a cloud of black. Then, something would happen—an event she couldn’t predict or couldn’t prevent, no matter how hard she tried. And then they would die, and she would be left alone again. Ever since high school, the answer was the same. 
 
   It was never like her parents. Although that night was still fuzzy, she remembered that much. She had insisted on it long after others had given up. It wasn't the fire. It had been murder. She didn't know why he had killed them personally. But at some point, it had stopped mattering. Death was death, and a point came where she simply stopped caring, not reaching out to anyone and not allowing anyone to reach out to her. 
 
   She became a shadow, a ghost in the world she had been born in. Living for the sake of living, existing for the sake of existing…
 
   At some point, she managed to convince herself that she hated people. It didn't last, so she retreated. She found her solace in books, as she always did, in music, in the things she could do alone. When she went to college, she drifted through her classes, never speaking unless she had to, never participating in anything if she could help it, and never joining a class with less than thirty students, so that they wouldn’t be forced to talk. 
 
   And then there was Nathan James. 
 
   Somehow he managed to find his way into her life. Not in a romantic way—she hadn't been interested in him like that, but he had sought her out as a friend. He had always been an idiot in her mind, drawn to the girl who no one knew and no one  understood. 
 
   And she had stupidly let him. She hadn't sighted the Reaper in years before that night. A small foolish part of herself had started to hope that he had left her alone. She didn't exactly let Nathan talk to her, but she didn't do a very good job of making him go away. 
 
   It was funny how one bullet—something so small and so fast—could so efficiently end a life. 
 
   At twenty-one, death was something some people her age had never encountered. It was an old enemy to her, a fact of life. 
 
   The people she loved would die. 
 
   It was simply what it was. Fact. She had learned not to fight it. 
 
   And so she had always been alone. 
 
   #
 
   When she opened her eyes, she was lying on the slope of a hill, in a bed of coarse grass. Above her lay an expanse of stars. They looked too bright and too close to be real,  fully illuminating the area. Rae took a deep breath, slowly sitting up. She stared down at her hand. It seemed unnaturally pale in the starlight. She thought she seemed almost translucent, like the light could travel straight through her. 
 
   She ran a hand through her long black hair, taking a deep breath. She didn’t feel quite normal. It felt like her body wasn’t her own, like she was still floating in a dream. 
 
   “Hello, Arbiter,” said a male voice from behind her. “Good to see you awake.” 
 
   Rae tensed and turned her head sharply, thinking it was the Reaper. The man behind her, though, was someone she had never encountered before. His hair was a bright gold, and his eyes were blue. Where the Reaper wore black, he wore white—a long sleeved white shirt, pants, and a cloak that rested lightly on his shoulders. His skin was the same shade as the Reaper’s, but while the Reaper radiated death, this man did not. He was handsome, but she instinctively shied away. 
 
   The Reaper was handsome too. The Reaper looked like someone she could trust too. She knew better than to fall for that. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” said the man, giving her a small smile. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m just here to talk.” 
 
   “So talk,” said Rae. “I’m listening.” 
 
   “You aren't going to ask me who I am?” asked the man, his smile fading as he looked at her. “You seem...surprisingly calm, considering all of this. Almost like someone who's given up.” 
 
   She didn't answer that. She couldn't. He sighed as the silence grew deeper, coming to stand next to her. 
 
   “I wanted to talk about the deal you made with the Reaper,” he said, stopping beside her. Rae didn’t move to get up, instead resting her hand on her knee as she looked up at him. “You’ve been sent to the Twilight Realms, to search for Kaeltharin. Do you even know what you’re looking for?” 
 
   Rae paused, staring up at him. Truthfully, she had no idea. He had told her that it was an item, but that could mean anything. Her mouth twisted into a scowl. Of course he wouldn't tell her much. He had no intention of letting her or Nathan go. He would let her run herself ragged for a year, and then he would come to collect…
 
   The thought chilled her, and she wrapped her arms around her knees for warmth.
 
   “…No clue,” she admitted, looking away from him.
 
   “I see.” He slowly lowered himself, sitting down beside her. She tensed, but did not move away. He was different from the Reaper. that much, she was sure of, though she didn’t know how or by how much. “I would not have expected him to. The Shard of the Star is an item from an ancient age. Even in the Twilight Realm, it is something of legend. Few are aware of its existence, fewer still know how to find it. To find it, you will need to go into dark corners untouched for centuries, and into the darkest part of yourself. You will be tested by forces any sane man would leave alone, and you will be brought to the brink of despair, if you do not cross it entirely. It is not a journey for the faint-hearted, and it is not one you can make alone.” 
 
   Rae stared down at the ground at the bottom of the hill. The grasslands seemed to go on forever, and she wondered where she was. Was this the Twilight Realm, or was this somewhere else? How many planes of existence were there anyway? 
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” she asked. 
 
   “Because I think it’s fair that you understand what you are getting into,” said the man. “I want you to enter this situation equipped with all the knowledge you need to succeed, and all that can reasonably be given to you. What you are attempting to do is something that has not been done for centuries. I think you might be able to do it, Arbiter, but not as you are now.” 
 
   “Why are you calling me that?” asked Rae. “My name’s Rae. Rae Miller.” 
 
   “An arbiter is one who decides,” said the man. “In this situation, this is what you are. It was your choice to accept the Reaper’s bargain and search for the Shard. What you do with it should you find it will also be your choice. You know that the Reaper does nothing without a reason. Should you fail to find the Shard, he will take you away, and no one will be able to find you.” 
 
   Rae’s heart sank like a stone as she understood what the man was implying. In truth, she had expected something like this. “…And if I do manage to find it?” she asked. 
 
   The man turned his eyes away from her, looking off into the distance. “…In ancient times, Kaeltharin was a weapon. It is still a weapon. The Reaper is strong, but giving him the Shard of the Star would make him invincible. You gain your life, but at what cost?” 
 
   “So it’s a win-win situation for him, then?” mumbled Rae, staring down at her hands. “Of course.” 
 
   The man looked back at her“You do have another choice.”. 
 
   Rae sighed impatiently, getting to her feet. “And what choice is that?” 
 
   “Remember, Kaeltharin is a weapon. Once you find it, there’s a fairly good chance that you might have the heart to wield it.” 
 
   Her eyes widened as she realized what he was implying. “You want me to fight him?” she asked. “Are you insane? I can’t fight him! He’s the embodiment of death, and I’m—.” She paused, thinking through her words. What was she? “I’m…” she began. “I’m just…” 
 
   “Yes?” asked the man, looking up at her. “You’re just…what?” 
 
   When she said nothing, he turned away from her, looking up at the sky. “You are Arbiter,” he said. “Understand what that means. In this situation, you have the power to decide. And what you decide will mark your fate.” 
 
   “Who are you?” asked Rae. 
 
   “Someone who wants you to succeed,” said the man. “In whatever it is you decide to do. The Twilight Realm is different from the world you know. Your power will be different there as well. You've survived this far by not making allies, but you will soon need them. Remember what I said. You cannot do this alone.” 
 
   The sky began to darken, the stars fading out one by one as darkness encroached upon the edges of the world she was sitting in. Her eyes widened, and she took a deep breath, stepping back from the approaching shadows. The man didn’t react. He simply turned towards her. 
 
   “You will awaken soon,” said the man, looking over at her. “I hope you remember these words when you do.” 
 
   The darkness swirled around her, dragging her back into it as the man and the world he was in slowly faded away. He continued to speak, his eyes locked onto hers as she began to fall again. 
 
   “I have directed you to somewhere where you might be able to find assistance. It is the most I can do for now. Good luck...Arbiter.”  
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two: Mage Tower
 
   When Rae next awoke, she was lying in bed. She slowly opened her eyes, letting the room's high ceilings come into focus above her. Sunlight refracted off of a window somewhere above her head, the glare blinding her as she tried to orient herself. She raised her hand to shield her eyes, squinting as she turned away from the light. 
 
   Slowly, her senses began to return to her, and she studied her surroundings. Her bed lay against the wall of the small room. The roof slanted inwards somewhat, so that the ceilings were higher near the door than they were near the window. The room was mostly bare except for the bed, although it did hold a wardrobe against one wall and a writing desk at the foot of the bed. Someone had taken the time to take off her shoes, placing the black flip flops neatly against the wall. She lifted the covers and looked down at herself, letting out a small sigh of relief when she realized she was still wearing her muddy dress. 
 
   She pushed the covers off of herself, slowly sitting up and sliding her legs over the side of the bed. The wooden floor was cold, and she slowly eased herself onto it, getting to her feet. This place didn’t carry the same dreamlike quality as the other place she had found herself in, but it was obviously different from the world she knew. 
 
   She felt different as well. The air here crackled with something, an energy that she couldn't quite name. 
 
   Rae hesitantly walked over to the door, leaving her shoes where they were for the moment. The door was heavy, reinforced with iron and with an iron handle. It reminded her that this was not her world, unless the Reaper was playing a cruel practical joke on her. She tugged on the handle, and the door swung open easily. Rae stepped through it, glancing around the corner. 
 
   She was in what looked like a circular hallway. A set of stairs wound up through the center of it, stretching on in both directions. Doors led off from all sides of the hallway on this floor. She counted four, not counting the one she had just stepped through. 
 
   Voices drifted up from downstairs. Rae hesitated for only a moment before letting the door close behind her and walking over to the staircase. She glanced down, but from this angle, she couldn’t see anything besides winding stairs and the barest hint of the floor below. There were definitely people down there, though. 
 
   The man had said that he was sending her somewhere that could help her. 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, gathering up her courage. She walked slowly down the stairs, her hand loosely curled into a fist near her chest. She kept one hand on the railing to steady herself, pausing as the floor below came into view. 
 
   It was more open than the floor she had just left, and the floor was carpeted this time instead of hardwood. Bookshelves lined the walls, several couches and armchairs spread out between them. Two people stood near a large window, talking quietly amongst themselves. They didn’t seem to notice her. From outside the window, Rae caught a glimpse of the tops of trees, making her wonder just how far the staircase extended. 
 
   One of the people talking was a woman about her age. She had short black hair, and spoke in a hushed voice, her hands curled protectively around a tray of food. The girl she was talking to was a lot younger, probably around ten or eleven. Her hair was somewhere between light brown and dark blond, and it was tied back in a braid. She spoke loudly, and had an insouciant grin on her face as the other woman scolded her. Both were dressed in white dresses with blue trim, although the older woman’s dress had more intricate designs than the girl’s did. 
 
   The younger girl looked up and saw her, and her grin widened as she pointed her out to the older woman. Rae took a step back reflexively, her eyes widening as the older woman turned towards her. Her fingers tightened around the railing of the stairs. 
 
   “Oh, you’re awake,” said the woman. Her expression softened as she noticed Rae’s frightened expression. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’re not going to hurt you.” 
 
   “I thought you were going to sleep for longer than that,” said the girl, grinning at Rae as she locked her fingers together behind her head. “I was just telling Varra not to bother bringing you food.” 
 
   The woman, apparently named Varra, glared at the girl. “Edel, hush,” she said. “Don’t you have studying to do?” 
 
   Edel pouted, glancing at Varra. “I want to talk to her too,” she said. 
 
   “You can talk to her once she’s rested,” said Varra. “Leave her alone for now, please. If you need something to do with your time, go study your runes.” 
 
   “But that’s boring!” whined Edel. 
 
   “No buts,” said Varra, her eyes narrowing. Edel sighed, looking away. “Fine,” she said, running past Rae and continuing down the staircase. “But I’m gonna go tell Cathel she’s awake first!” 
 
   Varra sighed, balancing the tray in the crook of her elbow and pressing her free hand over her eyes. “God save us all from eager apprentices,” she muttered under her breath, before looking over at Rae. She managed to force a tired smile onto her face. “Sorry about Edel,” she said. “She’s new, and she gets a little excitable. Your arrival was the most exciting thing to happen in a while.” 
 
   Rae relaxed slightly, her grip on the banister loosening. “…Where am I, exactly?” 
 
   “You're at Laria Tower,” said Varra. “We found you outside two days ago. You just...appeared there, in a flash of light. You were unconscious, but you were mumbling something in your sleep. Something about someone named Nathan? A friend of yours?” 
 
   Rae's eyes darkened. “You could say that. Friend’s a little strong of a word. You said I was unconscious for two days?” 
 
   Varra nodded. “Mm. Cathel—my yearmate—theorized that you’d been through a portal between dimensions, and it had drained all your energy. You have a very strong Source, though, so he guessed you wouldn’t be unconscious long. We were a little worried. Sometimes people who get drained as much as you did don’t survive.” 
 
   Rae gave Varra a puzzled look. “Source?” 
 
   “Ah, sorry,” said Varra. “Forgot that this would all be unfamiliar to you. A Source is…well, it’s a long story, but it’s kind of the Source of your power, the thing that lets you use magic.” 
 
   Magic, she thought, glancing in the direction the younger girl had gone. Considering she had just been sent here by the Grim Reaper, and was in a world that seemed vastly different from her own, it wasn’t a hard thing to accept. It explained the yearmates at least, and the runes. 
 
   “…Is this a school of some sort?” she asked. “For magic?” 
 
   “You could say that.” Varra shrugged her shoulders slightly. “It’s a common misconception. Magic isn’t something you can really learn at school. Everyone’s Source is different, and everyone’s power manifests in different ways. There are common threads, sure, but it’s not the sort of thing you can teach in a classroom setting, like mathematics or trade skills.” 
 
   “So what is this?” asked Rae, glancing around. 
 
   “This is a Tower. It’s one of five Towers, dedicated to the research and study of the magical arts, and the protection of the Safelands.”
 
   “So you’re an apprentice?” 
 
   Varra shook her head. “Not exactly. I’m past my basic apprenticeship. I’m a mage, but I’m not experienced enough to carry rank in the Tower. I’m still pursuing my own studies.” She shook her head. “Ah, sorry,” she said. “We shouldn’t be talking about this right now. You just woke up. Why don’t you sit down and have something to eat? You must be hungry.” 
 
   “I’m fine,” said Rae, a little too quickly. Her eyes passed over the tray that Varra was carrying. She spotted some sort of soup, and half a roll of bread. Her stomach growled in spite of herself, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in two days. 
 
   Varra smiled understandingly, walking over to one of the sets of arm chairs and placing the tray on the end table between them. Rae hesitated, then slowly walked down the stairs, taking the empty seat across from Varra. She gripped the hem of her dress nervously, pulling it down around her knees as the other woman pushed the bowl of soup towards her. 
 
   “…Thanks…” said Rae quietly, picking the bowl up. She stirred the soup slowly, then took a small spoonful of it. The moment the flavor and scent of food hit her, her hunger spiked, and she took a bigger spoonful, eating quickly. 
 
   Varra waited until Rae had finished half the bowl before talking again. “So…are you really from the Daylight Realm?” 
 
   Rae paused, setting down her spoon as she looked up at Varra. “…What?” 
 
   “The other Realm,” said Varra. “The magic-less one. Are you really from there?” 
 
   “…Yeah…I suppose…This is the Twilight Realm?” 
 
   Varra smiled slightly. “Yes, technically,” she said. “But nobody outside of the Towers calls it that.” 
 
   Rae nodded, continuing to eat. She tore a small piece out of her roll, using it to soak up some of the soup and taking small bites. She watched Varra out of the corner of her eye as she spoke. The other woman said nothing, allowing Rae to eat in silence, but Rae could sense Varra’s curiosity towards her. She couldn’t blame her for it. She would be curious too, in Varra’s shoes. 
 
   “…So…if you don’t mind my asking, what’s your name? And why are you here?” 
 
   Rae stared at Varra, as if considering how much she could trust her. She didn’t want to involve anyone in this if she could help it, but she couldn’t imagine finding her way on her own. 
 
   …The man had sent her to a mage Tower…and had told her that they could help her. 
 
   She set down her spoon with a clink. 
 
   “My name’s Rae Miller,” she said quietly. “I’m here to find Kaeltharin.” 
 
   It was impossible to disguise Varra's look of surprise. It was just as impossible to deny the sudden feeling that she shouldn't have said anything at all.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three: Meeting of the Masters
 
   Rae paced the small library that Varra had led her to, studying the books on the shelf. The young mage had seemed rather startled by Rae’s admission and had gone to talk to her teachers. The longer she waited, the more she regretted stating her business outright. At the very least, though, she was getting things done. She sighed, putting the thought out of her mind for the moment as she studied the titles of the books. 
 
   Several of them seemed to be devoted to different forms of magical theory, judging from what she could understand. Many had self-explanatory names, like A Basic Introduction to Spellcraft or Advanced Runic Lettering but quite a few had names that were a little harder to understand, such as Understanding the Sylvan Series, or Brilliant Series: A Primer. Thankfully, most of the books seemed to be in English, although she caught sight of a few books written in a different script. 
 
   She pulled out one of the basic magical texts, deciding that if she was going to live in this world for a year, she might as well familiarize herself with it. Rae carried the book over to one of the library tables, laying it out in front of her and beginning to read.  
 
   “Magic, in all its forms, stems from a Source. All humans possess a Source. It is what gives them life and sentience, separating them from the animals. All members of the Ivali—,” Here, she paused, frowning as she studied the word. Ivali? She shook her head, continuing on. “All members of the Ivali possess a Source, but in composition and effect, a Ivali's Source is fundamentally different from that of an Enteli—a human.”
 
   “The Source alone is not enough to grant the person Influence, defined here as the ability to cast magic. The term Influence is so named because it 'influences' the world around the mage to conform to a different order—an outward manifestation of a Source of sufficient strength. A person who has the ability to exert Influence may then qualify for training in the arcane arts.”
 
   “Magical training is most commonly begun between the ages of nine and twelve, although a Source can begin to exert Influence at any point in a person’s life. The apprentice mage first learns the basics of magic, and is then instructed to try their hand at several basic spells. These basic spells, known as the First Teachings, form the basis of the Series. A young mage who shows aptitude in more than one Series is then asked to choose the Series that resonates with them the most. An apprentice’s training is complete once their Series is identified…” 
 
   She flipped through the rest of the pages, but the book seemed to be nothing more than an introduction, with several of the basic spells indexed about a quarter into the book. She flipped through the first one, staring down at it. From the description underneath the spell name, it seemed to be a simple spell for casting light. She trailed her finger down the page, running it over the description. When cast properly, the spell would form a small orb of light that would hover over the caster’s shoulder, allowing them to see in a dark area. 
 
   It seemed like the most basic spell a person could try. Rae g around the room to see if she was being watched, but the small library was empty. 
 
   Varra said that she had a strong Source. 
 
   She read over the instructions again to make sure that she got them right, taking a deep breath. Rae closed her eyes, slowly allowing her breathing to even out. The book said to search for the Source inside of her, and she paused, puzzling over that. Back in her own world, she had never had to call on her curse. It just appeared when she least expected it. She would catch sight of shadow out of the corner of her eye, and one of the golden auras she would see around people would fade away, replaced instead by black shadow. But she tried to reach within herself anyway, as the book described, seeing if she could find anything there. 
 
   She felt it deep within herself, a coiling mass of power that seemed to shine with its own inner light. Rae reached for it, feeling her own excitement build up as her heart pounded in time with its pulse. It was there, and it was hers, and in that one instant, she knew it as well as she knew her own name. But as soon as she reached for it, as soon as she tried to touch it, it recoiled, hiding from view and slipping out of the darkness. The sudden loss broke her out of her reverie, and she scowled in frustration, clenching her fist.  She closed her eyes again, diving down into her mind after her Source. This time, Rae reached for it quickly, grabbing a chunk of it before it could pull away and forcing the energy through the palm of her hand like the book said. 
 
   She opened her eyes, thrusting the energy out of her palm violently. 
 
   Bright light flooded out from between her fingers, blinding her. Rae let out a shout of surprise and threw herself back, squeezing her eyes shut and throwing her free hand in front of her face. Her chair tilted back, and she screamed as it fell, taking her with it. She landed sprawled out on the ground, bright spots dancing across her field of vision. She took a deep breath, squeezing her eyes shut until she felt the light and the disorientation begin to fade. She stared down at her right hand. It was still glowing, but the glow slowly faded back into her skin, the light surrounding her hand beginning to dissipate. 
 
   Well. That hadn’t worked the way she intended. 
 
   The sound of applause met her ears, and her eyes narrowed, turning towards the door. Rae caught the outline of dark boots, and she immediately tensed, thinking it was the Reaper. But the man stepped forward, and as her eyes trailed upward, she realized that she had been mistaken. This was a person she had never seen before. 
 
   He was dressed in a white coat with the same blue patterns on it as Varra’s dress, but he wore dark-colored pants underneath it, as well as a pair of black boots. His hair was dark brown and cut rather messily, as if he had gone at it himself with a knife at one point or another. The man’s eyes were a bright green. He looked about her age. The man stopped in front of her, giving her a small smile. 
 
   “Impressive,” he said, holding out a gloved hand towards her. “Do you need any help?” 
 
   At first, Rae thought he was being sarcastic, but then she caught the surprised look  on his face. He was genuinely impressed. She took the offered hand reluctantly, allowing him to pull her to her feet. Rae disentangled herself from the fallen chair, stepping away from it and rubbing at a sore spot on her shoulder where she had struck the ground. She looked at the man again, and this time caught the distinct gleam of amusement in his eye. Rae’s eyes narrowed, and she quickly looked away. He may have been genuinely impressed, but it seemed like he also found her failure amusing. She brushed the dust off the simple shirt and pants that Varra had lent her, more to keep her hands busy than anything else as she tried to hide the flush on her face. She did her best to ignore him, pulling the chair back up and pushing it under the table, but she could still feel his eyes on her as she worked. 
 
   “It works better if you don’t use quite so much power,” said the mage. “But that was still pretty impressive. Normally, new mages have problems using more power, not less of it.” 
 
   “Is there something you want?” she asked. 
 
   “I just came down here to talk to you,” he said, “I’m Cathel Alvain, by the way. I think Varra might have mentioned me.” 
 
   Rae glanced at Cathel as she closed the book. “She might have said something about a yearmate,” she conceded. 
 
   “That was me,” said Cathel, smiling slightly. “Although I think Varra wishes it wasn't. It was…Rae Miller, wasn’t it?”
 
   Rae shrugged. “That’s me,” she said, not turning to look at him. “What about it?” 
 
   He glanced at the door, his expression growing slightly more contemplative. Out of the corner of her eye, Rae saw him fold his arms, leaning against the side of the table. “I was curious, that’s all,” he said. “It’s not every day that someone comes down from the Daylight Realm, and you’re causing a bit of a stir.” 
 
   “I’m not gonna apologize for what I said,” said Rae. “I meant it.” 
 
   “You’re really here to look for Kaeltharin?” asked Cathel, giving her a sidelong glance. When she said nothing, she heard him shift, unfolding his arms and resting his hands on the edge of the table at either side of him. “You're chasing children's stories. The Shard's nothing more than a myth. I'm not entirely convinced it exists, and even if it does, finding it would be suicide.” 
 
   Rae resisted the urge to roll her eyes. In her case, not finding it would be suicide. And she’d rather die at the hand of some monster than have the Reaper come for her. She had no doubt that he would, either, if it came to that. He would come gladly. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “It’s not like I have any other reason for being here.” 
 
   “You could stay at the Tower, with a Source like that,” said Cathel. “You’d probably make a great mage in a few years.” 
 
   “I don’t have a few years,” said Rae, scooping up the tome in her arms and placing it back on the shelf. “I only have one year to find Kaeltharin. Can you people help me with that or not?” She was beginning to get mildly irritated. The other man had warned her that this would be the case, but she hadn’t thought people would be so reluctant to even give her any information about it. If someone asked about a legend in her world, there would always be people willing to talk, whether they believed the story or not. 
 
   Cathel watched her as she moved, his green eyes sharp. “…Maybe we would be willing to help if you provided us with some information. Why do you want the Shard of the Star so badly? How did you hear about it in the first place? Most people don’t even know about the existence of separate Realms.” 
 
   Rae met Cathel's eyes. He had a point, as much as she hated to admit it. She couldn't request information without offering some of her own. 
 
   “I made a deal,” she finally said, folding her arms and turning towards him. She kept her back to the shelf, putting the most distance possible between the two of them. 
 
   “With whom?” he asked. 
 
   She hesitated for only a moment. “The Grim Reaper.” 
 
   His eyes widened slightly in surprise, and he fell silent. Rae watched him, trying to gauge his reaction. His expression didn't change, he simply stared at her, open surprise on his face. The silence seemed to drag on for hours before Cathel spoke. “You mean to tell me…” he finally said. “…That you made a deal with the Thief of Souls?” 
 
   She glanced away, not wanting to see the accusation in his eyes. She couldn't escape it in his tone, though. 
 
   “Yes,” she said. 
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
   She chanced a look at him, turning her head slightly and raising her eyes to his face. The mage was staring at her openly, a look of shock and disbelief in his expression. She knew that look well. It was a look she reserved only for complete idiots. 
 
   “Only madmen make a deal with the reaper,” said Cathel. 
 
   “It’s not like I had much of a choice at the time,” said Rae, folding her arms. “It was the deal or someone's life.”  
 
   “What were the stakes of the deal?” asked Cathel.
 
   “My life and the life of a friend, or Kaeltharin,” she replied.
 
   “Firithain,” muttered Cathel under his breath. She didn't recognize the word, but she recognized its meaning easily enough. “He’s sent you on a fool’s errand.” He exhaled, running a hand through his hair and looking up at the ceiling. He looked back at her. “Did he mark you in any way?” he asked. 
 
   “Mark?” asked Rae. 
 
   “Did he use magic?” asked Cathel. “Did he touch any part of your body. You would have felt it—it would have been a biting sensation, and either extremely warm or extremely cold.” 
 
   Rae paused, thinking back to her last conversation with the Reaper. She forced herself to go through it piece by piece, sorting through the details. “He struck me,” she finally said. “With his scythe.” 
 
   “Where did it hit first?” asked Cathel. 
 
   “My arm,” said Rae. She immediately clamped a hand around the upper part of her left arm. Now that she thought about it, she remembered feeling the scythe slice into it, remembered feeling the immense cold that came afterward, right before everything went numb. 
 
   Cathel studied her, before slowly exhaling, pushing himself off the table and walking towards her. “Can I see it?” she asked. 
 
   Rae hesitated, but nodded once, slowly unwinding her fingers from around her arm and holding it up to him. He grabbed it by the wrist, pulling up her sleeve to see her upper arm. He turned her arm over, his touch surprisingly gentle as his eyes moved over the skin. After a moment, he frowned in thought, holding his hand about an inch from her arm. A shimmering silver light fell from his fingertips, and a twinge of pain surfaced in the arm he was holding. She gasped, and attempted to yank her hand away. Cathel held it firmly in place, staring down at it.  
 
   A mark had risen to the surface of the skin. Rae ignored the pain, turning to look at it. It was a black mark, a jagged line that looked like it had been made by a curved blade. 
 
   A blade like a scythe. 
 
   Cathel released her hand, running his hand through his hair again. “A geis,” he said. “…That's fantastic.” 
 
   “What?” asked Rae, watching as the mark faded away. She rolled down her sleeve, following him as he walked away from her. “What’s a geis?” 
 
   “It’s like a contract,” said Cathel turning towards her. “It’s the way the Ivali ensure that promises are kept. I’m willing to bet that that thing will allow the Reaper to enter the Twilight Realm once the terms of your contract are up.” 
 
   “Allow?” asked Rae, drawing up beside him.
 
   Cathel shot her a look that told her he still wasn't sure whether or not he could blame her for this. “Yes,” he finally said. “Allow. The Reaper was banished from this world centuries ago. I think he might be trying to make you his way home. But you weren't supposed to be able to see him in the first place. Why could you?” 
 
   “I ask myself that question every day,” replied Rae. She shook her head. “I don't know,” she said. “I didn't know this could happen.” 
 
   “You wouldn't know,” said Cathel, shaking his head. He said nothing, his green eyes fixed on the corner of the room, before he turned towards her. “Come with me,” he said. 
 
   “Where?” asked Rae, following him towards the door. 
 
   “We're going to interrupt the meeting of the masters,” said Cathel. He grabbed onto her wrist, leading her out into the hallway. “This changes things.” 
 
   “I can walk on my own,” said Rae, snatching her hand out of his grip. Cathel glanced at her but said nothing. He didn't attempt to reach for her hand again. “Where's the meeting?” she asked. 
 
   “The top of the tower,” he replied. 
 
   “We're taking the stairs?” asked Rae, glancing up at the spiral staircase that they seemed to be heading towards.
 
   Cathel glanced at her, shaking his head. “Not quite,” he said. 
 
   He led her over to one of the tapestries on the walls. Now that Rae saw it, she realized that she had seen one just like it on the previous floor. The tapestry was blue, with a long winding tower embroidered on it in silver thread. As Cathel reached it, he stretched out a hand, and the silver thread began to glow, the tower shining with a soft light. 
 
   “This is going to feel a little strange,” he warned, glancing back at Rae. “Hold on to me, and when we get there, let me do the talking.” 
 
   Rae was about to argue, but she decided against it. She didn’t want to know what the consequences of not following his instructions would be, considering she had no idea how this magic worked. She placed her hand on his arm, holding him as lightly as possible without breaking the connection between them. Cathel glanced down at her once to make sure she was secure, before stepping into the tapestry and taking her with him. 
 
   At once, her world dissolved into silver light. The light swelled around the both of them, pushing them upwards. The magic coursed through her, leaving an indescribable feeling in its wake. Rae felt light, like she could sprout wings and take flight at any second. Almost too soon, the feeling ended, and she felt solid ground beneath her feet again. She closed her eyes as the light around her began to fade. 
 
   The two of them appeared inside a small circular chamber, lit by several large windows that surrounded it. A group of people sat behind a long table that spread in a half-circle directly in front of the tapestry. Rae had the feeling that they were talking to each other as they arrived, but with their arrival, a hush settled over the room, and every eye turned towards them. One man, a strict-looking older man with white hair and a pair of glasses resting on the bridge of his nose, turned towards them. 
 
   “Cathel, what is the meaning of this?” he asked. 
 
   Cathel stepped forward, bowing from the waist towards him. “My apologies, Master Alyan,” he said, straightening up. “I was speaking with our guest. She admitted a few things that I believe change the situation somewhat. I wished to share these things with the masters, before the group could come to a decision.” 
 
   The man, Alyan, frowned, folding his hands over each other on the tabletop. 
 
   “Very well,” he said. “If the gathering permits it, my former student will speak.” 
 
   “You have my thanks,” said Cathel, turning towards the gathering. “Masters, the girl is under a geis to find Kaeltharin within a year, or to forfeit her life.” 
 
   “And who placed this geis on her?” asked one of the masters, a woman with dark hair and sharp, piercing gray eyes. “There are no Ivali in the Daylight Realm.” 
 
   “There is one,” said Cathel. “The geis was placed on her by the Reaper. The Thief of Souls.” 
 
   A hush settled over the group. Rae took a step back, feeling some of their sudden hostility towards her. It was Alyan who spoke, turning towards Cathel. “You read the geis, I assume,” he said. “The Reaper isn't capable of killing from a distance. He must be present to take her life.” 
 
   “I read it,” said Cathel, nodding once. “It does not specify her death itself. Rather, it specifies that exactly one year from the date that she entered the Twilight Realm, the Reaper will enter the Realm again to meet with her.” 
 
   This time, all eyes turned towards her. In spite of herself, Rae took another step back, placing Cathel between her and the group of masters. Their looks were a mix of hostile and fearful. 
 
   “We should kill her,” said one of the masters, a woman with blond hair. Cathel took a step forward, placing himself slightly between her and them. Rae stared at him, a look of surprise on her face. 
 
   “Mira, you know as well as I do that killing her won’t invalidate the geis,” said another master, turning towards her. “It’ll just draw the Reaper here in a year, to her body.” 
 
   “Then what do you suggest we do?” asked Mira. “We can’t allow the Reaper back into the Realm!” 
 
   “We send her into the Edgelands,” said another master. “Let her find Kaeltharin. If by some miracle, she succeeds, then we are safe. If she fails, then she is in the land of the Ivali. Let the People take care of their own.” 
 
   “If she succeeds, we are not safe,” said the blond master again. “If she succeeds, we have given the Grim Reaper the Shard of the Star. That is worse than allowing him back into this realm.” 
 
   “Who says she intends to give the Shard to the Reaper?” asked another master. “Has she said anything of the sort?” 
 
   Rae kept her eyes straight ahead of her, not saying anything. It had been her plan to give the Shard to the Reaper, but she wasn’t stupid enough to say so here. 
 
   “Then one of our own should accompany her,” said another master, the same dark-haired woman as before. “As an added precaution, to make sure that if she succeeds, Kaeltharin does not fall into the wrong hands. I can’t say I would be upset to see the Shard of the Star in the hands of Laria Tower.” 
 
   “To go to the Edgelands is practically suicide,” said the blond master, angrily. “Who in their right minds would agree to such a thing?” 
 
   “Cathel will go,” said Alyan, interrupting the conversation. Rae’s eyes widened, and she glanced at Cathel. He stood next to her, his shoulders tensing and his mouth drawing into a fine line, but he didn’t interrupt the masters, and he didn’t protest. She saw his fists clench at his side, at their words. 
 
   “…That is,” said Alyan, glancing at him. “If you agree.” 
 
   “…I have no complaints, honored master,” said Cathel stiffly. Considering his tone, Rae had the distinct feeling that he wanted to replace honored with a different word. 
 
   “Does the council agree with this decision?” 
 
   Murmurs flooded the room as they discussed amongst themselves. Finally, one of the masters turned towards Alyan. “No complaints,” he said. 
 
   “Then you should prepare to leave,” said Alyan, turning towards Cathel and Rae. “With haste.” 
 
   “Of course,” said Cathel stiffly. “We’ll leave tomorrow.” He bowed once, a shallower bow this time, then turned around and stalked back towards the tapestry. Rae stared after him, then took a deep breath and turned as well, following him. 
 
   Cathel said nothing, he extended an arm towards her. Hesitantly, she placed her hand on it, and they stepped through the tapestry together, the light shimmering around them as they vanished from sight. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four: The Connection Between Us
 
   The light faded away, depositing both Rae and Cathel on a different floor from the one he had picked her up from. Rae didn't recognize the floor itself, but from the look of the trees outside the window, she guessed that this floor was lower than the library floor. The library floor saw the tops of trees, while this floor had its windows obscured by the forest's highest branches.
 
   The floor was circular, like most of the other Tower floors, with several doors leading off from it. It reminded her of the floor she had first found herself in, though significantly lower.
 
   Cathel wasted no time, walking briskly away from her and heading towards one of the doors directly across from the tapestry. Her eyes widened, and she turned towards him sharply. He paused for a brief moment, glancing over his shoulder at her. 
 
   "You might want to find Varra," he said dismissively, pointing off to his right. "That's her door over there. If she's not there, she's probably two floors down, in one of the alchemy labs. She should be able to help you prepare for the trip."
 
   The words were cold, but the edge in them was not directed towards her. She stared after him, then took a few decisive steps forward, catching up with him. "Hey, wait a minute," she said. "You can't just leave me like that. What the hell happened back there?"
 
   "I thought you spoke plain Common," said Cathel, shooting her a look over his shoulder. "Didn't you hear? I'm to escort you into the Edgelands, like a good little boy."
 
   "That's not what I meant," said Rae, scowling. She tugged on his sleeve as he attempted to walk away from her, keeping her in front of him. "What happened up there, between you and that Alyan?" She saw him tense at the mention of the name and his green eyes blazed, his mouth drawing into a tight line.
 
   "That's none of your business," said Cathel, yanking his sleeve out of her hold. She didn't step back, but she didn't step closer towards him either, simply watching. He stepped away from her and let out a frustrated sigh, running his hand through his hair so quickly that she thought he would pull a chunk of it out by the roots.
 
   "Look," he said. "I'm sorry. I know. It's not your fault. You didn't know any better. Just…please. Don't ask. Go find Varra and get ready. I don't want to spend any longer here than absolutely necessary, and if we're going on a suicide mission, we might as well be decently prepared."
 
   He didn't say any more than that, but the look he sent her held a silent plea as he walked back to what she assumed was his room in silence. She watched him go, lowering the hand that had grabbed onto his sleeve. She certainly wasn't a stranger to needing space.
 
   She left Cathel to his thoughts, turning around in search of Varra.
 
   Cathel's fellow mage wasn't in her room, so Rae took that to mean that she was in the alchemy labs. Having no idea how to work the tapestry—and considering her most recent experience with casting magic hadn't been her proudest moment—she decided that the best course of action would be to take the stairs.
 
   The first floor she passed looked mostly empty, although it had several glowing runes on the walls that she would have stopped to examine more closely had she not been in a hurry. The next floor had more of the same runes, but this one actually had doors leading away from it. 
 
   She found Varra inside the second door, standing over a work bench. Rae watched from the door as she separated out several bundles of plants, laying them out neatly in front of her. Her fingers were dusty with chalk, and she had drawn several symbols around her cutting board, a pot of water bubbling merrily to her left. She seemed engrossed in her work, so Rae watched her for a few moments before clearing her throat to get her attention.
 
   Varra jumped, looking over her shoulder with wide eyes. When she saw Rae, she relaxed slightly, smiling as she put down the plants in her hand.
 
   "Hello, Rae," she said. "What can I do for you?"
 
   Rae stepped into the lab, letting the door swing closed behind her. She wasn't really sure how to go about this. She had spent most of her life observing people, so she knew how to read their moods, but she had spent a very good portion of her life avoiding interactions with others. How was she supposed to tell Varra that she was dragging her friend into something that may very well end in his death?
 
   She didn't care, she reminded herself, taking a deep breath. She didn't care about these people. This meant nothing to her. She was not getting attached. 
 
   She felt her concerns start to fade away somewhat as she consciously kept them at bay, her expression growing colder.
 
   "…Cathel said you knew how to prepare for a long trip?" she asked.
 
   Varra slowly set down her work and turned around to face her. "Yes," she said. "Why?"
 
   It was like removing a Band-Aid. The best thing to do was to get the pain over with as fast as possible. Rae took a deep breath, forcing herself to meet Varra's eyes. "…He's supposed to come with me to look for Kaeltharin. Into something called the Edgelands."
 
   The look of disbelief and sudden horror on Varra's face was almost heart rending. Rae forced herself to look and not turn away. It would be easier for her to remain unattached by looking away from Varra, but this was her fault, and she deserved to see the consequences of her actions.
 
   "What?" asked Varra. "Wh-Why? That's insane! Who ordered something like this?"
 
   "Someone named Alyan," said Rae. "One of the masters."
 
   "…Alyan…" muttered Varra under her breath. A look of comprehension dawned on her face, and she looked away, breaking eye contact. 
 
   Rae was relieved. She didn't know how long she could have stood it without allowing herself to feel some sort of sympathy. If the Reaper saw her now, she didn't doubt that he would target Varra just to spite her, but Varra was safe. From what Rae understood, the Reaper couldn't come into the Twilight Realm, and wouldn't be able to for the next year.
 
   It made her slightly angry, to know that her suffering had been caused because this world couldn't take care of its own.
 
   "Is Cathel seriously going to go?" asked Varra, looking up at Rae.
 
   "Think so," said Rae, walking over to the other girl. She kept her eyes on the alchemy supplies in front of her, not making eye contact again.
 
   "I see…" said Varra. She sighed heavily. "Well, if anyone can survive in the Edgelands, it's probably Cathel, I guess…" She shook her head. "Still, this is crazy. No one's ever been able to find Kaeltharin…and not many who left have come back alive."
 
   "…I have to," said Rae, studying the small knife in front of her so that she wouldn't have to look at Varra. "I'm sorry. I'd rather not involve Cathel, but I have to go. You can ask him for the details if you like."
 
   "…No, I believe you," said Varra, shaking her head. "You wouldn't be here from the Daylight Realm if you didn't have some task to accomplish…" With a wave of her hand, the pot of water at her side stopped boiling. "…That man," she muttered under her breath. "He's being stupid and reckless again…"
 
   Rae took a deep breath, watching as Varra turned her eyes away. Her words were angry, but she could see the pain in them, the way Varra clenched her fist and kept her hands close to herself. Oh, this was even worse. They were close. Very close. For all she knew, Varra could be in love with him...Rae hesitated, then took a deep breath, resting her fingers lightly on the corner of the board.
 
   "Varra…" she said. "…I can…ask him to stay…He doesn't need to go with me."
 
   She shook her head. "He's not going to agree to that," she said. "If Alyan said that, then I'm sure Cathel would rather go to the Edgelands and die than spend another day in this Tower."
 
   She said it with such certainty that Rae didn't need to ask her how she knew. She just took her word for it. "…Something happened between them in the past?" she asked.
 
   "What didn't happen between them?" asked Varra, shaking her head. "There was a day when Cathel would have given anything in the world to study under Master Alyan. But that's old news, and it's his story to tell.” She sighed, slowly pushing herself away from her work. “Now isn't the time for it anyway. I need to get you some proper traveling clothes, and some supplies. I don't know what you'll need in the Edgelands, so it's best to be prepared for everything."
 
   "Everyone keeps talking about the Edgelands," said Rae, following as Varra walked away. "What are they, and why are they so dangerous?"
 
   "This world is divided into two areas," said Varra. "There's the Safelands, the lands where humans live, and the Edgelands, the lands that are ruled by the Ivali."
 
   "Ivali?" asked Rae.
 
   "Magical beings," said Varra. "Some of them look human, others, vastly different. They're not all bad, according to the tales, but they're all powerful, and I wouldn't trust any one of them fully. Mages can go into the Edgelands a little ways—it's where we get the best magical plants, and we can fight off the weaker Ivali. But if you want to find Kaeltharin, you'll have to go deep into the Edgelands, past the borderlands and into uncharted territory. Not many people who go there return."
 
   "…But you said they weren't all bad," said Rae.
 
   "They're not," said Varra. "But for every powerful benevolent one, there's an equally powerful malevolent one. Humans aren't meant to live in the Edgelands. The Towers can keep the Ivali out, between our power and the power of the existing barrier, but we'd be stupid to try and take them on in their territory.” She paused, her eyes hardening as she opened the door for Rae. 
 
   “If you run into one of the High Lords,” she said, “I suggest you run as fast as you can. They might let you. If you run into one of the Dark Lords, there won't be anywhere to run.”
 
   She walked off, heading into a storage room. Rae followed her inside, still thinking over her words. The mage said nothing after that, grabbing what looked like a backpack from the wall and selecting items to place in it. The emotions Rae had seen in her earlier had disappeared, and she went about her task with a calm, business-like manner, as if she sent friends off to their deaths every day. But it startled her to know that she understood what Varra was feeling inside. She had felt it time and time again, when she looked away from a person that had the black mark on them.
 
   A thought made her feel slightly sick. She was Cathel's black mark, and Varra had chosen to look away from her. 
 
   A single thought came unbidden to the forefront of her mind, and Rae felt a shudder run through her. 
 
   Bringing death to everything you touch, it said. Maybe the Reaper was right, maybe the two of you are similar after all.
 
   She clenched her fist, putting the thought out of her mind as she listened to Varra explain what were essentials for her pack. It wasn't the same, she decided. It would never be the same.
 
   It was their fault for following her down into the dark, but she wasn't responsible for taking their lives. It would always, always be the Reaper's fault.
 
   Always.
 
   Keeping that in mind, she nodded grimly, watching as Varra added more things to her pack and showed her which clothes were best to wear and what sort of fabric would keep them out of the weather.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five: Over the Edge
 
   When Cathel came in the early morning and knocked on her door, she was ready. 
 
   Sleep had come surprisingly easily to her that night. It almost worried her, knowing that she was so used to strange events that she could fall asleep at a time like this. She knew that she was walking into great danger, but that thought was something that seemed almost distant to her, like a post-it note she had put up on her wall somewhere. It didn’t seem real, or if it did, it seemed so common place that she simply didn’t care anymore. She had spent so much of her life looking over her shoulder for the Reaper. There was only so long a person could spend being afraid to die.
 
   So when Cathel arrived, she didn’t say anything. She simply rose from bed, slipped into the traveling clothes Varra had set out for her, tied her hair back into a ponytail, and slung her pack over her shoulder like someone who was resigned to their fate. 
 
   Maybe the man she had met on her way into the Twilight Realm had been right. Maybe she had given up. 
 
   Cathel wasn’t dressed in the coat she had seen him in yesterday, instead opting to wear simple traveling clothes that were almost identical to hers. He wore a sword at his waist, one of his hands resting lightly on the hilt. It surprised her how comfortable he looked with the weapon. It always seemed to her that mages wouldn’t carry swords, or maybe that was just the popular depiction of them in her world. 
 
   “A sword?” she asked, as she closed the door of her borrowed room behind her. 
 
   “I’m not going into the Edgelands weaponless,” said Cathel.
 
   “I know that,” said Rae, deciding not to mention the fact that she didn’t have a weapon, and didn’t know what she would do with one if she did. He held something else in his hands as he stood in front of her—a small bundle wrapped tightly in blue cloth, with glittering gold lettering scrawled across it. The words were written in a language she didn't understand. It took her a moment for her to recognize them as words. As she watched, he held out the cloth bundle to her. She took it in both hands, testing its weight. It was surprisingly heavy. 
 
   “Keep that in your pack,” he said. “Don't unwrap it until I say so.” 
 
   “What is it?” asked Rae, curious in spite of herself as she slipped the bundle into her pack. 
 
   “Iron.” 
 
   She tested her pack's weight. It was heavier now with the added metal, but it wasn't unbearable. “Iron?” she repeated. 
 
   “Iron talismans, with magic woven into them. They repel the Ivali. The cloth keeps them from sensing it. Don't remove it unless you absolutely have to.” He walked off, heading towards the tapestry. Rae hurried to catch up. 
 
   “Wouldn't it be better just to wear them then?” she asked as she drew up beside him. 
 
   “Would you wander into someone's house waving a weapon around if you wanted them on your side?” 
 
   She imagined herself wandering into a potential ally's house waving around a machine gun and cringed at the thought. The image made things painfully clear. She didn't ask again.
 
   They passed through the tapestry portal, appearing on the lowest floor of the Tower. Rae gestured at Cathel's sword. “Are you any good?” 
 
   “I can hold my own,” said Cathel. He stepped forward, opening the Tower's grand entrance doors by resting his hand on them. “I studied the sword for some time. I did some traveling, a while back. Knowing how to use a weapon seemed like a good idea.” 
 
   “Think you could teach me?” she asked. “I’m not carrying a weapon.” 
 
   “Maybe,” said Cathel. “But there’s no point in teaching you how to use a sword if we only have one between us. I can cut you a practice one later tonight, but if you want to learn to fight very fast, what I should be doing is teaching you magic.” 
 
   Rae considered that briefly, pulling her traveling cloak around herself and folding her arms as they left the Tower behind them. It was still early morning. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and the horizon was still gray. Cathel didn’t look back at the Tower as they left it, lending credence to Varra’s claim that he would rather be anywhere, literally anywhere, then the Tower right now. She glanced at Cathel, wondering if he had even bothered to tell Varra goodbye, before deciding that it wasn’t her place to ask. It wasn't like she was his mother. 
 
   “Magic?” asked Rae, starting up the conversation again as they followed a path through the woods. 
 
   “Your first try wasn’t exactly spectacular, I’ll admit.” Cathel shrugged off her sudden glare. “But it showed potential. I’d be a lot more comfortable not being the only mage on this ill-fated expedition.” 
 
   “Are you good enough to teach?” asked Rae. 
 
   Cathel shrugged again. “I'm no master. But it’s not like that means much.” She caught the edge in voice again as he spoke. “…I can teach you some. All you really need are the basic spells anyway. Once you develop a Series, you’d need to find someone with the same Series as you to teach you more.” 
 
   There was that word again. “Series?”
 
   “Yes, Series,” Cathel paused as the path forked, and the two of them took the path to the right. He turned towards her. “Well, Miss Miller. Welcome to the Edgelands. We’ll be spending a lot of time here, so get comfortable.” 
 
   Rae looked around. She couldn’t detect any noticeable difference from the woods they had just been walking through to the woods they were walking through now. “It looks exactly the same,” she said, turning towards him. 
 
   “It’s a gradual transition,” replied Cathel. “We’re in the Borderlands now, known areas of the Edgelands. I’ve been as far as…maybe about two hours from here. Beyond that, it’s anyone’s guess.” 
 
   “Are we going anywhere in particular?” asked Rae. “Or just wandering around aimlessly?”
 
   “I have a map,” said Cathel, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded piece of paper. He handed it to her and she opened it, staring down at it. It was a hand-drawn map, the sort that she would have imagined had been torn out of an old book, except the copy Cathel had given her was completely clean and looked brand new, almost as if it had been photocopied. She wondered at that, but decided she had bigger things to worry about than the fact that her ancient map didn’t look ancient enough. 
 
   “I thought nobody goes out here.”
 
   “Nobody does, as a general rule. Once in a while, someone will go into the Edgelands and come back alive. One of the people who did that drew this map. It’s been corroborated by some of the Ivali that venture into the Borderlands but…” 
 
   Rae raised an eyebrow.“Can’t trust them?” 
 
   Cathel nodded. “Not as far as I could throw them. For the little ones, though, that would be pretty far.” 
 
   She stared at him, curious now. “How little are we talking?” 
 
   Cathel held up his thumb and forefinger, holding them apart a few inches. “The littlest I’ve seen are about this little. The biggest…I’d say man-sized. I know there are bigger.” 
 
   Rae blinked. “That little?” 
 
   Cathel shrugged again. “There’s probably smaller out there too.”
 
   Rae glanced around in the woods, half-expecting a handful of little fairies to come bounding out at any minute. When she saw nothing, she turned back towards Cathel. “Will we see any?”
 
   “Oh, we’ll be neck-deep in them soon, don’t worry,” said Cathel. He paused, looking around.“We’re already being watched.” 
 
   “What?” Rae looked around as well, but she couldn't see anything out of the ordinary. “Where?” 
 
   Cathel pointed at a large tree off to her right. “Dryad,” he said. “Right there. You can see her when she comes out to look. She looks just like a little flicker of light.” 
 
   Rae squinted. Sure enough, there was a shimmer of light around the tree trunk, one that disappeared from sight as they walked past it. She turned towards Cathel, who was studying the map intently. “Thinking of asking for directions?” 
 
   “From a dryad?” asked Cathel. “I would if I could, but they’re shy things. They spook easily. It takes time to get one to talk to you, and even if you can manage it, they might not be willing to cooperate. I want to gain some ground right now. But I’d like to try later, when we take a break.” He slipped his hands into his pockets, and at her questioning glance, went on. “Dryads know just about everything that comes their way. They talk to each other and pass messages amongst themselves, and where there are trees, there are dryads.” 
 
   “Hm,” said Rae. She nodded, impressed in spite of herself. She hadn’t been able to pick out the dryad in the trees, and she had always considered herself to be very observant. 
 
   She wondered what other tricks Cathel had up his sleeve. 
 
   They walked in silence for a while. Rae spent most of her time trying to catch sight of the Ivali, but eventually gave up, looking towards Cathel. He walked purposefully ahead of him, seeming to know where he was going. It seemed as though some of his earlier anxiety had washed away, now that they were faced with the open road. 
 
   For a man walking towards what most people assumed would be his death, he didn’t seem as afraid as Rae thought he would be. Now that they were walking through the Edgelands, she had expected him to be skittish, nervous, jumping at every shadow. Instead, he walked on with purpose and resolution, his eyes occasionally drifting towards the map, but mostly he looked ahead of them. He watched the forest, but not with the anxiety of a man waiting for an enemy, but with the caution and almost…curiosity. There was a sort of nervous energy about him, and part of it definitely stemmed from apprehension, but the other part seemed almost like excitement. 
 
   Varra hadn’t shown any of that when Rae asked her about the Edgelands. She had only seemed scared and worried for them. She thought that fear was the norm. Just as most people she had seen in her world would be terrified at the thought of walking near the edge of an active volcano, most people in this world didn’t seem to want anything to do with the Ivali Lands. 
 
   But Cathel didn’t seem to fit in with that norm. It wasn't like that bothered her—she definitely wasn’t normal compared to the standards of her world. But it made her wonder why. 
 
   She folded her arms and looked away from him as she studied the edges of the path they were walking on. A few minutes into their walk, her thoughts about Cathel and his behavior faded away, quickly replaced by the knowledge of how tired she was getting. She was used to walking. In her own world, she had never owned a car, and as such, walked or took public transportation almost anywhere she went. She had done more walking than most of her peers, and so wasn’t as tired as any of them would have been. But she had never walked constantly for more than a few hours before. 
 
   Cathel seemed more experienced with this sort of thing, but he seemed to notice, because once they were an hour away he called for a break, and the two of them settled down on a hillside as he dug in his pack for breakfast. 
 
   Rae said nothing as she accepted the roll of bread from him. It was still warm, so she assumed he must have gotten it right before they left. She tore off a piece and began to eat slowly, watching from her seat on the hill as the animals began to come out from their holes, a rabbit hopping around the grassy field below them. It had all the beginnings of a nice late spring day—a clear sky above and a faint breeze running through the air. 
 
   Cathel offered her some fruit and a slice of cheese, and she accepted the offerings wordlessly, resting them on the edge of her cloak. She said nothing, but Cathel didn’t seem to be in much of a talking mood either, his eyes fixed darkly on the outline of the Tower rising up through the trees behind them. They had gone far, but not far enough that it was out of sight. 
 
   “Sorry about that,” Cathel finally said, resting one arm lightly over his knee. “I know it’s early, and you probably wanted to get some more rest.” 
 
   Rae shrugged. “It’s fine. Better early than late. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
   Cathel nodded once, laying the map out in front of him again. Rae glanced over at it.“Making plans?” she asked. 
 
   “Considering them.” He placed his finger on the outline of a road, right off of a circle marked Laria Tower. “We should be around here right now. If we continue to follow the road, it will eventually go out of the Borderlands and deeper into the Edgelands. This man marked a set of ruins over here.” He tapped lightly on a small square further north of their current position, marked with the letter R. “Ivali ruins sounds like a horrible place to spend the night but if they have stone, I can make some sort of shelter. I think we should be able to reach it by sundown.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me,” said Rae.
 
   “But there’s something that worries me,” said Cathel. 
 
   Rae quirked up an eyebrow. “Besides everything?”
 
   “Mm.” Cathel folded up the map and slipped it back into his pocket. “…The original version of the map had markers on it, where the explorer thought things were too dangerous, or where he encountered dangerous creatures. I know they were there, because I saw them before.” 
 
   “But…?” she prompted.
 
   “When I went to copy the map last night, the markers were gone. I think someone is deliberately sabotaging our journey.” 
 
   Rae's eyes widened. “What? Who?” 
 
   “No clue,” said Cathel. “Do you have any idea who would want us killed out here?” 
 
   “I have a pretty good idea,” she said. Rae brushed the crumbs off of her cloak, wrapping her arms around her knees. “But you said he can’t reach us out here.” 
 
   “He can’t. That was my first thought too. So it means that there’s a third party involved here somewhere.” 
 
   “…Fan-fucking-tastic,” muttered Rae under her breath, staring up at the Tower. 
 
   “Took the words right out of my mouth.” 
 
   Cathel turned his head away from the Tower and scanned the forest in front of them. It seemed to stretch on as far as she could see, even from the top of this hill. A thought struck Rae, and she turned back towards him. 
 
   “It couldn’t have been that master of yours, could it?”  
 
   “Alyan? I thought about it, but no. It isn’t his style. Besides, he wants to teach me a lesson. He doesn’t want to kill me…at least not deliberately. I don’t think he particularly cares one way or another.” 
 
   “A lesson?” asked Rae. 
 
   Cathel shrugged. “He and I have never seen eye to eye. It’s nothing to worry about. At any rate, the map…” He trailed off, waving his hand in the air vaguely. Rae nodded, understanding. 
 
   “…We don’t have any idea what areas to avoid,” she said. “So we have no idea whether this guy marked the ruins down because they were dangerous or because they were a good spot to camp.” 
 
   “Exactly,” said Cathel, getting to his feet. Rae stood up, following him. 
 
   “And we’re still going to go?”
 
   “I’d rather be sheltered in the ruins than spend the night out in the forest. But we’ll keep our eyes open, and I’ll give you that magic lesson tonight. And maybe a sword lesson too. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t learn. Don’t step on the little guy, by the way.” 
 
   Rae blinked in surprise, looking down at her feet. What looked like a small man stood next to her boot, just high enough to reach her ankle. He was shaking his fist at her, muttering something intelligible under his breath. She took a deep breath, and made sure to set her foot down well away from him as he scampered off into the grass. 
 
   “A grassman,” said Cathel in explanation as she turned towards him. “They don’t speak Common. I don’t think anyone knows what they speak, even the other Ivali. Let’s keep going. We’ll stop again in a couple of hours, and take a quick break.” 
 
   “Ah…sure,” said Rae with a quick nod, her eyes drifting over to the grassman as he disappeared from sight. 
 
   She stared at Cathel as he walked ahead of her, quietly following along behind him. Her eyes fixed on the mage's back, her mind quietly working. 
 
   She hadn't seen the grassman.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six: A Taste of Magic
 
   They took a break again about two hours later, just when she was starting to lag behind. Cathel took the time to explain to her the difference between smaller Ivali like the grassman, the winged pixies that would give them the information they needed, and the sylphs, spirits in the air that Cathel explained weren’t exactly always friendly. Once again, he surprised her with his knowledge. She wouldn’t have expected Cathel to know so much about a world that was supposed to be forbidden. When she asked him about it, he shrugged, saying that he liked to read. As they walked, he pointed the large oak tree out to her that marked the farthest he had ever been into the Borderlands, explaining that now that they passed this point, they were now firmly in Ivali territory. The path began to grow narrower and less traveled, and it was grown over in places, forcing Cathel to walk ahead of her and cut away some of the growth with his sword so that they could pass. 
 
   “They have cities,” he explained as he carefully cut away a thorny bush that had grown out over the road. “Some of them settle in towns just like we do. They say some of the larger ones act almost human-like. They have towns, and weddings and forms of government. Others settle in the wilds. It really just depends…” He scowled, pulling his sword out from the bush and shaking the stray thorns off of it. “Oh, firithain, this isn’t working,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow and sheathing his sword. “I’m just going to end up cutting up some spirit's home at this rate. Alright, stand back.” 
 
   Rae took a step back, watching her feet to make sure she wouldn’t incidentally step on anything alive. She watched curiously as Cathel crouched down onto the cleared part of the path, placing his hand on the dirt. He closed his eyes, and Rae saw a faint glow beginning to surround him, the glow spreading to the part of the earth he had touched. He muttered something under his breath that she couldn’t hear, then opened his eyes. 
 
   “Clear a path,” he ordered. 
 
   At first, nothing happened. The glow seemed to settle beneath his fingers, held in abeyance. Then, it shot forward, rippling through the dirt underfoot and rushing ahead. As Rae watched, the path seemed to form and widen of its own accord, the soil beneath them seeming to rise up and push aside the plants and rocks in its way. The path went on into the distance, occasionally struggling with larger roots and stones. The heaviest things, it left behind, the path simply flowing before and after them. 
 
   Cathel surveyed his handiwork, slowly getting to his feet. Rae turned towards him, surprised. 
 
   “What did you just do?” 
 
   “Made a path,” said Cathel, resting his hand on his sheathed sword’s hilt. 
 
   “I noticed,” said Rae dryly, rolling her eyes. “How?” 
 
   “Magic,” he replied, this time sounding amused. Rae rolled her eyes. 
 
   “No,” she said. “Really?” 
 
   He glanced at her, flashing her a small smile before walking down the newly-created path. Cathel wiped his fingers on the fabric of his pants, testing the ground beneath him before motioning for her to follow him. “My magic is the Edictal Series,” he said. “It’s basically the magic of commanding. I can form a link with an object and give it an order, as long as that order is not against its nature. I can’t tell a rock to fly or a leaf to sink, for example.” 
 
   “So why didn’t you just do that earlier?” asked Rae, following him down the path. 
 
   “Because I have no idea where we are. And I didn’t exactly want to announce to anything that might be waiting out here that we’re here. But at the rate we were going, this started looking like the lesser of two evils. Besides, I wasn’t entirely sure it would work.” 
 
   Rae had to admit, Cathel’s path was easier than walking through the forest's tangled growth. The two of them were covering twice as much ground now as they had been before, which was good, because Rae didn’t want to be stuck in any one place for too long. The forest had closed in around them, and though the heat wasn’t unpleasant, the insects were out in force. 
 
   “Can’t you do something about those?” she asked Cathel. “With your magic, I mean?” 
 
   “The bugs?” asked Cathel, glancing back at her. “I probably could. But it’s better that I don’t.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “It would require making a link with the air,” said Cathel. “Which takes up a lot of energy. I need some of it to fight, if we ever come across something hostile.” 
 
   “Oh,” said Rae. His explanation made sense, and it was one she hadn’t thought about before. She nodded, and didn’t ask him again.
 
   This walk was longer than the last, but they finally took a break for lunch, sitting on a fallen tree near the path. Cathel pointed out a stream that ran near where they were seated, then pointed out the same stream on his map, explaining that they were on track for reaching the ruins on time. He walked off for a bit, breaking a branch from the tree they were sitting on as she rested and laying his sword over it. Rae watched idly as he cast another spell, returning back to her with a wooden sword that looked identical to his own. 
 
   “Now’s as good a time as any to get some practice in,” he explained, handing the sword to her by the hilt. 
 
   She nodded once as she sat up, unfastening her cloak and letting it slip from her shoulders. She draped the cloak over the log, taking the sword from him and holding it up as he taught her how to hold the sword and corrected her stance. He taught her a few basic strikes and blocks, all the while correcting her stance and grip as he made her go over a set of drills again and again. He was a strict teacher—not harsh, but not willing to turn a blind eye to her mistakes either. By the end of it, she was tired and sweaty and her muscles were burning, but the sword felt a little less awkward in her hands and she felt a little better about the progress she was making. 
 
   He told her to keep the sword when they began moving again, so she tucked it into her backpack. It stuck out of her backpack slightly, but not in any way that caused her too much trouble. 
 
   It was almost sunset by the time they found the ruins, rising up from the forest floor. They were made entirely of a dark, black stone that reflected no sunlight, several designs carved into the sides of the bigger pillars. A platform of broken stone lay on the ground, suggesting that it had once been a floor. The woods looked well on their way to reclaiming the stones, vines and moss growing over them and clumps of grass growing in the spaces between each set of stones. 
 
   Cathel entered the ruins ahead of her, stretching out a hand to tell her to wait. She did, lingering at the end of the path Cathel had created. The clear path faded away as he stepped off of it, leaving just enough space for Rae to stand as the forest reclaimed what it had given up. The mage crossed over the threshold of the ruins, his eyes narrowed in concentration as he looked around and studied the stones. After a while, he turned back towards her. 
 
   “Alright,” he said. “You can come down.” 
 
   She nodded once, climbing down through the underbrush to meet him. Cathel stood in the center of the ruins, in the middle of the broken stone floor. She came to stand next to him, looking around. 
 
   “Is it safe?”
 
   “I can’t detect anything harmful,” said Cathel. “…It’s probably safe, for now. Do you think you can manage finding some firewood?” 
 
   “If you tell me what to look for,” she replied, setting her pack down on the ground beside his. 
 
   “Dead branches,” said Cathel, pointing at the forest floor. “Just from around here. Don’t take anything that’s alive, but try to find some dry twigs and such for tinder. I’ll get to work making some shelter.” 
 
   She nodded, going off to find the things he had asked for. When she returned a while later with an armful of firewood, Cathel was sitting in front of one of the large stone fragments. 
 
   It had been transformed into a dome, with a small opening on the side of it that made her think of an igloo. Cathel leaned against the outer wall of it, looking tired, but pleased with himself. She studied it, crouching down and peered inside. Their bedrolls were spread out on the inside of the dome, their packs set off on one side and their cloaks rolled up as pillows. She withdrew, giving Cathel a look. 
 
   “We’ll it’s not the roomiest accommodations, but I only had so much stone to work with,” he said. “I can close the dome for a short time as well, if it decides to storm, but I’d rather have it ventilated.” 
 
   “I am not getting in there with you,” said Rae. 
 
   “Claustrophobic?” 
 
   She shot him a look. “It’s not the enclosed space that worries me.”
 
   Cathel shrugged. “Suit yourself. If it helps, we’ll be taking watches for most of the night, so there should be only one person in the dome at any given time.” He got up, walking over to the firewood she had brought. “…So,” he said. “Let’s see about that fire.” 
 
   It was about two hours by the time they finished setting up camp and having something to eat. By then, the sun had fully set, and the only light in the ruins came from the fire Cathel had built. Cathel watched the ruins cautiously as the sun sank beneath the western horizon, but when nothing jumped out at them he began to relax, although he still kept his sword close at hand. They rested a bit after eating, then Cathel got up, motioning for her to come with him a little away from their campsite.
 
   It was time for her first magic lesson. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven: Light Within
 
   Cathel led her a few feet away from their camp, making sure to keep it in sight. He sat down cross-legged on the stone of the ruins, motioning for her to sit in front of him. She did so, tugging her cloak out of the way and lowering herself into a sitting position. The moon had risen over the ruins, its silver light reflecting against the smooth black stones and giving them a slightly eerie glow. 
 
   “Magic is…” he began, facing her. “…Well, it’s difficult to give it a definition. The best definitions are already in books, like the one you were reading back in the library—the use of a Source to manipulate the universe into doing something it would not otherwise do. There are three stages of magical training. In the first stage, the new mage is taught the First Teachings, a set of basic spells that every mage should be allowed to do, like the spell for light, the spell for fire, the spells that detect other spells, and the spells that read the magical properties of an object.” 
 
   She nodded to show that she understood. She had read that far into the book. 
 
   “The first stage can be taught by anyone that’s also completed the first stage of training,” said Cathel. “So basically anyone who is no longer an apprentice. The second stage involves learning a Series.” He paused, considering his next words. “…This is a little different. Each Source is different, so each person’s magic is suited to different things. But we’ve been able to narrow down the possibilities to about fifty spell Series. A Series is exactly what it sounds like, it’s a series of spells that all revolve around a central concept.” 
 
   “Like your magic,” said Rae. 
 
   Cathel nodded. “Mine is the Edictal Series,” he said. “So they revolve around commands. Forming bonds and breaking them. A mage can show aptitude for more than one Series, but once you choose a Series, you’re bound to only learn spells within that Series.” 
 
   “Why can’t you master more than one?” asked Rae. 
 
   “Because each one uses your Source differently. Each time you cast a Series spell, you are training and modifying your Source to conform to that particular use. Let’s say, for example, that you have a block of iron. You take this iron, and you melt it, you refine it, and you forge it into a sword. From that moment on, you have a sword. What do you think is going to happen to your sword if you decide to use it to crush rocks and dig holes in the ground?” 
 
   “You’ll break it,” said Rae quickly. “You’re using the wrong tool.” 
 
   “Exactly,” said Cathel. “Once you use a Series spell, you’ve started molding your Source into something. Using it in a way it wasn’t meant to be used puts a strain on it. Too much strain, and you could very well end up breaking your Source.” 
 
   “What happens then?” asked Rae.  
 
   “Well, mages that have done it tend to go mad. Those that don’t die, at any rate. But I doubt you’ll get as far as a Series spell. Those need to be taught, and there aren’t any masters out here.”
 
   Rae frowned at him. “Can’t I learn yours?”
 
   “You could,” said Cathel. “But you’d only learn it in part. I’m not a Master. Do you have any questions?”  
 
   She shook her head. “I think I’ve got it.” 
 
   “Good,” said Cathel. “So for your first lesson, I think we’ll start with the basics. Let’s go back to that light spell you tried to cast yesterday.” 
 
   Rae gave Cathel a nod, wincing inwardly at the memory of her less than stellar performance. He gave her a small grin, noticing her expression. “Don’t worry about it. We know you can get power out. That’s usually the hardest part. But because your Source is so strong, it looks like the hard part for you will be control.” 
 
   “Alright,” said Rae, nodding. “How do you do that?” 
 
   “Let’s start from the beginning. Drawing power out. Close your eyes and try to locate your Source.”
 
   Rae took a deep breath, nodding hesitantly. She let her eyes drift closed, her hands resting in her lap as she tried to locate that large reservoir of power that she had felt yesterday. She could feel it there, just under her skin, but as she reached for it, she felt it shy away again, hiding deep in the recesses of her mind. She bit her lip, and dove in after it again. Rae tried to grab it. It felt like she was trying to grab water. Each time she reached for it, it slipped right through her fingers, leaving her frustrated and empty-handed. She squeezed her eyes shut in concentration, reaching down for it again and grabbing hold of a chunk of it. She saw light appear from behind closed eyes, a bright light beginning to shine around the area. 
 
   “No,” said Cathel quickly, as she drew the power to the surface. “No, let go. You’re going too far.” 
 
   Rae exhaled, releasing the power and letting it flow away from her. She scowled, shifting away from him as she prepared to open her eyes and get up, but Cathel stopped her, reaching forward and grabbing her hands to keep her in place. Her eyes snapped open at the contact, and she tried to pull away, but he held her firmly in front of him. 
 
   “Don’t give up yet,” he said, tone stern. His eyes met hers, giving her a look that told her he wouldn’t allow any argument. “You were almost there. Now close your eyes and listen to me.” 
 
   She hesitated, but nodded once, closing her eyes again. He kept his hands firmly on hers, keeping her in place. “Are you listening?” he asked. At her nod, he went on, his grip on her hands easing up somewhat. He didn’t let go completely. 
 
   “Your Source is a lot like you,” he said. “Do you remember how you reacted yesterday, when I tried to drag you to see the masters?” 
 
   “…I tried to get away,” she said. 
 
   “And why’s that?” asked Cathel. “Why did you react so strongly when I grabbed your hands now?” 
 
   Understanding dawned on her. “…I don’t like to be manhandled.”
 
   “Your Source is a part of your soul,” he said. “It is you. If you run away when someone grabs at you, what do you think it’s going to do when you come charging in trying to grab at it?” 
 
   She waited for him to continue talking, but when he said nothing, she realized that he actually expected her to answer. “…Run away.”
 
   “So…how do you approach it?” he asked. “How do you get it to work for you? How do you touch it without scaring it off and making it run away?” 
 
   For emphasis, he tightened his grip on her hands, reminding her that he was still touching her. She swallowed hard, but she didn’t pull her hands out of his grip. How could she reach out and touch it in a way that wouldn’t make it run from her…? How had Cathel managed to touch her without her pulling away?
 
   “Try that now.” 
 
   Cathel’s voice broke through her thoughts, and she nodded once, taking a deep breath and slowly letting herself sink into her mind. This time, she didn’t reach for her Source. Instead, she hovered there above it, studying it, measuring its ebb and flow as it pulsed slowly, hesitantly, within her. She waited, watching as it regarded her. 
 
   And then she cautiously held out a hand towards it, extending an invitation. She didn’t reach for it, she didn’t rush in after it. She simply waited there, feeling it pulse and coil inside of her.
 
   And slowly, it responded, a tiny tendril of power reaching out towards her. She felt herself grasp it slowly, felt her heart soar as the power rushed through her, filling her. Again, she saw light from behind her eyelids. It wasn’t as strong this time, but she felt the wind around her begin to pick up. She heard Cathel’s intake of breath. It sounded so close to her then.
 
   “Good…” he said. “Good, you’ve got it. Now slowly direct it to your hand. Slow,” he repeated as the flow got away from her. She nodded, furrowing her brow in concentration as she allowed just the tiniest sliver of it to slip through to her hands. 
 
   “...Now let it go,” said Cathel, his voice soft. 
 
   She felt the power leave her. It felt like a breath, a whisper. Cathel’s grip tightened on her hands only briefly, and she heard him exhale. “…Okay,” he said. “Open your eyes.” 
 
   She did, opening her eyes slowly. Rae stared down at her hands, her eyes widening. Cathel was seated in front of her, his hands cupping hers gently. She held her hands together in the space between them, and resting in the center of her palms was a small orb of light. It hovered gently there, brushing lightly against her skin. She flexed her fingers, and the light moved gently, rising up to hover in the space between her and him. 
 
   “…I did it,” she said breathlessly, watching the light. 
 
   “You did,” said Cathel. “You’re…fairly talented. I didn’t think you could get it right on the first time.” His eyes met hers, as if he was seeing her for the first time. She quickly looked away. 
 
   “Second,” she corrected. 
 
   “Second,” he said with a nod. “But still…” His hands lingered on hers for a moment, before he slowly pulled away. “Good job. Now…practice that a few more times, and then we’ll call it a night. I should go tend to the fire.” 
 
   Rae watched as he stood up, slowly walking back to camp. She rubbed her hands as she watched his retreating back, the orb of light hovering just at eye level. She flexed her fingers, watching as the orb of light followed the motions, adjusting itself according to her thoughts.
 
   She stared down at the hands in her lap, slowly curling them into fists. 
 
   They felt cold, somehow, now that he had pulled away.
 
   She heard the fire crackle as Cathel placed another branch onto it. Rae bit her lip, extinguishing the orb with a wave of her hand and closing her eyes as she tried it again. 
 
   #
 
   Rae sat outside the stone dome, resting her arm across her knee as she listened to the soft sound of Cathel breathing quietly in the makeshift shelter behind her. She held her hand out in front of her, her slender fingers moving and twisting in different directions. Light moved between her fingers, a small orb of light twisting and turning around the digits. After Cathel had showed her the trick earlier, it seemed to come easy to her, like she had been doing it her whole life.  
 
   She considered her traveling companion, her eyes fixed on the light as it elongated, coiling gracefully around her hand. She had seen a completely different side of him back then, when he had been teaching her. She wondered how many sides Cathel had. As observant as she was, she had never taken the time to get to know anyone before. Not since she was very young…
 
   It seemed like learning about people and getting closer to them always led to pain. 
 
   She sighed, letting her hand fall to her side. The light went out, the only light in their surroundings coming from the fire and the multitude of stars that spanned the heavens overhead. She leaned back against the dome and looked up, staring at them. They were beautiful out here. She had lived in cities all her life, and had never really had the opportunity to just stare at a starry sky. 
 
   She understood now why poets wrote about those things, and how people could get lost in this. 
 
   A flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye made her look up, glancing to the side. A small orb of light hung in the air beside their shelter. It hovered, as if considering her, wisps of light coiling like smoke around it. Then, it seemed to fold into itself, blinking out of existence. 
 
   She quickly got to her feet, her eyes wide as she reached for the wooden sword Cathel had carved for her. As a weapon, it wasn’t much, but at the very least, it could be a decent bludgeon. There was a flash, and then another orb appeared, this time closer to camp. She heard it this time as it appeared, a rush of wind that carried with it the whispers of a forgotten language. 
 
   Rae took a deep breath and backed up towards the dome. She reached inside, poking Cathel with the end of the wooden sword as she kept her eyes on the wisp of light. It hovered there calmly, regarding her, before vanishing again. 
 
   “Cathel,” she said under her breath, her tone urgent. “Cathel, wake up!” 
 
   She heard Cathel’s breathing shift immediately, the mage rising from his sleep. He threw their blankets off of himself and crawled out of the dome, carrying his sword in his hand. His hair was sleep tousled and his appearance was disheveled, but his green eyes were alert. 
 
   “What?” he asked. “What is it?” 
 
   She saw the light flash out of the corner of her eye and grabbed his arm, turning him so that he was facing it. “There,” he said. “Over there.” 
 
   Cathel stared at the orb of the light. “…A wisp,” he said. 
 
   “A what?” asked Rae.
 
   “It’s a wisp,” said Cathel, his expression darkening. His hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. His expression grew grave, and he glanced at the ruins around him, taking a step towards her. 
 
   “Well, what does that mean?” asked Rae. 
 
   “Nothing on its own,” said Cathel. “But I don’t like what it implies. Shush. Quiet.” 
 
   She immediately fell silent, repressing a shudder. Cathel stopped talking as well, and she focused on listening to the world around her. The wisp disappeared again, reappearing a few feet away, at the entrance of the ruins. She took slow breaths, trying to calm her heartbeat. It was thudding so fast in her chest that she was sure the whole world could hear it. The wisp regarded them quietly, then faded away again. 
 
   As it reappeared over the grass, Rae heard the sound of faint music. 
 
   It was voices, she realized, as the sound came closer. Voices singing. There were many of them, and they were not singing in any language she understood, but their tone was haunting, and the words evoked feelings of both joy and sadness in her. She clenched her fist, turning her eyes towards the sound at the same time as Cathel did. 
 
   A warm glow had begun to spread over the area in which the wisp hovered. Cathel tensed, taking a step closer so that he was between Rae and it. As Rae watched, a figure stepped out of the trees, flanked by several glowing wisps of light. A soft white light preceded her, touching the stone of the ruins and making them glow faintly as she took a step towards them. Rae heard Cathel take in a sharp breath. 
 
   She was beautiful, but in an otherworldly, ethereal kind of way. Her hair was long and blond, and it was done up in an elaborate bun on top of her head, droplets of silver woven into it. The woman’s eyes were the palest gray that Rae had ever seen, so pale that they looked almost silver. She was tall and slender, and wore a string of silver beads around her neck that looked almost pearls, except they shimmered as she moved, light and shadow interspersing around them. She wore a white dress that brushed the ground lightly underneath her feet. It moved in a way that reminded her of water, the moonlight catching it and playing across the fabric like the moon over the ocean. 
 
   The woman was barefoot, strings of silver gracing her wrist, but somehow, despite her simple garb, something about her reminded Rae of a queen. 
 
   She was a queen, Rae realized, the fingers of one hand closing over her chest. She was a queen. And in that moment, Rae understood why the people of the Twilight Realm both feared and respected the Edgelands. 
 
   She stopped in front of them, regarding them coolly. Cathel moved so that he was standing in front of Rae, and slowly, cautiously, removed his hand from the hilt of his sword, bowing deeply from the waist. She could sense his tension, his nervousness, and his fear, but none of those feelings showed on his face. 
 
    “Hail, High Lord,” said Cathel. “...We mean you no harm.” 
 
   Her eyes moved towards Cathel, and Rae held her breath, suddenly aware of the gravity of the situation. The woman could accept Cathel’s words for what they were, or she could kill them here and now, and neither of them would be able to stop her. Her eyes moved from Cathel to Rae, and Rae felt the weight of her stare, resisting the urge to take a step back.
 
   The silence was broken by the sound of a child’s laughter ringing through the air, bouncing off the stones of the ruins. 
 
   “Tarethan! Tarethan!” called a young girl, emerging from the woods behind the High Lord. She was dressed similarly to the High Lord, but wore much simpler garb. She wore a dress that came up to her knees, and her long blond hair was unbound, silver flowers scattered through it in a delicate chain. Her eyes were a bright blue, and the light that surrounded her was tinged slightly with gold. Like the High Lord, she was barefoot. If she were human, Rae guessed that she would be about eight or nine years old, but she was Ivali, and there was no telling how old she was.  
 
   The girl ran up to Cathel, a bright grin on her face. She spread her arms wide, launching herself at him. Cathel’s eyes widened, and he reflexively opened his arms to catch her, swinging around with her momentum as he caught her and wrapped his arms around her. She giggled in delight as he put her down, taking a half step back and looking up at him, with her hands clasped behind her back. 
 
   Cathel blinked in surprise, looking down at her. “You…” he began, his eyes widening in recognition. 
 
   The girl only giggled, tilting her head to the side as she looked at the High Lord. “Atara, estali tarethan,” she said. 
 
   Cathel looked away from the girl, understanding dawning on his face as he looked at the High Lord. “…Atara…” he repeated under his breath. 
 
   The High Lord’s expression softened, and she nodded once at the girl, a smile appearing on her face as she turned towards Cathel. “Neither do I mean you harm, Tarethan,” she said, her voice soft and musical. “For the kindness you have afforded my daughter, you are always welcome on my lands.” Her eyes moved towards Rae, her expression growing serious again. 
 
   “But I would speak with the Arbiter.” 
 
   Rae stared back at her, a look of surprise on her face. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight: The Lady of the Moon
 
   Rae watched from the hillside overlooking the ruins as Cathel and the Ivali child played, the child laughing as she spoke with him. There was a bright grin on her face, and she occasionally rocked back and forth on her heels, as though she could barely contain her excitement. Cathel seemed a little confused by this current turn of events, but he laughed at her antics, going along with her games and saying things to her that Rae couldn't quite hear from where she was standing. They must have been amusing, because the child's grin only grew, and she would laugh and take him by the hand to show him something else. She spoke in broken Common, and it was obvious that she had only started learning the language, but occasionally she would point something out, and Cathel would give her the right word to describe it.
 
   Rae folded her arms, the barest hint of a smile appearing on her face as she watched them. The High Lord came to stand next to her, watching the scene as well. There was a slight air of sadness in her silvery gray eyes, but she wore a smile on her face as she turned towards Rae. 
 
   "Ania has taken it upon herself to learn Common, in the hopes that she could see him again," said the High Lord. "She has managed so much in so short a time."
 
   "How old is she?" asked Rae.
 
   "She is just a little over one hundred and fifty years old.”
 
   Rae stared at the child as she played with Cathel. "Really? That old?"
 
   "Ania is my daughter," said the High Lord. "She is of the High Blood. Time flows differently for her. But despite all of that, the tarethan managed to attract her notice. It is a rare thing, to find a person like him."
 
   She paused, considering this as she watched Cathel. “What did he do?” 
 
   "…He defied the traditions and customs of his people in order to do what he believed was right. In doing so, he saved Ania from a terrible curse. There are many among the Ivali who would not have done such a thing. And such a thing was not believed possible from the humans beyond the Borderlands, nor was it believed possible from the mages of the Five Towers. It was Ania who marked him as tarethan, friend of the High Court, and it is a mark rightly deserved. It shines bright against him, Arbiter, a blinding light. There are none of us who would fail to see it.” 
 
   "Cathel did that…?" asked Rae, watching him. Ania ran up to him, grabbing him by the hands, and spinning him around. He awkwardly followed, but gave her something that sounded much like a reproach. She only smiled in return, giving him a mischievous grin before grabbing one of the wisps out of the air and presenting it to him. The mage sighed and ran a hand through his hair, then reached out and patted her lightly on the head.
 
   "You give him too little credit, Arbiter," said the High Lord, turning towards her. "The two of you are much alike. Like him, you hide your kindness inside, instead putting on the guise of indifference. But true light cannot be hidden."
 
   "Why do you call me that?" Rae folded her arms tightly against her chest. "Arbiter?"
 
   "You bear a mark," said the High Lord, turning towards her.
 
   Her thoughts traveled to the black mark that Cathel had drawn forth from her arm, the geis that the Reaper had placed on her. "I know," she said. "Cathel told me."
 
   "I do not speak of the Reaper's mark, though you bear that as well," said the High Lord. “I do not even speak of a mark like the tarethan's. I speak of deeper marks, deeper magic, of marks in your blood and in your breath and in your being. You have been marked as Arbiter, and that is something that none of the High Lords of the Ivali can fail to see."
 
   "I don't even know what that's supposed to mean. What am I supposed to do as Arbiter, exactly?"
 
   "You are meant to decide," said the High Lord. "Come. Walk with me a moment."
 
   She turned away, heading down a path into the forest. Rae was fairly certain the path had not been there before, but it appeared as soon as the High Lord began to walk into the woods, the forest parting for her like water on both sides. She cast a last look at Cathel and Ania before following the High Lord into the woods, walking just slightly behind her and to her right.
 
   "…In ancient times," said the High Lord as they walked, "the Arbiter was one who decided. They were the ultimate judge of matters between the High Court and its counterpart, the Dark Court. The Arbiter traditionally lived under the protection of both Queens, and was acknowledged in equal parts by the High Court and the Dark Court. In order for an Arbiter to be appointed to their station, they had to gain the support of half of the High Court and half of the Dark Court—ten Lords in total.” 
 
   Rae brushed aside a branch with her hand, following the High Lord through the twisting path. "The Dark Court too?” she asked. 
 
   The woman gave her a small smile. "The Arbiter must be fair," she said. "There are some of the Dark Court who object to the ruling of a human. Though none would ever openly defy an Arbiter's Ruling, there are a few who would secretly plot an Arbiter's—especially a fledgeling Arbiter's—harm. But there are also some who would support you, or at least give you your fair chance. I will give you their names, if you pass my test."
 
   "…And if I don't pass?" asked Rae, raising an eyebrow.
 
   "Then I will not, and I will send you on your way to meet your fate.”
 
   Something in the matter of fact way the High Lord said that chilled her. Rae f the High Lord as the path beneath them began to slope downward, heading away from them.
 
   "…So you called me out here to…what? To test me?" asked Rae.
 
   "I will test you, Arbiter," said the High Lord, holding her hand up. "But in due time. Tonight, I came only to speak with you. Tomorrow, I will begin your test."
 
   "Hold on a second," said Rae, stopping in her tracks. The High Lord turned to face her, a questioning look on her face. "You're taking a lot of things for granted here," said Rae. "I can't be the Arbiter. I'm not the sort of person you want deciding important things like that. And I can't stay here. I have to go back to my realm."
 
   "Do you?" asked the woman, raising an eyebrow. "Or is that simply something that you perceive as your responsibility?"
 
   Rae's eyes widened, and she fell silent, her mouth snapping shut. In this, the High Lord was right. There was nothing for her in her own world. No friends, no family, and no reason why she would ever have to go back. The High Lord sighed, turning away from her and continuing to walk. Rae hesitated, before following.
 
   "…In the Daylight Realm, there is something called university," said the High Lord. "You were a student at such an institution. What were you studying?"
 
   "…Pre-law," Rae admitted, her voice soft.
 
   "So even then, it seems like you were bound by your own destiny," said the High Lord.
 
   Rae said nothing in response to that, instead changing the subject. "How did you know that about me?" she asked.
 
   "I am the moon," said the High Lord. "I see all that must be seen, in this world and in yours."
 
   "I can't be the Arbiter," said Rae again, her voice softer as she turned towards the High Lord. "I don't…I don't know how."
 
   "That is why you must be tested," said the High Lord. "The test of an Arbiter is also their training. But the training is only a small part of who you are. You would not bear the mark of Arbiter, if you did not bear the necessary abilities as well. The ability to choose your fate, and the fates placed in your hands."
 
   Rae said nothing to that, watching as the path beneath their feet evened out, becoming rockier. The trees were thinner in this area too, and in front of her, they seemed to be composed entirely of willows. If she listened, she thought she could hear the sound of water.
 
   "…You seek Kaeltharin," said the High Lord after a while.
 
   "I do.”
 
   "And what do you intend to do with it once you find it?"
 
   She didn't respond, looking away. The High Lord turned towards her, her expression solemn. "That is another thing you must decide. But you are not the first Arbiter to seek the Shard of the Star. My test, and my training, will aid you in your search."
 
   She walked through a curtain of willow, and Rae followed, stopping in her tracks as she reached the other side. The forest around her had been completely transformed. She and the High Lord stood at the edge of a small pool of water, the moonlight reflecting off of its surface. Several small spirits played in the beams of moonlight that drifted over the water's surface, laughing with each other as they appeared and disappeared in the shifting light, vague shapes in the water. Up ahead, near the bank, a group of small, human-like faces poked out from above the water's surface, watching the two of them curiously. Some smooth stones had been laid out around the pool of water, paths leading deeper into the forest and lit by vague lights. Here and there, she saw delicate arches made of white stone, supporting lamps that shone with a soft light. In a few places, the grass grew thick, almost like a carpet over the areas that were not underwater.
 
   The arches reminded her of a palace, and the more Rae stared, the more she realized that that was what it was. In some way, this was the High Lord's palace, and of this place, she was queen.
 
   The sound of laughter drew her attention to one of the paths leading to the place, and as she watched, Ania came into view, dragging a confused Cathel by the hand. He looked up at her from across the pond as he emerged, understanding dawning on his face as he glanced at the child beside him.
 
   The High Lord stepped forward, turning so that she was facing Cathel as well. "Tarethan, Arbiter," she said. "You will retire here tonight, as my honored guests." She turned toward Rae. "Tomorrow night, we will speak more," she promised.
 
   Rae shook her head. "You're assuming I'm going to stay," she said. "What if I don't want to be Arbiter?"
 
   "That is also a decision you must make," said the High Lord, smiling at her. She raised her hand, touching her finger lightly to the area above Rae's heart. "You are Arbiter," she said. "In here. That, you cannot change. But if you wish not to take on the station, than you must simply decide not to. Your Ruling cannot be overturned." Her expression grew serious, and her hand fell away. "But understand that when you accepted the Reaper's deal, you accepted the weight of this decision. These events have already been set into motion. What task you have started, you must complete."
 
   "You may decide not to stay for your training," said the High Lord. "But know this. Should you leave, our paths will not cross again."
 
   Rae looked the High Lord in the eye, as if trying to gauge how serious she truly was. There was no anger in the High Lord's expression, but there was a definite sense of finality there. In that instant, Rae knew that the woman was telling the truth. If she left, she would get no other chance to meet with this High Lord.
 
   "I can give you the things you need to survive," said the High Lord. "I can equip you with knowledge that will help you in your search for the Shard. But in the end, it is your choice. You can walk away, but know that if you do, you will have no other chance to train with me, and no other High Lord will acknowledge you if it is revealed that you walked away from me. So I ask you, will you stay until tomorrow night?"
 
   Rae stared at the High Lord, taking a deep breath. She didn't want to stay. Staying would mean that on some level, she acknowledged that there was truth in the High Lord's words. But the High Lord was right. She could, in theory, decide to walk away, but that would be a stupid decision to make. In a world like this, who else would help her? Who else would acknowledge her?
 
   If all she had to do as Arbiter was make this one choice…well, she was going to do that anyway, wasn't she?
 
   She glanced over at Cathel to see if he had heard the High Lord's words and saw that he was watching her, his expression expectant. He gave no indication what decision he wanted her to make, and she understood in that moment why. This was her journey. He was only meant to be her guide. He would leave her to make this choice herself.
 
   She took a deep breath, clenching her fist against her own fear and apprehension as she nodded at the High Lord. "…I'll stay," she said.
 
   "Then I will let you rest," said the High Lord. "And I will return at moonrise tomorrow. You may wander this place of your own free will. None will harm you while you are under my protection. Whatever you need while you are here, I will provide."
 
   "Mm," said Rae, nodding once.
 
   Ania stepped forward, a serious expression on her face as she faced her mother. She shouted something in her language. It sounded very much like a request. Rae glanced over at the High Lord as she replied, saying something good-naturedly in the same language. Ania nodded, turning towards Cathel and Rae. She took a deep breath, as if fighting to find the words.
 
   "Sarivien," said Cathel towards her, an encouraging smile on his face.
 
   Ania nodded, glancing from Rae and back to Cathel. "I…stay here?" she asked slowly. "Tonight?"
 
   Cathel exchanged glances with Rae. Rae blinked, realizing that Ania was looking at her expectantly. She resisted the urge to comment about another Ivali asking her to make a decision. The look of childish hope on Ania's face was something she just didn't have the heart to crush. She looked back at Cathel, then shrugged. "It doesn't matter to me," she said.
 
   "Yes," said Cathel as Ania looked back at him in confusion.
 
   Ania's expression broke into a bright grin. "I show you where best place to sleep," she said, her excitement seeming to break through her earlier shyness about her language skills. The High Lord smiled, watching as Ania grabbed Cathel by the hand and led him around to meet them.
 
   "I leave my daughter in your care, then," she said. "Good night, Tarethan. Arbiter."
 
   Cathel pulled his hand out of Ania's grip, stopping where he was and offering the High Lord a deep bow. "Good night, High Lord," he said respectfully. Rae noticed with a slight touch of surprise that he actually sounded respectful, as opposed to the empty obeisance he had shown the masters. "Thank you for your hospitality."
 
   "Yeah…" said Rae, glancing at the High Lord. "…Good night."
 
   The High Lord nodded at both of them, turning and walking back the way she came. As Rae watched, the forest seemed to close up behind her, slowly fading away. Ania waved goodbye as her mother left, then continued to lead them towards the path on the other side of the lake. Cathel said nothing as he reached her, simply giving her a glance out of the corner of his eye as he walked past her and began heading down the path as well.
 
    
 
   Rae sat overlooking the pool of water, her hand resting on the ground beside her. Ania had led them to a bank above the pond that was covered with leafy vines, a willow tree stretching overhead. The vines were unnaturally soft to lie on, softer than any plant Rae had ever felt. It almost felt like she was lying in a bed, and she would have questioned it, had so many strange things not already occurred.
 
   It was beautiful, seated where they were. The surface of the pond was as smooth as glass, reflecting the moon above in its depths. Once in a while, she would see the water ripple, and catch sight of one of the small water spirits she had noticed earlier. They kept their distance most of the time, but Rae occasionally saw them eye her and Cathel curiously, before going back to their games.
 
   Ania was sprawled out across Cathel's lap, her eyes closed in sleep with her head pillowed on her arm. The fingers of her free hand dangled over the side, an unfinished string of white flowers resting between her fingertips. One of Cathel's hands rested lightly on her arm, occasionally moving to pat down the girl's long blond hair when she shifted and murmured in her sleep.
 
   Like this, aside from the faint glow surrounding her, she looked like an ordinary child. It was hard to believe she was over a hundred and fifty years old.
 
   "She's tired out?" asked Rae, turning towards Cathel. She kept her voice low so as not to wake her.
 
   "Looks like," said Cathel, glancing down at Ania.
 
   "She seems to really like you," commented Rae, idly twining one of the slender vines between her fingers.
 
   "I suppose," said Cathel with a shrug. He looked away, as if he didn't care, but she didn't miss the gentleness and reverence with which he handled the child. She thought back to their first meeting, to the somewhat rough manner with which he had addressed her. He had shouted at her then, asked her if she was insane, but his touch had been gentle when he took her arm. Where had the roughness come from, then? Fear?
 
   She assumed that he hated her, but then he had defended her against the masters. She'd seen him step in front of her when they mentioned killing her. He protected her…like he protected Ania now…
 
   She didn't much like the turn her thoughts were taking. Rae turned her eyes to the surface of the lake again, drawing her knees up close to herself and wrapping her arms around her legs.
 
   "…So do we just stay here?" she asked, not turning towards him.
 
   "Mm," said Cathel, nodding. "For now. There's no point in going further out into the woods. We might not be able to find our way back. Besides, this is probably as safe as the Edgelands are going to get."
 
   "What about our stuff?" she asked, remembering the dome they had made in the ruins.
 
   Cathel pointed over into the distance. Rae turned her head. Their packs lay at the base of the willow tree, next to their bedrolls. The bedrolls had been neatly rolled up, and were stacked on top of each other. They looked just as though she and Cathel had broken camp and put them away, except she had never seen Cathel leave, and knew for a fact that she hadn't left.
 
   "Ivali?" she asked.
 
   "The High Lord's servants, probably," said Cathel.
 
   "That's convenient," muttered Rae.
 
   "Mm," said Cathel. His hand moved to soothe Ania as she whimpered in her sleep, and Rae saw the little girl move closer. The sight of the two of them, mage and Ivali child, was heartwarming, and Rae looked away again. She lay back, staring up at the expanse of stars over her head. The bed of leaves beneath her was soft, and she felt herself start to grow sleepy, reminding her that she had taken first watch. She forced herself to stay awake a little while longer, looking up at the sky.
 
   "…Aren't you going to ask?" she asked after a while.
 
   "Ask what?" asked Cathel.
 
   "You know…" said Rae, not looking at him. "The things the High Lord talked about. This whole Arbiter business. Aren't you going to ask?"
 
   "Why?" asked Cathel. "…You'll tell me when you want to."
 
   She said nothing, folding her hands together over her stomach as she looked up at the sky through the willow branches. Her fingers curled inward slightly, her grip tightening. She thought he would have a million questions. She wanted him to have a million questions, because she would hate that, and it would give her a reason to hate him. A reason to push him away and avoid getting attached. But damn him, he understood. He knew she didn't like to be pushed, and he was going to, what? Give her space? Give her time to sort out her thoughts?
 
   She felt anger bubble up inside of her, and she turned away, rolling onto her side and pulling her cloak around herself.
 
   How dare he? How dare he understand her so well?
 
   Didn't he know that she was trying to save him, by making herself hate him? It irritated her to no end.
 
   "I'm going to sleep," said Rae. "Night."
 
   "Mm, night," said Cathel in response.
 
   She closed her eyes, but it was a while before sleep came to her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine: Choice and Consequence
 
   The High Lord came at moonrise, as promised. By the time she arrived, Rae and Cathel had already spent a good portion of their day in training. Cathel had woken her up in the morning for sword work, explaining that this was probably the best time for her to learn the basics. The two of them had trained in the shadow of one of the trees until noon as Ania watched. Ania, Rae quickly learned, made up quite the critical audience. She laughed whenever Rae made a mistake, and burst into a fit of giggles once when the girl lost her footing and fell flat on her face. It was annoying, but Rae had to admit that she was learning faster with Ania there, if only because she wanted to shut her up. 
 
   After lunch, which as promised, appeared mysteriously in the shadow of one of the trees nearest them, Ania had shown Rae one of the smaller, more private pools that dotted the glade, and Rae took advantage of the opportunity to wash the dirt and sweat of the road and the morning’s activities off of herself. In the afternoon, Cathel led her in another magic lesson, and as the sun began to shift towards the western horizon, she found herself drawn into another game with Ania. 
 
   That was how they were when the High Lord found her. She was half-heartedly counting backwards from ten, as Ania disappeared into the woods. Rae hated this game. She had assumed at the outset that Ania would be easy to find, because children tended to hide in the obvious places. But Ania’s Ivali nature seemed to be at play here, because she could disappear for what felt like hours before the seekers finally gave up, and she managed to find them each and every time. 
 
   Because of that, she was almost relieved when the High Lord stepped into view, interrupting her. 
 
   The High Lord didn’t say anything, not even to give them instructions or to greet them. She simply looked Rae in the eye and turned, heading off further into the woods. Rae followed, leaving Cathel and Ania behind to finish the game. 
 
   The High Lord led her to a platform of white stone, resting on the banks of one of the small streams that fed the pool. Rae placed her hand on the stone as she passed beneath its delicate arches, coming to face the High Lord. The platform looked overgrown by vines, but that seemed to be by design, because the stone was smooth and unmarred by any cracks. 
 
   “I am prepared to begin your training,” said the High Lord. “If you are willing.” 
 
   She stared at the High Lord. Silence fell over the two of them. The High Lord said nothing, simply watching her, waiting for her answer. Rae wondered if she was ever going to say something, to hurry Rae along in some way, but she didn’t. It took her a moment to understand why. 
 
   The High Lord didn’t care about time. Compared to her, she had forever. 
 
   It was Rae who was constrained by time.
 
   She took a deep breath. “I’m willing.”
 
   “What do you see here?” asked the High Lord, gesturing at the platform around them. 
 
   “Ruins.”
 
   “Are they?” asked the High Lord. “Consider your words carefully, Arbiter.” 
 
   Rae glanced at the area around her, taking it all in. She shook her head. “…Not ruins. They’ve been made to look like this by design.” 
 
   “Does it displease you?” asked the High Lord. 
 
   Rae stared at her, wondering why the High Lord was asking her opinion on the interior decorating. But when the High Lord said nothing and simply began watching her again, she realized that she was serious. The High Lord wanted an answer, and Rae knew that only the truth would satisfy her here. 
 
   “…No.”
 
   “Why not?” asked the High Lord. 
 
   “Because this place is yours. It fits you. If this were my place, I would be unhappy about it, because I’d think it was falling into disrepair, but you and I are very different, and this is perfect for you.” 
 
   “You would live in a house of stone, given the choice,” said the High Lord. It wasn’t a question. 
 
   “Yes,” said Rae, nodding. 
 
   “…Would you then force me and my daughter to live in a house of stone, as you do?” 
 
   Rae shook her head emphatically. She didn’t even need to think about that answer. Four walls and a roof couldn’t contain them. It would simply stifle them. “No,” she said. 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “…Because you were meant to be out here,” said Rae. “What I think of as shelter would be a prison for you.” 
 
   The High Lord stared at her, as if judging her honesty, before nodding slowly. “You have answered well. Remember this truth, Arbiter. There are many who would, given the power that you have, attempt to put forth childish Rulings in an attempt to make us the same as them. We are not the same. Even among the Ivali, even among the High Blood, we are not the same. If you are to judge, than this is a truth you must understand and take to heart.” 
 
   She turned away from Rae, walking towards the open space that overlooked the river. Rae turned towards her, but didn’t attempt to follow her. “Say, for example, that the dispute was between myself and my sister, the Shadow Queen,” said the High Lord. “My sister wished to combine our forces and join our lands together. She looks at her lands and thinks to herself ‘The moon looks over my castle every night. There is no reason why my sister, Alcian, cannot govern from here.’ Knowing what you know about me, what would my response be?” 
 
   “You’d probably refuse…” said Rae.
 
   “So, I refuse,” said the High Lord, nodding once. “In my haste, I inadvertently insult my sister. The insult angers her, and she responds in kind. The two of us argue, and the argument dissolves into threats. She believes that I am spurning her hospitality, and that I have insulted her pride and her character greatly. I believe that she is being unreasonable, and is trying to control me. The dispute reaches the ears of the Queen, and the Arbiter is brought in to judge.”
 
   She looked up, her eyes fixing on Rae. “In whose favor would you Rule?”
 
   Rae folded her arms, thinking the problem over. The main issue in this case was a misunderstanding. Both sisters had started out with nothing but good intentions, but miscommunication and the inability to understand each other had caused it to dissolve into chaos. She shook her head after a while, looking up at the High Lord. “I’d Rule in favor of no one.”
 
   “Why would you do such a thing?” asked the High Lord. 
 
   “Because both parties are at fault. Your sister doesn’t understand that you, as the lady of the moon, can't live inside a castle. And you don’t understand that your sister is just worried about you and wants you to have a stable home. I’d explain both of that, and say that in this case, it’s both no one’s fault and everyone’s fault for continuing the argument.” 
 
   “…But what if I or my sister state that while that may be the case, insults were exchanged in the course of the argument that could not be forgiven.” 
 
   “I’d deal with each insult on a case-by-case basis,” said Rae. “But that no longer applies to the original issue. It has to do with how you treated each other afterward” 
 
   “And if you found that over the course of the argument, she insulted me repeatedly, while I said very few things against her, except to try and explain my case. What then?” 
 
   Rae frowned. Was that supposed to be a trick question? “Then, I’d Rule in your favor, High Lord,” she said. 
 
   “And if you found the opposite?” 
 
   “I’d Rule in her favor.” 
 
   “Even though you know me, and not her?” asked the High Lord, raising an eyebrow. “Even though I took you in to my home and cared for you for a time? You would rule against me?” 
 
   “If I had reason to,” said Rae. “You said it yourself. The Arbiter has to be fair.” 
 
   “Good,” said the High Lord, nodding. “You must never be afraid to make a Ruling. If you attempt to please everyone, you will only meet with disaster. Choose the party you know, and people say you have accepted a bribe. Choose the party you do not know, and people call you a traitor. Choose the middle ground, and people say you are indecisive and afraid. Decide not to choose, and people say you are shirking your duty. But all of these are Rulings, and they are your responsibility. If you attain this position, you must be prepared to gain the ire of the powerful so that justice can be obtained.” 
 
   “If I attain this position,” repeated Rae, stressing the first word as she turned to face the High Lord fully. 
 
   A faint smile appeared on the High Lord’s face. “Yes,” she said. “If. In the end, that is your Ruling to make as well.” She glanced back at her. “Join me for a walk?” she asked. 
 
   Rae nodded once, following the High Lord into the forest. 
 
   They talked for a while as they walked, but their conversation no longer turned to the subject of the Arbiter. If Rae had to describe it, she would say that the topics seemed random, small talk almost. The High Lord asked her how she was enjoying her stay and how Ania was behaving. She spoke of stories from Ania’s childhood, and stories of the previous Arbiters she knew. Rae said nothing for most of the conversation, answering questions when she was asked and occasionally pausing to comment on something. When the walk was over, the High Lord led her back to the glade, where Cathel and Ania waited. 
 
   The same thing happened the next day. Cathel roused her in the morning for their sword work, and the two of them began sparring for the first time, Cathel using another wooden sword that he created. She misjudged a block, causing Cathel’s sword to strike her fingers, and their training was cut short as he examined the extent of the damage. She got a lesson on medicinal plants and herbs then, and discovered that Cathel’s Edictal Series could be used to command water to freeze into ice. Once it was clear that nothing had been broken, Cathel sternly corrected her grip and the two of them began practicing again. 
 
   The High Lord came for her again that night, leading her back to the river. Again, the conversation stayed stubbornly away from the subject of Kaeltharin, instead turning into a discussion about whether a High Lord’s servants could place charges on their master in a dispute. Unsurprisingly, the High Lord argued from the Lord’s perspective, while Rae’s thoughts took on a more democratic turn. If the High Lord seemed displeased by her answers, she didn’t show it, instead sitting beside Rae and watching as her own servants played in the water. They didn’t appear during the day, only coming out when the moon hung in the sky. 
 
   “Why are all the Arbiters human?” asked Rae as they resumed their conversation, looking over at the High Lord. 
 
   “Because none of the Ivali can be truly impartial, where Courts and Lords and loyalties are concerned,” said the High Lord, turning towards Rae. “And none of us would have ruled in favor of the subjects, like you have done. Sometimes, it takes an outsider’s perspective to end a conflict, but only if the outsider truly understands what caused the conflict in the first place.” 
 
   Their conversation ended that night without a single mention of the Shard of the Star or of the Reaper’s geis. 
 
   On the third day, she mastered the spell to start a fire. Cathel sat beside her on one of the banks that led into the pool of water, watching her as she held the flames cautiously in her hand, transferring them from hand to hand as if still unable to believe that they wouldn’t burn her. 
 
   “I meant what I said,” he said. “You’re a fast learner.” 
 
   “It took me longer than the last one,” said Rae, looking up at him. She closed her hands, extinguishing the flames. 
 
   “It normally does,” said Cathel, resting one arm across his knee. “Months longer.” 
 
   “It feels like months,” muttered Rae bitterly under her breath, watching as Ania amused herself across the pond with the faint outline of a dryad she had managed to rouse from its tree. “Three nights without any mention of the Shard…” 
 
   “Don’t think about it like that,” said Cathel. “…You have to stay for as long as you need to. Don’t rush the High Lord.” 
 
   She said nothing. Deep down, she knew that Cathel was right. There was no better way for her to spend her time than spending it here, learning…well, learning something from the High Lord, she assumed. But the slow pace of their lessons was grating on her. By tomorrow, she would have been in the Twilight Realm a week. She couldn’t help but remember that she only had fifty-one left, and there was no telling how long traveling to the Shard would take. 
 
   But wandering around lost in the Edgelands would probably eat up more time in the end than waiting to see what the High Lord wanted.
 
   She sighed in frustration, laying back in the grass and watching the clouds pass overhead. 
 
   The next day, the High Lord came before sunset. 
 
   Rae looked up from her seat next to the lake, watching the High Lord make her way over to her with the same practiced grace. She glanced up at the sky, but sure enough, the sun was still present, although it looked to be around late afternoon. She got to her feet, brushing stray blades of grass off of the fabric of her traveling clothes. She glanced at Cathel out of the corner of her eye, but the mage was already studiously looking the other way, his attention drawn to the book he had brought with him. 
 
   “Arbiter,” said the High Lord as she reached her. “It is good to see you well.” 
 
   “…High Lord,” said Rae tentatively, glancing back up at the sky. “…You’re early.” 
 
   “I am,” said the High Lord, pointing at the eastern horizon. “The moon rises before the sun sets today,” she said. “And our lesson is better held early than late. Follow me.” 
 
   Rae nodded, cautiously following the High Lord into the woods. This time, they didn’t go far, staying just out of earshot of Cathel and Ania and standing next to the larger river that fed the lake. The water flowed strongly in this spot, splashing merrily against the rocks and bubbling down towards the greater portion of the pool. She kept a careful distance from the edge, standing next to the High Lord. 
 
   “…You have not asked me about Kaeltharin,” said the High Lord after a while, watching the sky begin to grow orange. 
 
   Rae folded her arms. She tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle the sudden hopeful feeling that she felt. She had been waiting for the High Lord to speak about the Shard since they first arrived here, but now, four days in, she was starting to believe that that moment would never come. “…I thought you’d bring it up, on your own time.”
 
   “I had always intended to,” said the High Lord. “I will tell you what you need to know. In due time. There are still a few more things I must speak with you about.” 
 
   Rae watched the High Lord carefully. “…I’m listening” 
 
   “Do you understand,” asked the High Lord. “what it truly means to be Arbiter?” 
 
   “…I make decisions,” answered Rae. The past few days, their conversations had been solely about her duties as Arbiter. Even though Rae was not sure she wanted to take on that responsibility…and in fact was almost certain she was going to refuse it, she knew the importance of the High Lord’s test. She had answered all of the questions truthfully. “My final decisions can’t be overturned. I get to decide on things that involve me, or things that are brought to my attention.” 
 
   “As Arbiter, you are given the most freedom of any position of office,” said the High Lord. “You have the ability to decide. None can deny you the right to make whatever ruling seems right to you. Understand that. But understand as well that as Arbiter, you are the most bound. You yourself are bound by your decisions. Your Rulings cannot be overturned, not even by you. As such…you are responsible for the consequences of your actions.” 
 
   Rae folded her arms, her expression growing thoughtful as she stared down at the water. “…You’re talking about the deal I made with the Reaper,” she said quietly. 
 
   “In part,” said the High Lord. “Do you understand why the Reaper could not simply kill you?” 
 
   She shrugged. She had thought about it once, wondering why the Reaper didn’t simply take her life like he had with all others. The best answer she could come up with was that he liked to toy with her. She was an interesting puzzle for him—a girl who could see him and could see what he did. 
 
   It hadn't always been that way, she remembered. There was a time when the Reaper had been content to simply observe her. That was before he discovered that she had a voice of her own. The memory of their confrontation came back to her. She lowered her eyes as she always did at the memory. It wasn't something she liked to remember. Would she have taken it back if she could? Probably. 
 
   But he had taken Hallie. Someone needed to speak for Hallie, or no one would have. 
 
   “No,” she said. “I thought he just wanted to torture me.” 
 
   “In a way, he does,” said the High Lord. “He has always been somewhat vindictive. But understand, had you been anyone else, if he wanted to kill you, you would already be dead. But you are Arbiter. He cannot kill you. He has to make you decide to die—to choose that fate of your own free will.” 
 
   Rae stared at the river as the weight of the High Lord’s words began to rest on her. The Reaper couldn’t kill her without her consent, but by agreeing to his deal, then she had basically given him consent. She had made her choice. 
 
   …And the Arbiter’s Ruling could not be overturned. 
 
   Her hand curled into a fist, a scowl appearing on her face as her eyes narrowed. 
 
   “…Bastard…” 
 
   If the High Lord thought anything about her language, she didn’t show it. Instead, she simply nodded at Rae, turning towards her. “You begin to understand.” 
 
   “So if I don’t give him Kaeltharin in a year, I’ve basically given him the only opening he’ll ever get to kill me,” she said. 
 
   “Or worse,” said the High Lord quietly, her expression growing far off as she turned away from Rae. “The Reaper would not be called the Thief of Souls if he only brought death.”
 
   Rae suddenly felt cold. She knew from the beginning that he meant for her to fail out here, but it was only now that she began to understand just how deep his machinations ran. And she had the feeling she was only scratching the surface of it. “…And if I win, I leave him with a weapon,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Yes,” said the High Lord. “If you make that choice.” 
 
   “What other choice do I have?” asked Rae, looking up at the High Lord. “I can’t fight him.” 
 
   “Can’t you?” asked the High Lord, raising an eyebrow at her. “You assume that you only have two choices—win or lose. You are Arbiter. You always have other options.” She looked away from Rae, looking out at the woods across the river as the sun began to set. “…There was a time when the Reaper was a Lord of the Dark Court.” 
 
   Rae waited, but the High Lord didn’t say anything else. She looked up at the High Lord. “…And?” she prompted. 
 
   The High Lord stared at her as if she had just asked a question with an obvious answer. It was the same look Rae would have given someone, if they had asked her what color the sky was. “…The High Court and the Dark Court are equal in strength. To fight the Reaper, you would need strength equal to that of a High Lord.” 
 
   Rae stared. She didn’t need magic to know how strong the High Lord was. She had most of her life to tell how strong the Reaper was. How was she supposed to win in a fight against either of them? She had less than no chance. 
 
   “I don’t have that kind of power.”
 
   “You don’t,” agreed the High Lord. “…Yet. But an Arbiter—a true Arbiter—is never defenseless. If you find Kaeltharin, find but not give it to him, then you have not overturned the Ruling you established with the Reaper. If you find Kaeltharin, it will give you power, but only if you are ready. In one year, the Reaper will come for you. That is certain. Kaeltharin will help, but it will not be enough.” 
 
   “I will give you a weapon,” said the High Lord. “I will give you a weapon that can defeat even the Reaper. I will give you the acknowledgment that has been granted the Arbiters since the beginning of time.” 
 
   The High Lord’s words were sharp, edged with steel. Rae watched the woman, a look of surprise on her face. The whole time she had spoken with the High Lord, she had seemed…detached. Indifferent, almost. As if it didn’t matter to her whether Rae became Arbiter or not, or as if it didn’t matter to her whether or not she succeeded in her quest. But now, something was different about her. There was actual emotion in her words, anger and vehemence and determination in her voice. 
 
   She couldn’t care less about whether or not Rae succeeded as Arbiter, she realized. She just wanted to see the Reaper die. 
 
   A thought occurred to her, something she had been wondering since the first day she, Ania, and Cathel had spent in the High Lord’s glade. 
 
   “…High Lord,” said Rae quietly. “…What happened to Ania’s father?” 
 
   The High Lord’s fists clenched, although no emotion showed on her face. Rae held her breath, wondering if the High Lord would kill her for daring to ask the question. But instead, the High Lord simply exhaled, and seemed to diminish somewhat. For one moment, her eyes became sad, and for that one moment, she almost didn’t look like a queen. 
 
   “He is lost to us,” she said bitterly. “He has been lost to us for many years.” She looked up at Rae, and this time her eyes were hard again. Suddenly, she was once again a queen. 
 
   “…The Reaper took my consort from me, as he took your family from you,” said the High Lord. “You have been hurt by him, so perhaps you can begin to fathom the hurt the Reaper has inflicted on me and mine. For this, I am willing to help you gain your revenge. But I would not acknowledge you as Arbiter had I not first tested your resolve. You bear the qualities an Arbiter needs. The mark was not given to you in error. That is my test, but others will test you in different ways.” She slowly unclenched her fists, turning towards Rae. 
 
   “I will not appear to you for a few nights,” she said. “There are things I need to gather, before I can acknowledge you fully. I ask that you wait for my return. When I return, we will speak of Kaeltharin. Is this acceptable?” 
 
   Rae hesitated for only a moment. A few nights was more wasted time, but they would lose more time wandering around lost. She nodded once. “It is,” she said. “We’ll be here.” 
 
   “Good,” said the High Lord, nodding at her. “I suggest you pay close attention to the things the tarethan is teaching you. They will help you, upon my arrival.” 
 
   #
 
   It was three days before Rae saw the High Lord again. She was reading—having finally caved and asked Cathel to lend her the book he had brought, and was sitting with her back against one of the stone pillars in the raised platform the High Lord had shown her. Cathel and Ania sat in the center of the platform, Ania explaining something to Cathel. She spoke half in Common and half in her own language, and Cathel responded in kind. 
 
   She focused on the page she was reading as she listened idly to their conversation. She had picked up a bit of the Ivali language from Ania over the past few days. It helped her stave off some of the boredom, and it also eased her anxiousness about the High Lord’s coming. She couldn’t help but think that each day that ticked by was a day she could be moving, looking for Kaeltharin. 
 
   It was Cathel who saw the High Lord first. He caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye, and jumped to his feet when she approached. Rae set down her book, glancing over at her. The High Lord looked as regal as always, the same steely look in her eye that Rae had seen the first time she met the woman. 
 
   “…High Lord,” said Cathel, bowing. 
 
   She slowly got to her feet as well, setting aside Cathel’s book. 
 
   “Tarethan,” said the High Lord, turning towards Cathel. “You have been teaching the Arbiter magic, have you not?” 
 
   “I have,” said Cathel with a nod, his eyes moving over to Rae before going back to the High Lord. “Just the First Teachings.” 
 
   “In your opinion,” said the High Lord, “Do you think she is ready to learn a Series spell?” 
 
   Cathel considered the question for one weighty moment. “…I haven’t finished the Teachings,” he said. “But she’s talented. Yes, I think if there was someone who could teach her, she would be able to learn.” 
 
   “Good,” said the High Lord, turning towards Rae. “Come, Arbiter,” she said, turning on one heel and walking off into the woods. “I will teach you my Decadal Spell, as my acknowledgment of you.” 
 
   Rae started after the High Lord, doing her best to ignore the look of sudden shock on Cathel’s face. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten: Thrice Marked
 
   Decadal Spell.
 
   The High Lord's last words rang through Rae's mind as she followed her through the woods. She thought back to the look on Cathel's face as the High Lord mentioned that name. Rae's eyes fixed on the High Lord's back. Cathel's magic was the Edictal Series. He could command things, so it made sense that the series name was the adjective form of the word edict.
 
   Was this also a series, then?
 
   The Decadal Series…
 
   From what root word? Decade? Ten years?
 
   No…ten. A set of ten.
 
   Ten spells. Ten Lords.
 
   …Acknowledgment from half of the High Lords, and half of the Dark Lords. A power that was meant for her, as her right as Arbiter…
 
   Rae stopped as the High Lord stopped, realizing that they were now in a place she hadn't seen before. They had walked further up the river, and this seemed to be the place where the river began, bursting from a wall of rock just ahead of her. A delicate set of white stairs curled around the spring, leading to a small white pavilion. Rae followed the High Lord up the steps and realized that the pavilion contained a single flat pool. Its roof was open, the moonlight reflecting against the surface of the pool of water. The pool was divided by two white stone platforms, projecting out across its diameter. They didn't touch, so the pool wasn't completely bisected, but they faced each other.
 
   The High Lord moved to stand on the larger platform. Rae, understanding, stood on the smaller one, facing her. There was just enough room between the platforms that the two of them could join hands, if they stood at the edge and reached out. She could step over it easily, but somehow, she knew that doing so would be a show of great disrespect.
 
   "I have brought you here to the seat of my power in order to acknowledge you as Arbiter," said the High Lord. "I have come tonight prepared to teach you my Decadal Spell. Before I do this, there is one thing I must ask of you."
 
   "What?” asked Rae, meeting the High Lord's eyes. 
 
   "The Decadal Series is the most powerful series ever mastered by a human mage. It is the series of the Arbiters, and as such, its use has fallen into legend. There are many magical forces out there that can harm the Ivali. Few can harm them in the way that the Decadal Spells can. Each spell is a gift from a High Lord, carefully crafted by them. Each spell contains a small portion of their heart, and with it, their trust."
 
   Her eyes focused on Rae, and her expression was serious again. Rae once again felt dwarfed by this woman, who had seen countless ages and had seen people like her rise and fall. "I am giving you a great weapon," she said. "As Arbiter, I trust that you will use it well. But you are not recognized as Arbiter yet. Because of this, I must ask that you allow me to mark you with a geis before we begin."
 
   Rae stared at the High Lord. "A geis?" She thought back to the mark on her arm, the jagged black slash that held the Reaper's promise to come for her in one year.
 
   The High Lord nodded. Rae's eyes narrowed. 
 
   "…And what do you want me to do for you?"
 
   "One thing only. That you see this through to the end, whatever that end is. If you decide to run away, or to abandon your duty or your post as Arbiter, all of this power will leave you—this, and any Decadal Spell that you learn after this. Do you agree to my terms?"
 
   "…That's all?" asked Rae, a slightly surprised expression on her face as she watched the High Lord. "You just want me to finish this?"
 
   The High Lord nodded. "That is all. This power was meant only for Arbiters. You may choose to deny yourself your rank, but you must know that the Decadal Series and the Arbiter title are inseparable. You cannot have one without the other."
 
   She looked up, her silver eyes meeting Rae's. Rae held her gaze. It was hard. The High Lord's stare practically burned. "Do you accept my terms, Arbiter?"
 
   She couldn't allow this opportunity to pass her by. If this spell would actually allow her to fight the Reaper…to find Kaeltharin…she couldn't simply leave it be. She was, at the very least, smart enough to understand this. 
 
   Rae stared at the High Lord, before nodding once. "…I accept.”
 
   "Good," said the High Lord. "Now sit. I will endeavor to teach you my Spell."
 
   Rae sat, slowly lowering herself onto the smooth stone. She sat cross-legged, in the most comfortable position she could manage. The High Lord followed, sitting on the platform in front of her. She folded her legs underneath herself in one graceful movement, in stark contrast to Rae's abrupt dropping down. It reminded her in that moment how far apart she and the High Lord really were. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, placing her hands in the High Lord's when she held them out.
 
   "Close your eyes," said the High Lord, her hands closing over hers. "Take hold of your Source, and follow my instructions."
 
   Rae nodded, slowly letting out the breath she was holding and attempting to relax, as she sank back into her mind. Taking hold of her Source was something that had been hard for her in the beginning, but now that she had trained more with Cathel, it was something that was coming more and more naturally. She knew now not to rush in after it, instead reaching out towards it and inviting it to come into her.
 
   It did, and she grasped it close to herself, inhaling deeply as she felt that sudden rush of power. It thrummed within her grasp, waiting to be used, wanting to be drawn forth to the surface. Cathel had taught her two ways to do that, and was in the process of teaching her a third, but she held her Source where it was, not using any of those outlets as she waited for the High Lord's instructions.
 
   She felt the High Lord's hands move, her fingertips lightly brushing against Rae's knuckles.
 
   "…You have learned some the First Teachings," said the High Lord. "You understand how to let your power flow. Do not do that now. This spell is different. It does not form out of a projection of your Source. It is your Source. The Decadal Spells turn inward. They change you, turn you into something more than human. That is the power of the Decadal Series."
 
   Rae nodded to show that she was listening, even though it was hard to listen and restrain her power at the same time. Her face scrunched up in concentration, her breaths beginning to shorten.
 
   The High Lord's grip on her hands tightened only briefly. She felt it as a fluttering of fingers against her hand, reminding her of the High Lord's presence. 
 
   "You have grasped your Source," said the High Lord. "But for you to learn this, it will not be enough. Search for my Source. Grasp it in your hands and take it in towards you."
 
   Search for the High Lord's Source…?
 
   Rae's hands moved slightly under the High Lord's touch. They were connected like this. With the spell to cast light and the spell to start fires, she had expelled her power through her hands. What if she did the same now?
 
   Slowly, experimentally, she exhaled, releasing just a small portion of her power into her fingertips. She pushed that portion of her Source into the High Lord's hand, searching. The power traveled from her into the High Lord. Rae felt it move, felt her senses shift, so that she was suddenly aware of her own mind and the High Lord's mind as well. She was floating above a sea of power—the High Lord's Source. Rae reached out to break the surface, to take just a small portion of that power, but it faded away, ever shifting, ever moving, and always out of her reach. She extended her hand towards it the same way she did with her own Source, but it continued to move, shifting around her with no discernible pattern—alternating patches of shadow and light. The High Lord's Source was vast, and the power behind it nearly took her breath away.
 
   Was this the distance between them? The difference between the Source of a human and the Source of the Ivali?
 
   The High Lord's power flitted around her in a circle, teasing, but never coming close enough to touch, taunting while remaining just out of reach. It was overwhelming, and the sea of power rose up around her, threatening to drown her.
 
   "Think on the nature of Source." The High Lord's voice sounded distant, like it was coming from far away, instead of right in front of her. Rae gasped for breath as the power flared up around her, and she lost all sense of place, all sense of time, all other sensation, her mind filled with the High Lord's light and the High Lord's power. "You learned to reach your own Source. Learn to reach mine, in the same manner…"
 
   In the same manner…
 
   Cathel had taught her how to reach her own Source. He had taught her that in order to reach her Source, she must understand herself. She needed to reach her Source in a way that she herself would respond to. But how could she take that same teaching and translate it in a way that applied to a High Lord of the Ivali…?
 
   The High Lord had spoken of this a few days ago. They were different. Their abilities were different, and their desires were different. She couldn't treat the High Lord as someone who was the same as her. And neither could she treat the High Lord's Source in the same way. But what did she know about the High Lord…?
 
   What did she truly know about Alcian?
 
   …Alcian was a spirit of the wilds. She was queenly and regal, but she would never be confined to a castle of stone. In the same way, her Source would never be confined—it would rebel at any attempt to capture it, any attempt to confine it in four walls. It wanted to flow, to go its own natural way.
 
   Immediately, she released it, floating upwards and away from the sea of power. Alcian's power withdrew from her, and she felt the pressure on her chest ease up for a moment, allowing her to gulp down much needed air as the power below her continued to fluctuate. She couldn't reach for it. She couldn't contain it. But if she couldn't contain it, how was she supposed to grasp it?
 
   What else did she know about Alcian?
 
   Alcian was…Alcian was a paradox. One minute she could be Ania's tender mother, the next she could be casually discussing Rae's death. She was detached from the whole situation with the Reaper and involved at the same time. She was both passionate and aloof, both secretive and at the same time, incredibly open. She was a queen who scorned formality, a ruler who lived in ruin. She was a summer day and a winter night, light and shadow. She was cold steel and forge fire, still waters and raging storm. She was…
 
   …An image came into Rae's mind in that instant, the image of silver light against the black stone of the ruins she and Cathel had found themselves in.
 
   She was the moon.
 
   She was all of its moods, all of its shifting phases. She couldn't be confined to one definition. She was duality.
 
   Four walls could never contain her. A hand could never grasp her, because it would only grasp one face of her at a given time. And she was more than that. She was more than one side, one face. And her Source was…her Source…
 
   Rae stared at the shifting waves of power beneath her and took in a sharp breath, grasping her own Source in her hands. She cast her Source into the endless shifting sea of Alcian's power, then wove it upward, the threads of Alcian's Source weaving into hers as it flew up in a bright arc. It soared over her head and then back down, alternating patches of light and shadow.
 
   Alcian's Source couldn't be contained. It could only be encouraged to flow.
 
   The threads of power she had captured broke off from the original Source, completing the circle around her. Pure darkness above her head, pure light beneath her feet, and the shifting shades of gray in between.
 
   Alcian was the moon.
 
   And her Source flowed in a circle.
 
   Rae gasped as she felt that power flood into her, the circle wrapping tight around her. Bright light exploded behind her eyelids, and she felt herself being bodily hurled away from the High Lord, her world dissolving around her as she lost all thought, all feeling.
 
   The light took over.
 
   #
 
   I have lost much…
 
   The words sounded like they came out of a dream, drifting through her unconscious mind and pulling her back into wakefulness. Rae slowly opened her eyes, looking around her. She felt…strange. Her thoughts moved sluggishly, and her mind felt somewhat blurred, her body feeling as though it was floating. She was lying in the center of a pool of light, the High Lord's power still surrounding her. The girl raised her hand in front of her eyes, slowly flexing her fingers and staring at it. Bright light gathered at her fingertips, wisps of it dancing over her skin.
 
   …And I have seen many lost…
 
   The High Lord's voice rang around her, echoing in her mind. Rae clenched her fist, watching with mild interest as the light dissipated, fleeing from her. Shadow took its place, the light slowly changing and becoming darkness.
 
   …Will I lose you as well…?
 
   She didn't know if it was truly the High Lord that was speaking, or if she was dreaming it. Rae slowly sat up, resting her hands in her lap. Light and shadow intertwined, playing around her fingers. She knew that this meant something, that this was a wonderful sight, but she couldn't seem to bring herself to care. She felt coolly detached. A part of her wondered, in the back of her mind, if this was what it was to die.
 
   …You have reached into the heart of a High Lord and survived. You will never be the same again.
 
   She said the words with such finality that Rae couldn't help but believe them. The girl slowly exhaled, letting her hands fall to her sides. She saw the light and shadow around her now, light to her left and shadow to her right. They wove into each other at the edges, blurring the line between them, and she knew that what the High Lord was saying was true. She had seen the truth behind light and shadow. She would never be the same again.
 
   …But perhaps, you grow close to becoming who you were meant to be…
 
   She didn't know about that. She didn't want to be the Arbiter. She didn't want the responsibility behind it.
 
   But a part of her wished she could be the Arbiter. A part of her wished she could handle that responsibility. 
 
   A part of her wanted to fight the Reaper. For people like Alcian, people like Nathan, people like Ania. 
 
   People like Cathel, if she was being honest. People who made her believe that there were still good people in the world…
 
   …Now, awake, Arbiter. Awake and decide.
 
   Awake. Yes, that sounded like a good idea. She should. She should come awake.
 
   Without thinking, she wrapped the light and the shadow around her arms, grasping onto them. Rae closed her eyes, feeling them around her, gathering around her and pressing in. She inhaled deeply.
 
   Her eyes snapped open, and she pushed out, releasing their power. Rae felt it leave her in a rush. She felt herself rise, felt herself break the surface of the water.
 
   She gasped for breath, opening her eyes again.
 
   This time, sensation and feeling returned at once, slamming into her at all sides and assaulting her senses. Rae took a shaky breath and rolled over onto her side, pressing her hands to her temple and drawing her knees up to herself as she attempted to calm the throbbing in her head. Her mouth felt dry, and her head felt like it was about to explode. The stone of the High Lord's palace was cold and unforgivingly hard beneath her, and the sound of trickling water coming from the spring felt like someone was pounding drums on the inside of her head.
 
   She felt sick, and quickly clamped her lips together to keep herself from throwing up, shudders wracking her body as the temperature around her seemed to shift from hot to cold—too hot and too cold. She wanted to go back, back into unconsciousness, back into the peace of that world of light.
 
   Rae clenched her fist tightly, her nails digging into her palm. The pain grounded her, reminding her that this was her body and this was her reality. It cut through the fog of her mind, and the overdose of sensations slowly eased, the power settling back down inside of her as she slowly relaxed, exhaling quietly.
 
   When it was over, she lay there, staring at her outstretched hand and at the moonlight reflected off of the pool of the pavilion. She took several slow breaths, reorienting herself. She looked up, and was aware now that the High Lord was watching her, her expression impassive as her eyes fixed on Rae.
 
   Slowly, she disentangled her other hand from her black hair, pushing herself up into a sitting position. Her body still felt a little unsteady, but the pain was gone, and she was beginning to feel a little like herself again.
 
   No…not like herself. Something had changed with her. She could feel it, even without reaching inside for her Source.
 
   It hovered at the back of her mind, a sensation like the flutter of wings, a portion of power that both was hers and wasn't. She could feel it melding with her Source. It had changed the shape of her power, changed her from the inside out. It wasn't hers, it hadn't come from her, and at that moment, she understood what the High Lord meant when she said that the Decadal Series would make her something more than human.
 
   "…I see that you've succeeded," said the High Lord, once Rae had collected herself enough to raise her eyes to meet hers. "You have taken a portion of my Source into your own, and in doing so, you have granted yourself a portion of my power. This is the power of the Decadal Series—to gain a fraction of the power of each High Lord of the Ivali—should they be willing to grant it to you."
 
   Rae slowly exhaled. She nodded once, closing her hands around the fabric of her pants as she looked at the High Lord. Alcian met her eyes, her expression softening. She frowned in concern.
 
   "How do you feel?" she asked.
 
   How did she feel? It would be easy to say that she no longer felt like herself, but that would be a lie. She did feel like herself. In fact, it would probably be closer to say that she felt more like herself than she had felt in a long while. Alcian's power had been completely assimilated into her Source, so that she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began, and she understood then, implicitly, that she hadn't been taught anything in the strictest sense of the word. Humans were taught magic. Ivali didn't need to be taught. They understood their Source. They accessed it as easily as breathing, knew its shape from the day they were born. And although she was still very much human, some small part of her, the magic part of her, had become Ivali.
 
   She knew. She knew how this Decadal Spell worked. It was the moon, the shifting heavens, the power she had taken from Alcian.
 
   And she understood now why the Decadal Series was so feared, and so legendary.
 
   She shook her head, taking a deep breath. "…Different," she finally said. "But good…"
 
   "That is good," said Alcian, nodding. "You should feel different, because you are. Look down at your hand."
 
   Rae did so, staring at the back of it. A silver mark stood out against the back of her right hand, shining brightly against her skin. It was in the shape of a circle, with a smaller circle drawn inside of it so that it looked like two crescent moons facing each other. As she watched, the light slowly faded, until only the silver mark was seen. She slowly curled her fingers inward, staring at the mark.
 
   "Now you are thrice marked.”
 
   Thrice marked…
 
   The black mark of the Reaper's geis on her arm, reminding her that she only had one year and that time was ticking fast.
 
   The mark of the Arbiter in her blood, the mark that the Ivali saw, but that she couldn't see.
 
   And now Alcian's geis on her hand, binding her to her fate.
 
   She lowered her hand, raising her eyes to Alcian's again.
 
   "When you encounter the Queen and the Consort, show them that mark," said Alcian. "It will help your case."
 
   "And Kaeltharin?" asked Rae.
 
   "As promised," said Alcian, nodding. "I will tell you where to find it. The Shard of the Star is located in the north, in the Spire of the Sisters. In this, the tarethan will be a valuable ally. The Sisters share a High Lord position between them. You will need to prove yourself as Arbiter to them, as you have done to me, before they give you the Shard."
 
   "Will I be able to make it in a year?" 
 
   "It is possible," said Alcian, "Depending on the choices you make. You must seek out the other High Lords as well. You need to master the Decadal Series, in order to have a chance at defeating the Reaper."
 
   “What about the Dark Lords?” 
 
   “As I have said, there are some that may help you. It will be risky either way. I cannot make any promises regarding the behavior of any of the other Lords, particularly those of the Dark Blood.” 
 
   "…Can you tell me where they are?" 
 
   "Some," said Alcian. "Although we convene occasionally, we live in isolation. I can show you where the Spire is, and I can show you where the High Court is located. Beyond that, I'm afraid I can only give you general advice. I can show you the boundaries of their individual territories, and I can tell you this. The Edgelands are not so vast that the Ivali do not know their Lords."
 
   "…So if I go into another High Lord's lands, I might be able to find someone who can tell me exactly where the High Lord is?"
 
   "Yes," said Alcian, nodding. "But I urge extreme caution. Those who would strike you down have lands as well. These, I will mark, but it is impossible to fully track their movements. Be wary at all times. Nothing is as it seems."
 
   "I will give you a map. One more complete than that copied by the tarethan. It will not show everything, for these lands are wild, but as much as I can give to you, I will. I urge you to make haste for the Spire, and once you finish that, go to the High Court and present yourself to the Queen. You will likely not be full Arbiter by then, but there is no love lost between the High Court and the Reaper. Her enmity may be enough to sway her in your favor. If not, no one else is more likely to be able to tell you where to go next."
 
   Rae nodded, making a mental note of this information. Spire, and then Queen. She had to do that in a year, while incidentally seeking out any High Lords she could run into along the way.
 
   Alcian made it sound like it was possible, but it wouldn't be easy. Certainly, they couldn't afford any long delays. She and Cathel would need to travel fast.
 
   "I will give you this," said the High Lord, reaching for a delicate silver chain around her waist. She unclasped the chain, holding something dark out towards Rae. Rae took it with both hands, staring down at it. It was a small knife in a black sheath, the silver chain taking the place of a sword belt. She slowly slid it out of the leather sheath, staring at it. The knife's blade gleamed in the moonlight, and the light seemed to distort as it reflected against the metal, causing a somewhat muddled glow. The blade was almost impractically thin, with ornate designs engraved into the hilt.
 
   She knew nothing about weapons or steel, but she didn't need to know anything to know how well-made this knife was.
 
   "It is known as faesteel," said Alcian. "Even among our kind, it is the best. It will never lose its edge, never break, and never become enchanted. It will never cut its wielder, and will only bond to another if it is freely bequeathed. May it serve you well."
 
   "Thank you," said Rae, not knowing what else to say. She pressed her finger lightly to the edge of the blade. True enough, she came away without a cut, even though the blade's sharp edge was almost painfully evident. She slipped the knife back into its sheath, her movements reverent as she set it aside.
 
   "Return to the tarethan," said the High Lord. "Sleep. Tomorrow, I the two of you must set off again. I will come before dawn, to bid you farewell."
 
   "…Mm," said Rae quietly, getting to her feet. She picked up the knife, gathering up the silver chain in her hand and holding it by its sheath. She watched the High Lord, but Alcian didn't say anything. She simply watched Rae, as if waiting for her to leave. Rae hesitated, then turned away, heading towards the steps that led down from the pavilion.
 
   She paused as she reached the top step, clenching her fists.
 
   Rae looked out at the woods in front of her, at the river, at the moon—five days from full—a new part of her mind registered. She thought of Alcian, of Ania, of the week they'd spent together, and she slowly exhaled, turning back towards her.
 
   "…A-Alcian," she said, using the High Lord's name for the first time.
 
   The High Lord, looked up. "…Yes?" 
 
   "Thank you," she said again.
 
   Alcian stared at her. A slow smile spread over her face, and she nodded once. "…You are welcome, Rae Miller," she said. "May our paths cross again."
 
   Rae nodded once, then turned away, beginning her descent and heading slowly to camp.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven: Falling Stars
 
   Seeing the High Lord during the day was strange. She didn’t seem to fit in with the bright sunlight of her glade. Rae was slightly surprised at first when she appeared to them, but she knew almost instantly that she didn’t have to be. Of course the High Lord could walk during the day. She was a High Lord. If she didn’t, it was because she simply chose not to. 
 
   She and Cathel stood in front of Alcian and Ania, their packs slung over their shoulders. The High Lord had gifted them with new traveling clothes, and the both of them were now dressed in dark shirts, traveling pants, and a new set of boots that were much softer than the set Varra had given them. Cathel’s sword belt and sheath were gifts from the High Lord as well. The sheath was smooth black leather. Like the stone of the original ruins, it didn’t reflect sunlight. She didn’t ask what animal’s hide the leather had been made from, but she could tell that it wasn’t ordinary, especially by the reverent way that Cathel handled it. 
 
   The cloaks Alcian had given them rested on their shoulders. They were a much lighter fabric than their original cloaks, letting in air and relieving them from the summer heat, but Alcian had explained that they would also keep them warm, if needed. These were black as well, but they gave Rae the impression of shifting shadows as she moved, and she wondered what material they had been made out of. Whatever it was was soft and supple to the touch, and it seemed to flow around her like water as the two of them faced the High Lord and her daughter. 
 
   “Thank you for everything, High Lord,” said Cathel, giving Alcian a bow. 
 
   “You are most welcome, tarethan,” said Alcian, smiling at him. “I wish that you could have stayed longer, but you and the Arbiter must make haste.” 
 
   Cathel’s eyes moved towards her and Rae froze, noticing the expression on his face. He looked suddenly angry. Since the expression was directed at her, it wasn't entirely a welcome change. 
 
   She took a step back, turning away from him and facing Alcian and Ania. 
 
   “I understand,” said Cathel, straightening up. 
 
   “Goodbye, friend,” said Ania with a grin, waving at Cathel. “We will play again.” 
 
   “Yes,” promised Cathel, nodding at Ania. “Someday.” 
 
   He turned away from her, looking back at Rae. “Come on,” he said curtly, turning around and heading down the path that had opened for them out of the glade. Rae stared at him in confusion and slight irritation, watching him go before looking back at the High Lord. 
 
   She couldn’t describe how it felt waking up this morning. It felt as though she was seeing the world through brand new eyes, and she knew that she had Alcian to thank for that. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be Arbiter, but she did know something. She was more complete now that she had the Decadal Spell, somehow. And she was grateful, because Alcian had given her that gift. It was as though she was looking into some small fraction of the High Lord’s world. She took a deep breath, not knowing how to express those feelings. 
 
   She settled on a quick “Thanks for everything,” nodding once at the High Lord and Ania before hurrying after Cathel. 
 
   “Arbiter,” called Alcian, interrupting her. She paused, halfway to the mage. Cathel stopped in his tracks as well, looking back at them. 
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   Alcian reached out, gracefully plucking one of the wisps from the air. She held the orb of light in her hands as though it were solid, light rising off of the surface of the wisp like smoke. “This little one is called Larin. In our language, it means bright like the sun. I bequeath it to you, to light your way.” As Rae watched, she released the wisp, pushing it towards her with a soft motion. The wisp bobbed in the air, before it seemed to gain confidence, shooting like an arrow towards her. 
 
   Rae raised her arm, understanding in that moment what she had to do. The wisp struck her forearm, dissipating into a ribbon of light that wrapped around her arm before slowly sinking into her skin. She felt it there, pulsing softly beneath the surface, before it buried itself deep within her. She felt it as a presence in the back of her mind, ready to rise up if she ever needed it. 
 
   It didn’t speak, not in the sense that Alcian or Ania did, but it wasn’t simply pure energy either. The wisp was alive, and she could feel its consciousness, buried deep beneath her own, in the part of her Source that had been transformed by Alcian’s. It wasn’t as unsettling of a feeling as she would have thought, but she knew that she was seeing it through eyes that had been touched by the High Lord’s knowledge. 
 
   The High Lord’s knowledge that was now hers…
 
   She placed her hand over her heart, feeling Larin slowly settling down, before she turned towards Alcian. She mimicked Cathel’s deep bow. It seemed like the best thing to do.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. 
 
   Behind her, Cathel cleared his throat. She straightened up, glancing back at her traveling companion. He wasn’t looking at her, his eyes fixed on a patch of forest off to her right. There was a deep frown on his face, and his green eyes were dark. Her brow furrowed slightly at this, but she nodded once, following him. Cathel gave the High Lord and Ania a  last respectful bow, before heading off into the woods. 
 
   #
 
   Cathel’s mood didn’t improve as they got farther from the High Lord’s glade. At first, Rae thought that he was just annoyed at having to travel again, but the farther they traveled, the more she began to realize that that wasn’t the case. He walked ahead of her, leading the way, and he seemed to care about their journey and their destination, but he studiously avoided looking at her, and when he did, she caught a slight hint of anger in his eyes. The atmosphere around them had changed—the quiet contemplation of the first week replaced by tension. 
 
   It wasn’t that he was short-tempered with her, or that he treated her badly. When she spoke to him, he answered in a way that was just as polite as always. He looked out for her, and once, stopped to clear a path for her when the road had become too tangled for her to move through. He did it with the same care as he always had, even though he refused to look at her. But it was obvious that something wasn’t right. It felt as though everything they had built up over the past few days—the camaraderie that had formed slowly between them—had faded away. He helped her, but it was strictly business. 
 
   He was angry at her, she realized as they walked. She must have done something to offend him. 
 
   That was a good thing, though. That was what she wanted. There was no hope for a friendship between them, not when the Reaper’s threat hung over her head. She stared down at her hand, where Alcian’s geis lay hidden beneath a leather glove. 
 
   That was the extent of her and Cathel’s relationship, after all. 
 
   Strictly business. 
 
   But when morning faded into afternoon and afternoon faded into twilight, Rae was forced to admit that she didn’t like this turn of events. She didn’t think she would crave companionship so badly, until Cathel had presented her with this sudden lack of it. And although she would never admit it out loud, she missed seeing the Cathel that she had grown to respect in the glade—the Cathel who would protect a Ivali child and a girl that he hardly knew. 
 
   She hated herself for it. Was she so weak that she would demand friendship from people, even though she knew what its consequences would be? Rae folded her arms, keeping her eyes set firmly on the ground as Cathel went about setting up camp. She kicked a rock out of her way, sitting by the side of the road as she watched him. 
 
   She should be happy. 
 
   This was what she wanted. 
 
   She didn’t need to get attached. 
 
   Rae clenched her fist tightly, feeling her gloved fingers digging into her palm as she watched him move, his eyes fixed everywhere but on her. Despite herself, her thoughts turned towards him, towards his current change in behavior. 
 
   What had she done? What had she done to cause him to turn away? 
 
   Was it really her that had made him angry? Or was he somehow angry at himself? 
 
   She exhaled slowly, rising to her feet and walking off. Cathel looked up at her from where he sat arranging wood for their fire. “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
   “River,” she answered quickly. “I want a drink.” 
 
   Cathel nodded once, turning back to his work and not saying anything more. That was it. No comment on how short-tempered she was being, no request to bring back more water for the camp, and no words of caution. 
 
   She scowled, staring down at the ground as she walked away. 
 
   She should be happy.
 
   But she hated this. 
 
   He did attempt to teach her magic that night, the two of them sitting across from each other by the fire. He was trying to teach her the third spell of the Teachings, something that she had been trying to learn since she had mastered fire. This one was supposed to be simple—a spell to reveal other spells—but she had been having trouble mastering the exact way to attune her Source to other Sources. It had been slow going for her in the glade, but it was even slower now. 
 
   After the first twenty minutes of the lesson, Cathel sighed and dropped her hand. It fell to the ground between them, the air surprisingly cold against her skin as he let go. She looked up at him, and he slowly shook his head. For one moment, his eyes were fixed on hers, and she got the impression that he wasn’t really angry at her, or at least if he was, then he was angry at himself for it as well.
 
   “This isn’t working,” he said, sounding almost resentful. “You don’t need this. You have all the magic you’ll ever need.” 
 
   He didn’t leave after that, but she did, quietly getting up and walking away. She leaned against a tree trunk once she was far enough away from camp, making sure to keep it in sight. Cathel didn’t move from his seat after she left, his back towards her as he stared at the fire. 
 
   Rae wondered if he was watching her. She wondered if he even cared. 
 
   And she wondered why she did. 
 
   She slowly exhaled, fixing her eyes on the dark clearing in front of her. He was right, of course. She did have all the magic she’d ever need. 
 
   Well, if he wasn’t going to teach her tonight, she still intended to learn something. 
 
   With that in mind, she raised her hand, summoning the magic that the High Lord had given her and casting threads of light out into the clearing. She put all of her frustration at Cathel behind the attacks, the light becoming brighter and brighter as she moved, flurries of light shooting outwards into the forest. 
 
   When she returned an hour later, sweaty and drained, Cathel didn’t make any indication of having seen the blinding light she had produced. Instead, he looked up from his book as she approached, telling her that he would take first watch if she wanted to sleep. She collapsed onto her bedroll without a word, drawing a blanket over herself and lying on her side. 
 
   She definitely did not point out that she was certain Cathel had already finished reading that book, considering he had lent it to her in the glade. 
 
   She managed to sleep, but that was no surprise. It seemed like she could sleep through virtually anything nowadays. 
 
   The next day wasn’t much better than the previous one, although that was more because of her than Cathel. The mage seemed to regret his previous actions, and would occasionally attempt to engage her in conversation, but this time, it was Rae who turned away. She didn’t know why, because she wanted to talk to him, but part of her couldn’t summon up the words or the will to speak with him. 
 
   He’d hurt her yesterday. And she knew that she was hurting him today, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t bring herself to take the hand that he was offering her, because she had been so coldly refused the day before. 
 
   And he seemed to understand that, because as morning became afternoon, he simply stopped trying. The situation became worse than before then, with both of them ignoring each other.
 
   It made the peace of the first few days seem like a dream…
 
   The forest grew thicker, and they got lost twice. Once, Cathel managed to find the path with his magic, commanding the ground to clear a path towards the road. The second time, he stood up, wiping the sweat from his brow and nudging the ground with his foot. “It’s not working,” he said, turning back towards her. “The ground doesn’t want to cooperate this time.” 
 
   “Alright…” she said, not meeting his eyes. “I’ll try something.” 
 
   She stepped forward, staring out at the woods. They were deeper and darker now—the trees older and the canopy thicker. This was the sort of world fairy tales were set in, she realized. Not the new versions, not the ones with the princes and fairy godmothers and happy ever afters, but the old kind—the deep, dark kind that people talked about in whispers in the days before the magic faded away.
 
   The thought scared her a little, so she put it out of her mind, holding her hand in front of her with the palm up. 
 
   “Larin,” she called, breathing the name like a whisper. 
 
   The wisp came forth, blossoming from the palm of her hand. It floated just above her palm, hanging in the air there, and she felt it waiting, anticipating her orders. She avoided looking at Cathel, instead fixing her eyes on the wisp.
 
   “Find us a safe path.”
 
   There was a pause, and then Larin faded away, folding into itself. It reappeared a few feet away from her, disappearing from sight with a whisper and heading off into the woods. The light faded away, and Rae exhaled, folding her arms and staring off in the direction the wisp had gone. 
 
   The tension between her and Cathel had deepened, the silence becoming almost as oppressive as the wood. 
 
   “…I guess we just wait for it to come back?”
 
   “Why are you asking me?” asked Cathel. “You should know best.” 
 
   Rae stared at Cathel. He seemed angry again, his green eyes burning as he stared in the direction the wisp had gone. But no…it wasn’t purely anger, she realized. Something else drove him to react this way. 
 
   Jealousy. 
 
   Rae’s eyes widened as realization hit her, the impact making her feel like she had been punched in the gut. And suddenly, she was angry. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been this angry at another human. He was jealous of her? That was why he was acting this way?
 
   How dare he? 
 
   “Is that what this is about?” she asked, rounding onto him. “You’re jealous of the High Lord’s magic?” 
 
   “I’m not,” said Cathel, his eyes narrowing as he turned towards her. “What do you take me for? A spoiled brat?” 
 
   “Well that’s sure as hell what you’re acting like!” said Rae, taking a step forward. Cathel held his ground, his fist clenching as he stared her down. She didn’t know where these words were coming from. They bubbled up inside of her, and they refused to go back down.
 
   “I don’t have to answer to you,” said Cathel.
 
   “Are you or are you not jealous of me? Answer the damn question.” 
 
   “You’re being unreasonable. Just leave me alone. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.” 
 
   “So you have the right to treat me like crap, but when I get upset about it, I’m unreasonable?” she asked, stepping towards him again. “In what world is that fair? I’ve been standing here, just trying to talk to you, and you’ve been brushing me off for the past two days like I’m not even here. So how is that fair? How is that—.” 
 
   “It’s not fair!” shouted Cathel, raising his voice for the first time. She froze in place, staring at him with wide eyes. His voice echoed through the clearing, cutting like a knife through her anger. Rae stared at him, realizing that his hands were shaking, his face red with anger as he looked at her. “It’s not fair, alright. I know it’s not, so just stop pushing me.” He took a deep breath, running a hand through his hair and exhaling loudly in frustration. 
 
   “I’ve been training for years. The only thing I’ve ever wanted in my life was to be a mage. It took me years. You had one week, and already you’re learning the greatest Series in history. So forgive me if I’m not thinking straight right now.”  
 
   She exhaled at his confession, lowering her eyes to the ground. She clenched her fists, the fire of her anger quickly becoming replaced by ice. “You think I wanted this?” she asked. “To be hunted by the Reaper? To have every damn Ivali we come across call me Arbiter? You think I want this?” 
 
   “I know you don’t,” said Cathel quietly, his eyes meeting hers. There was no anger in his voice this time, just the slightest hint of sadness and resentment. “…You don’t want this. You have everything I wanted, and you don’t want it. That’s what’s unfair.” He held her gaze, and whatever words Rae had died in her throat. She felt moisture gather in her eyes, and she realized with a hint of surprise that they were tears. She hadn’t cried in so long. How could someone like Cathel make her want to? 
 
   He looked away, his expression slightly guilty as he shook his head. “Forget it,” he said. “I’m sorry. I know. You’ve been through a lot. So just leave me alone…” 
 
   He turned away from her, walking away. 
 
   Alone…
 
   Her hands shook as she stared at him, and she bit her lip, her hand curling close to her chest. 
 
   …Alone…
 
   Her heart pounded beneath her hand, and she took a shaky breath. 
 
   …She was always alone. 
 
   Before she realized it, she had reached out, grabbing onto his sleeve lightly with her fingers and tugging him back. He stopped, looking back at her. Rae lowered her eyes to the ground, her free hand clenched at her side. 
 
   “I—,” she began, her words halting. “—Don’t…please. I can’t do this alone…so…please…just don’t…” Her fingers tightened around his sleeve. Why couldn’t she say it? Three simple words. Why wouldn’t they come out? 
 
   Don’t leave me…
 
   A sudden bright light exploded in the air above them, bringing with it a crashing sound. Cathel’s eyes widened, and he moved quickly, pulling his arm out of her grip. Before Rae knew what was happening, he had tackled her to the ground, and she was falling…
 
   She hit the ground hard, but her head remained off of it, cradled in Cathel’s arms. She felt the ground rise up around them, shielding them as the light grew more intense, crashing down to the ground like a meteor. There was a loud crashing sound somewhere in the woods, and she felt the ground beneath her shudder with the impact. 
 
   Then it was quiet again. 
 
   Rae stared up at Cathel, her eyes wide. He had pinned her to the ground, shielding her with his body as his eyes remained fixed on the sky. The ground had come up around them, forming a depression and half-shielding them from anything that happened to be in the area. Cathel’s expression was serious, his breathing heavy with the effort of creating the temporary shelter. She knew that he said the ground was uncooperative. 
 
   …Had he forced it? 
 
   He was warm. Too warm. And he was close. Too close. She looked away, feeling her heart pound relentlessly in her chest from the suddenness of the flash of light and the nearness of him.
 
   At length, he slowly withdrew from her, getting up and holding out a hand towards her. His expression was unreadable, his eyes not looking at her as he waited to see if she would take his hand. 
 
   She hesitated, but she did, slowly grabbing his hand and letting him pull her to her feet. He released her as soon as she was standing, his hand slowly falling away from hers. 
 
   “…Are you alright?” he asked, as the ground returned to normal. 
 
   She found her voice, nodding once. “Y-Yeah…” she said, looking up at the sky. Their earlier argument seemed temporarily forgotten. “…What was that?” 
 
   “I don’t know…” said Cathel. “But I have a suspicion.” 
 
   “Which is?”
 
   He turned towards her, his expression serious. “The last time I saw a light like that was the day I found you unconscious outside the Tower.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve: Words on the Wind
 
   The two of them moved through the forest as quickly as they could, heading towards the site of the crash. It was slow going. Unlike the neatly cultivated lands outside of the Tower, the forest in this place was ancient, and the underbrush had grown so thick that sometimes it felt as though she were swimming in an ocean of leaves. Larin had returned a few moments later, the wisp guiding them towards an easier road, but Rae had sent the small spirit off as soon as it came, asking it to go ahead to the crash site and see what was there. The wisp communicated with images, reminding her at times of a living camera. It would help for them to know what they were rushing into before they got there. 
 
   The path wasn’t really so much a path as it was a way through the woods that was less overgrown than the others. Cathel walked ahead of her, wary. She didn’t need to ask him why. This was old, old forest, and even though it was technically still in Alcian’s lands, she was beginning to learn that with the Ivali, old things were things better left alone. 
 
   He had his hand on the hilt of his sword, and Rae knew that if it came to that, he was prepared to fight. 
 
   She caught sight of a faint glimmer of light out of the corner of her eye and turned her head. At first, she thought it was Larin, but the wisp glowed a pale gold. This light was bluish, pale and ghostly. It was gone by the time she turned her head towards it, leaving with it a rush of cold air. She shivered, drawing up her arms and hugging them close to her chest. 
 
   Cathel glanced back at her. 
 
   “I thought I saw something,” said Rae, her voice hushed. His eyes darkened. 
 
   “…What?” he asked, looking into the woods. 
 
   “There,” she said, pointing. 
 
   She felt the cold air on the back of her neck again, seeing the bluish light out of the corner of her eye as it moved behind her. This time, as it disappeared, she heard it, a definite whisper on the air that made Cathel immediately tense. 
 
   …Tarethan…
 
   Ghostly voices echoed the statement, coming from the woods on all sides. Rae looked around, but she couldn’t catch sight of any speakers, just more flashes of light deep in the woods. There were distinct voices, but she couldn’t quite make out how many there were. They spoke in whispers, but if she had to estimate, she would say that there were at least four of them, maybe more. 
 
   Tarethan, tarethan…
 
   “Who are you?” asked Cathel. Rae jumped. His voice sounded unnaturally loud, compared to the quiet of the forest. 
 
   And it was quiet, she realized now. Earlier, there had been sounds. The sounds of animals moving through the woods, of birds in the trees. Now there was nothing but the voices around them, not even the wind. 
 
   He speaks…
 
   …The tarethan speaks…
 
   …He speaks the language of the betrayers…
 
   …But he is human, the tarethan…
 
   She felt something brush against the flesh of her arm, almost like a rush of wind or the touch of cloth. Rae jerked her arm back suddenly, her eyes wide as she stepped away. 
 
   …She is human too…
 
   …Who is she? 
 
   She is not tarethan…
 
   Not tarethan…
 
   But she bears a mark…
 
   The Thief’s mark, the traitor’s mark…
 
   Another touch brushed against the side of her face, and Rae bit back a shout, raising her arm up to her face to protect herself. Her free hand fell by her side, light flooding the spaces between her fingertips. The light illuminated a small portion of the dark path, and she caught sight of faint figures wrapped in blue light as they flitted back into the trees. 
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, echoing Cathel’s question. 
 
   This time, the voices hushed, before whispering a single word. 
 
   …Arbiter…
 
   …She is Arbiter…
 
   …The Arbiter is here…
 
   Rae took a deep breath, not recalling the light in her hand. 
 
   “Show yourself,” she demanded. 
 
   The Arbiter commands…
 
   She wants us to show ourselves…
 
   …Do we obey the Arbiter? 
 
   One of the bluish lights appeared in front of her eyes, motes of light trailing behind it. Rae stared. There seemed to be a faint figure outlined in the light, a small figure that was vaguely female, with wings sprouting from her back. She hovered in the air, before flying in a loop in front of Rae, her light trailing behind her. 
 
   It’s safe…Rae heard her say. 
 
   Safe…
 
   …The Arbiter is safe…
 
   The other lights rushed out of the woods, hovering in front of them. Rae counted five, each one bearing a faint human shape within it. The shapes hovered in the air, occasionally bobbing up and down as the wind scattered them. The female shape returned to them, and the six of them watched Rae and Cathel, their heads tilted slightly as if studying them. Rae hesitated, but slowly absorbed the light back into her hand. Cathel removed his hand from his sword hilt reluctantly. 
 
   “What are you?” asked Rae.
 
   They answered in chorus again, some distinct sentences coming through. 
 
   We are Ivali…
 
   …Spirits, yes…
 
   Spirits of the woods…
 
   Spirits of between.
 
   We exist in between...
 
   Rae tensed at that last line. “In between?” she asked. “In between what?” 
 
   “In between this world and the next,” answered Cathel from behind her, before the spirits could get to answering. “Between realms. The Twilight Realm, and another.” 
 
   A chorus of delight erupted from the spirits. 
 
   The tarethan knows…
 
   …He is learned…
 
   He is a mage…
 
   …A man of learning…
 
   Rae scowled, ignoring the spirits’ chatter and turning towards Cathel. “Another?” she asked. “How many Realms are there?” 
 
   Cathel opened his mouth to answer, but the spirits beat him to it, swirling around Rae like a whirlwind of light. 
 
   Many…
 
   Many, many…
 
   Not all are for humans though. Not all are large enough…
 
   Of the many, three remain, the others fade…
 
   “Alright, yes, thank you,” said Rae, waving them away. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear where it had been displaced by the spirits movements, watching as they assembled to hover in front of her again. She exhaled, folding her arms as she studied them. 
 
   “...What was that light just now?” she asked tentatively, waiting to see if they would scatter again. “Do any of you know?”
 
   They didn’t swarm her this time. Instead, they bobbed in place excitedly, flitting around and causing several swirls of blue light to erupt in the air around them. 
 
   We know…
 
   Of course we know…
 
   The Arbiter asks…
 
   We will answer. 
 
   …It is the veil…
 
   The veil is broken…
 
   The broken veil…
 
   Cathel tensed. Rae saw him step forward out of the corner of her eye, coming to stand beside her. “What veil do you mean?” 
 
   Between twilight and daylight…
 
   …The veil is torn…
 
   It is torn again...
 
   Like the Arbiter…
 
   Like the Arbiter…
 
   She and Cathel exchanged glances. If the light had come when she had arrived from the Daylight Realm, the fact that that same light was here again…
 
   “Do you mean to say that someone from the Daylight Realm is here? Besides me?” she asked.
 
   Yes…
 
   Yes, yes…
 
   …Another human.
 
   Another fallen…
 
   He sends them…
 
   The Lost One…
 
   “Sends them?” asked Rae. “Does this happen often?” 
 
   Not often…
 
   No, not often…
 
   Fifty, fifty, and fifty…
 
   …Three fifties since the last tear before you.
 
   “Fifty what?” asked Cathel. “Fifty years?” 
 
   Fifty, fifty, and fifty. 
 
   Three fifties. 
 
   Rae paused, staring at the wood spirits. Three fifties. One hundred and fifty years? So it had been one hundred and fifty years since the last time someone had passed through the gap between the Twilight and the Daylight Realm. Was that the Reaper, then? The last person that had passed through the gap…
 
   Ania was a hundred and fifty as well, and Alcian had mentioned that her father had been killed by the Grim Reaper. Maybe that was it—the thing that had gotten the Reaper cast out of the Twilight Realm. 
 
   But that was a thought for another time. Rae looked up at the Ivali. “The person that came here just now. Do you know where they are?” 
 
   There was an undercurrent of murmuring from the spirits, murmuring that Rae couldn’t understand. It sounded like a low rush of wind, before they flew upwards, light scattering around them as they moved in a quick formation. 
 
   The firithan…
 
   With the firithan…
 
   …The firithan has them…
 
   Cathel’s eyes narrowed, and Rae saw his hand go to the hilt of his sword. “Firithan?” he asked, his tone serious. The spirits fluttered around nervously in response. Rae took that to mean ‘yes’. 
 
   To Dark Lord Moriwen…
 
   He is here…
 
   …Her firithan…
 
   He wants the human…
 
   …The human for the Dark Lady…
 
   "The Dark Lady?" asked Rae, glancing at Cathel. 
 
   "She was very high on High Lord Alcian's avoid list." He looked away from her, facing the Ivali again. "Where are they?" he asked. 
 
   Here…
 
   Yes, here…
 
   But it is not safe…
 
   Not safe for the Arbiter, not safe for the tarethan…
 
   The dark ones in the woods…they wait…
 
   Another rush of light appeared, this time tinged gold. Rae turned towards it, seeing Larin appear out of the woods. “Cathel,” she said under her breath, drawing the mage’s attention to her as she extended her arm out in front of her. Larin perched on her forearm like a bird of prey, the wisp hovering just above her glove as light rose up from it like smoke. The light coiled around her, and Rae stared into Larin’s depths. 
 
   An image rose up in her mind, transmitted from the wisp to her. She saw a group of small creatures, their bodies seemingly made out of the bark and leaves of the trees themselves. They stood around a figure, ropes made out of vines in their vaguely human-like hands. Larin showed her another image, and this time she saw the figure clearly. It was a young girl, clearly human, and clearly no older than a teenager. She was unconscious, but the Ivali had pulled her into a sitting position, the vines binding her arms to her sides and binding her legs. Her hair was short and brown, and she was dressed in a light gray jacket, a pair of denim shorts, a blue baseball cap and sneakers. There was something familiar about her features, something Rae couldn’t immediately place. Larin showed her another image, and this time, she was looking at the back of something large. Large and feathered. 
 
   She withdrew her mind from the wisp and looked up at Cathel. The mage frowned at her. “What?” he asked. “What do you see?” 
 
   “Some kind of Ivali,” said Rae. “I’m not sure what. He’s big, though. And he has a girl with him, unconscious. She’s from my world. She’s young.” 
 
   “How young?”  
 
   Rae shrugged. “High school age,” she replied. When Cathel simply gave her a blank look, she went on. “…Fifteen. Sixteen, maybe. Maybe younger. She’s short.” 
 
   “Damn,” muttered Cathel under his breath. He stepped forward, holding his hand out towards Larin. The mage turned towards her, giving her a questioning look. “May I?” he asked. 
 
   Rae shrugged. “Go ahead.” 
 
   Cathel nodded, lightly touching Larin’s surface. The wisp held still, and Rae felt it fluctuate slightly as it moved, parting to accommodate Cathel’s hands. His eyes slowly began to glaze over, his expression growing more and more serious. 
 
   “He’s got wood sprites with him,” Cathel said at last, looking back at her. 
 
   “Who?” asked Rae. 
 
   “The firithan.” 
 
   This time, it was Rae’s turn to give him a blank look. Cathel sighed, turning towards her. “Friend of the Dark Court,” he explained. “The opposite of tarethan.” He ran his free hand through his hair, looking around at the forest. “But wood sprites are Dark Court Ivali, and we’re still in High Lord Alcian’s lands…” 
 
   These woods are old, tarethan…said one of the spirits. The others chorused in agreement. 
 
   Deep, deep woods…
 
   …High Lord, Dark Lord, it means nothing here…
 
   …High Court, Dark Court…
 
   In between...
 
   Rae glanced at Cathel. On one hand, they couldn’t leave the girl here. On the other hand…she didn’t know if they could fight one of the Ivali. But as Cathel turned to look at her, the look in his eye brooked no argument. They were not leaving now. 
 
   “…We have to help her,” said Cathel. 
 
   Rae nodded, turning towards Larin. “How far is it?” she asked the wisp. 
 
   Once again, he treated her to an image. This time, it was of the trail the wisp had taken from where they were standing. The image moved, rushing through the woods. It ducked through hollow logs and underneath tree roots, zipping through gaps in the branches and darting out from behind trees until at last it reached the clearing where the girl was being held, clearly being prepared for some sort of transport. The image released her, and she looked up at Cathel to show that that had meant next to nothing to her. 
 
   “Far,” answered Cathel for her. 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   The Arbiter should not go through the woods…
 
   They are not safe…
 
   Let us show you the way…
 
   We will show you the safe path…
 
   We know the woods…all the woods…
 
   Every leaf, every blade...
 
   The spirits rushed past her, and Rae felt their touch like a brush of cold air against her skin as they hovered around the tree line, waiting for them. She turned back towards Cathel as she shook Larin off her arm, the wisp going to hover in the air above her shoulder instead. “Can we trust them?” she asked, lowering her voice to a whisper. 
 
   “I think so,” said Cathel. “Wood spirits are neither High Court nor Dark Court, so it’s hard to say, but…” 
 
   “Better than the alternative?” 
 
   He shrugged. “We don’t have time. And I don’t think they’d harm you. Whatever Arbiter means, it’s clearly something they respect.”
 
   Rae nodded, understanding. She let Cathel lead the way, following the spirits into the woods. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen: Law of the Land
 
   Rae settled down in the tall grass next to Cathel, trying to ignore the trembling of her hands and the terrified beating of her heart. She held her breath, looking out at the clearing below them. The wood spirits had led them around the firithan’s camp, taking them to the top of a hill. The hill was covered in trees and other growth, and dressed as they were in Alcian’s cloaks, they could hide easily without being seen. But Rae knew that that wasn’t a guarantee. Who knew what other creatures the firithan had on his side? 
 
   The look of the camp surprised her. In some ways, it looked like something she would have expected from a human camp. There were no tents, but there was a large campfire, where the leader, the firithan, rested. He was a large Ivali, about the same size as Cathel. In some ways, he looked almost human—with two legs, two arms, and one head. But in other ways, he was obviously not. His body was covered in brown feathers, wings stretching from across his arms. His features were owl-like. 
 
   The others were scattered around the camp, some of them standing guard, and others watching over the prisoner. Rae counted at least ten in all, and like Cathel pointed out, there were probably more scouting the perimeter. The girl herself was still unconscious from the looks of it. Rae had been out for two days after her transition, so she didn’t expect the girl to wake up any time soon. Cathel glanced at her once, motioning for her to move back and she did, following him into the woods until they were a safe distance away from the camp. 
 
   The wood spirits had left after bringing them here, stating that that was the most help they could offer. Rae let them go. If they were truly neutral between the Courts, then she wasn’t going to test their patience by demanding that they stay and help them out. She wasn’t sure what they could do anyway. It didn’t seem as though they had much of a solid form. 
 
   Cathel sat on the ground once they were far enough away, drawing his finger across it. An impression followed his finger, the grass automatically clearing around it as he moved. He drew a circle to represent the perimeter of the camp, a triangle to represent the girl, and a square to represent the firithan. The wood sprites, he marked in x’s .
 
   “Our biggest problem is the firithan,” he said, as she sat down across from him. “He’s clearly stronger than the sprites. If it comes down to a fight, I don’t know if we can win against him.” 
 
   “Do you know what type of Ivali he is?” 
 
   Cathel shook his head. “I don’t know much about the Dark Court,” he said. “Knowledge of the Ivali is a little limited nowadays. I only know the important ones, and the ones close by. But I can tell you that if he holds the title firithan, he’s probably strong. The thain of both Courts tend to be just a step below the Lords in strength.” 
 
   She raised an eyebrow at him. “Not being very modest here, are you?” she asked, half-teasing, half-serious. 
 
   Cathel rolled his eyes, waving his hand dismissively. “Please,” he said. “I can fight off a minor darkling, but I wouldn’t want to match blades with one of the firithain if I could help it.” 
 
   “Could you fight him?” asked Rae, looking up at him. She realized that she had no idea how strong Cathel really was. He claimed to be a novice mage, but the shelter he had made from uncooperative ground seemed pretty solid to her.
 
   “One on one?” asked Cathel, looking over at her. “…Maybe. It depends. This is old forest. It’s not easy to work with. And I don’t know his strength. But I can’t fight against him and the sprites at the same time.” 
 
   Rae stared down at her hands. She knew what Cathel was asking her. Could she use the High Lord’s magic to fight? She had no idea…she’d never really thought about it before. She knew that it was possible...in theory.
 
   “The Decadal Spell,” said Cathel after a while. “…Alcian's magic. How does it work?” 
 
   Rae shrugged in response, holding up one finger. Light blossomed at the end of it, weaving its way down her arm. “It depends on the phase of the moon. Right now, since we’re on the waxing side of things, I can control light. When the moon tips over onto the waning side of things, it’ll become darkness.” 
 
   “Can you fight with it?” asked Cathel. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted, lowering her hand. The light dissipated. “I’ve never tried. But it’s not ordinary light magic. There’s something…off about it. I think I could hurt someone with it, if I wanted to. But I don’t know how it works, and I’d rather not count on that.” 
 
   “You could disorient the sprites at least,” said Cathel. “Blind them a bit, send them into a panic. And maybe then find out what your magic can really do.” 
 
   Rae looked up, giving Cathel a suspicious glance. “…What are you planning?” she asked. 
 
   “We’ll go in tonight, when it starts to get dark,” he said, looking up at the setting sun. “You confuse them and go for the girl. I’ll hold off the firithan.”  
 
   Rae stared down at the outline of the camp on the ground. She rested one arm across her knee, thinking over Cathel’s words. If she was being honest, the prospect of an actual fight breaking out terrified her. But she had come to the Twilight Realm willingly. What did she think was going to happen? 
 
   You can't turn back now, she reminded herself. You have to see this through to the end. 
 
   Cathel reached into his pack, drawing out a bundle of blue cloth and setting it down between them. Rae stared, recognizing the talismans he had brought into the Edgelands, the bundle that had stayed untouched at the bottom of their packs since the day they had left. He unwrapped the runed cloth gingerly, wordlessly passing a set of metal bracelets to Rae. They glowed with a faint cold light, lines tracing their way across the iron. She took them from him, snapping them around her wrists with a grim expression on her face. The metal felt cold against her skin, and she had no idea how jewelry was supposed to protect her from the Ivali, but she trusted Cathel enough. 
 
   Then and there, she trusted him enough. 
 
   He picked up the edges of the cloth, solemnly beginning to wrap the talismans up again. 
 
   “What about you?” she asked.
 
   “I won't wear any,” he said. 
 
   “What?” asked Rae. “Why not?” 
 
   “Because I won't be sneaking in,” said Cathel. “And I don't want to appear hostile right away.” 
 
   Rae’s eyes widened slightly, and she looked over at him. “What do you mean you’re not sneaking in?” 
 
   “I’m going to try to negotiate with the firithan first. I want you to watch my back.”
 
   “Are you insane?” asked Rae. “Why?” 
 
   “Because the High Court and the Dark Court aren’t exactly enemies,” said Cathel. “At least not overtly. If I start out hostile, I’m going to end up causing trouble for High Lord Alcian.”
 
   Rae scowled, meeting Cathel’s eyes. She wanted to protest, to tell him that exposing himself like that was stupid, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. She knew that he was right. And as much as she hated it right now, she was supposed to be the Arbiter. She couldn’t condone an act of violence between the Courts…not unless a peaceful resolution had been tried first. 
 
   “Fine,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Just…fine.” 
 
   “Watch my back,” said Cathel quietly, getting to his feet. “If it starts looking like it’s going badly, step in.” 
 
   #
 
   If it starts looking like it’s going badly, step in…
 
   Easier said than done. 
 
   Cathel let out the breath he was holding as he stepped towards the camp, forcing himself to remove his hand from the hilt of his sword. His eyes drifted towards the hill, searching for Rae. He caught sight of Larin blinking once through the foliage before disappearing. Somehow, Cathel could imagine Rae standing there in its place, half-hidden behind the trees, her face contorted into a scowl to mask her concern. 
 
   She had every right to be concerned. 
 
   He was fairly certain that he was about to do something very stupid. But she wouldn’t interrupt him. She would do as he had instructed. 
 
   And if he died from this, it would be his own damned fault. 
 
   Slowly, he unclenched his fist, attempting to ease the tension he felt as he stepped out of the woods, walking into the camp. At once, he felt the activity in the camp stop. He saw wood sprites drop shovels and other tools for setting up the camp, saw them turn towards him. Although none of them touched him or even moved in his direction, he could feel their hostility. The firithan did not move, continuing to sit hunched over by the fire as Cathel approached, his footsteps seeming strangely loud in the quiet of the forest. 
 
   He came to stand in front of the firithan, keeping the fire between them. Cathel considered the fire, wondering if it was worth establishing a bond with. It wouldn't be. It had been started by the firithan, and thus was loyal to the firithan. The control he would get wouldn’t be worth the energy expended in subduing it. 
 
   “What do you want, human?” asked the firithan, looking up. 
 
   “Firstly, your name and your business, firithan,” said Cathel, looking in the firithan’s eyes. They were bright amber, and for a moment he saw himself reflected in them—pathetically weak and human compared to the Ivali. He forced himself to keep his back straight, his posture rigid as he watched the firithan. 
 
   “And who are you,” asked the firithan, getting to his feet. He was as tall as Cathel, not that that seemed to matter. He knew enough about the Ivali to know that size was not always an indicator of power. “to demand such things of me?” 
 
   “I am Cathel,” he responded. “Tarethan to High Lord Alcian, in whose lands you currently rest.” 
 
   The firithan let out a laugh. It sounded like a bird's cry. “A human tarethan?” he asked. “Alcian must be growing soft. But the mark does ring true on you. Very well. I am Skor, firithan to Dark Lord Moriwen.” 
 
   He ignored the taunt about Alcian, not rising to the bait. Skor tossed aside the bone he was picking at, and Cathel wondered briefly what sort of animal it had come from. His hand twitched, but he kept it away from his sword, not letting any of his intimidation show on his face as he stared Skor down. The owl man folded his arms, watching Cathel. 
 
   “…So then,” he said. “What do you want with me, human tarethan?” 
 
   “You have a prisoner,” said Cathel. “A human girl.” 
 
   “Yes,” said Skor, his eyes moving towards the gathering of sprites to his right. Cathel looked as well. The girl was still there, and she was, thankfully, still unconscious. Rae was right. She was young. “A girl child, from the Daylight Realm. She cannot possibly be an acquaintance of yours. What is it to you?” 
 
   “I wish for you to release her to me.”
 
   “That is impossible,” said Skor, his eyes narrowing. “It is Dark Lord Moriwen’s will that I bring the human to her.” 
 
   “I don’t care about the Dark Lord’s will,” replied Cathel. “Release the human, and you may leave these lands in peace.” 
 
   Skor’s eyes narrowed further, anger growing in them. “You would openly defy Dark Lord Moriwen?” 
 
   “The last time I checked,” said Cathel quietly, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. “We were not in Dark Lord Moriwen's lands.” 
 
   Skor’s eyes moved towards Cathel’s sword, and he let out another screeching laugh. “You would fight me, human?” he asked. “Your mistress has given you a false impression of yourself, if you think you stand a chance against me. My power would overwhelm you with ease.” 
 
   “Maybe,” said Cathel, his eyes narrowing. He slowly drew his sword, the fading sunlight reflecting off of the blade. He resisted the urge to look towards the hilltop, taking a deep breath as he held his sword in both hands. 
 
   Anytime, Rae…he thought to himself, facing Skor. “But I won’t allow you to insult High Lord Alcian further.” 
 
   Anytime…
 
   Skor screeched, rushing forward towards him. 
 
   And blinding light exploded from the hilltop, rippling down towards the camp. 
 
   #
 
   Rae had to hand it to Cathel. If there was one talent seemed to hold without a doubt, it was the amazing ability to piss people off. 
 
   As soon as she saw the firithan rush towards Cathel, his talons extended at the end of his long fingers, she released the magic she had been building up inside of her, a blast of light rolling down the hillside and overtaking the camp. She didn’t stop to think about the utter madness of what she was doing, instead flying down the hillside at a run, ducking under branches and stumbling over roots as she rushed towards the campsite. 
 
   Her blast of light faded as she touched down on the ground, and she caught sight of the wood sprites standing up and beginning to collect themselves, seemingly disoriented by the attack. Cathel jumped back, and she saw him blocking Skor’s claws with his sword, the sharp talons scratching down the side of the blade and leaving an ear-piercing screech in their wake. Cathel’s eyes were narrowed and the mage’s expression was serious as he jumped back, the ground rising up in front of him at his command and blocking Skor’s attack.
 
   She didn’t have time to watch Cathel fight. As the wood sprites recovered and noticed her presence they rushed towards her, forming a half-circle around her and putting themselves between her and the prisoner. One of the sprites reached out as she passed, grabbing her by her wrist. Rae heard a hissing sound, and her eyes widened as she saw it jump back, cradling its hand as if it had been burned.  
 
   She gathered light into her hands and drew them back, a whip of light shooting out from her hands and lashing out at the entire circle. The light caught the sprites, throwing them back as she rushed through the gap she had made, setting off several blasts of blinding light to cover her escape. 
 
   The blasts did not come with sound, but she heard the wood sprites scream and cover their eyes as the light blossomed in front of them. It should have blinded her as well, but it was Alcian’s light, and she had Alcian’s eyes. 
 
   She reached down as she neared the prisoner, drawing the High Lord’s small knife from its sheath. Rae quickly hacked away at the vines, surprised at the ease with which Alcian’s gift parted the thick branches. The girl slumped forward, and Rae caught her by the shoulders as her head lolled back, her soft breathing the only thing that reminded Rae she was still alive. 
 
   Above her shoulder, Larin started blinking erratically. She looked. Out of the corner of her eye, three wood sprites were rushing towards her, vines in their hand. Her eyes widened, and she held her hand out towards them, summoning power into it. A blast of light shot out from her hand, slamming into them and scattering them like bowling pins. 
 
   It shouldn’t have done that, she realized vaguely. Light was light. It wasn’t supposed to be solid. It wasn’t supposed to hurt them. 
 
   But she wanted it to hurt them, she realized. And so it did. 
 
   She didn’t have time to think about that now. “Cathel!” she called, her eyes snapping over to Cathel’s fight with the firithan. 
 
   Cathel jumped back, landing on the ground as the firithan rushed towards him, his talons extended. Rae heard a screech like that of a falcon finding its prey, and the firithan rushed forward at an almost impossible speed, his talons scraping down the side of Cathel’s arm. The mage’s eyes widened as he fell back, and Rae stared in shock as she saw blood appear, three bright red trails forming in the air as the firithan threw Cathel back. 
 
   Her eyes fixed on the blood, her heart pounding her chest. 
 
   It was happening again...
 
   She remembered that day in the alley that the Reaper’s mark had warned her about, that one gunshot, the sound and crack it made as Nathan crumpled to the ground in front of her, his eyes wide and his hand over his chest. The men in front of her swore, one of them dropping the gun as they ran off down the alley in a panic. 
 
   Not again...
 
   “Cathel!” she shouted, cold fear running through her veins. 
 
   The firithan unfurled his wings, a large gust tearing through the air as he flapped them. The gust struck Cathel dead on, flinging him into the forest like a rag doll. She heard the snap of branches and the crunch of leaves as he disappeared into the trees, his sword still in his hand.
 
   Her eyes narrowed in anger and she summoned the power the High Lord had given her again, flooding both hands with light. She got to her feet, drawing her hand back as she pointed both hands at Skor. Light flooded the space between her fingers, her brow furrowing in concentration as she attempted to pour all of her energy into the attack. 
 
   A vine shot out from the side, wrapping around her wrists and yanking her to the ground. The light disappeared, the magic suddenly fading from her. Rae’s eyes widened in shock as she struck the ground hard, attempting to summon light again. 
 
   It wouldn’t come. 
 
   She couldn’t reach her Source. 
 
   Her eyes widened in panic as another vine wrapped around her ankles, the vine around her wrists dragging her to her feet. She struggled, fighting against them, but they held fast, bringing her up to face the firithan. He turned towards her, a grin on his face as he licked blood from his talons. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   Cathel’s blood. 
 
   Fear and anger and rage flooded her, and she let out an angry scream, attempting to struggle against her bonds. They held fast, and her magic still wouldn’t come at her call. 
 
   “What do we have here?” asked the firithan, stepping towards her. He studied her, his eyes bright and owlish. “…High Lord Alcian’s power? You’re the Arbiter, aren’t you? A little hatchling Arbiter? Oh, this is just too good. Dark Lord Moriwen will be pleased with you.” 
 
   Her eyes narrowed as he reached out towards her. Her fists clenched, and her heart thudded with fear, but she kept nothing but anger on her face. 
 
   She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.
 
   “Do you grieve for the human, Arbiter?” asked the firithan, extending his talons towards her. “Do you want me to bring him back?” 
 
   Rae drew herself away as he reached for her face, his talons lightly scraping her cheek. They drew blood, a faint line appearing across her cheek where his talons had touched.
 
   The ground suddenly buckled underneath them, a shield of earth appearing between Rae and the firithan. Rae’s eyes widened in surprise as the firithan turned around, facing the woods. The shield faded, allowing her to see just over his shoulder. As Rae watched, the trees in the woods groaned, seeming to sway in one direction simultaneously as they angled themselves towards the camp. 
 
   Cathel emerged through the trees, his green eyes blazing. Branches and vines were wrapped around his arms, bearing him in the air for a moment as they set him down on the ground. They unwrapped from him, sliding back into the trees like snakes as he held his sword in front of him, pointing it towards the firithan. He was bleeding, but he didn’t seem to notice, the blood streaked across the side of his face and his arm.
 
   Power crackled around him. Rae stared at him. She could practically see his Source, settling around his shoulders like a shroud, a mantle of power. The very air seemed to surround him, shielding him, putting him in the center of a whirlwind. He looked like a figure out of legend. She couldn’t look away. 
 
   The firithan chuckled to himself, pulling away from her. “Looks like Alcian’s pet still has some fight in him after all.” 
 
   “Do you believe, Skor, that the lands of the Ivali have a life of their own?” asked Cathel as he stepped forward, the last of the vines that had caught him withdrawing from him. 
 
   “Of course,” said Skor. “All of the Ivali know this.” 
 
   “Then tell me,” said Cathel, his eyes narrowed dangerously. “You have insulted High Lord Alcian on her own lands? How do you think they feel towards you now?” 
 
   Skor tensed. Rae could see it rippling through the muscles in his back and shoulders as he turned away from her fully, facing Cathel. “…What about it?”
 
   “You really are an idiot, aren’t you?” asked Cathel. “I am an Edictal Mage. My power is only as strong as the willingness of the things I command to work with me. But now I hardly need to use any magic at all.” 
 
   Skor’s eyes widened, and Rae saw the realization begin to dawn on him. She didn’t particularly care about him, though. Her eyes were fixed on Cathel, fixed on the mage as he drew his hand back, pulling his sword closer to himself. She didn’t know what he had been so angry about earlier—why he was so jealous of her power. 
 
   She was only the judge. But in that moment, the land was the jury. 
 
   And Cathel was the executioner. 
 
   “…Skor Firithan,” he said, the wind seeming to carry his voice, projecting it throughout the clearing. “I am High Lord Alcian’s tarethan. I am her champion. I am the voice of her lands, and I will be the channel for their retribution.” 
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You should have left while you had the chance,” he said quietly, under his breath. 
 
   In one fluid movement, he drew his sword forward in a slash, the power radiating outward from him as he made a single command. 
 
   “Kill.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen: Verdict
 
    
 
   The earth buckled underneath them at Cathel's command, the air whistling around him. In one instant, the wood sprites fled, disappearing into the woods and dropping the vines holding Rae. She collapsed onto the ground, letting out a quick shout of pain. The grass seemed to move to catch her, softening the blow somewhat but not erasing it completely as she lay there, hands and feet still bound by the sprites' vines. She twisted around, forcing herself to flip over so that she could see Cathel. She tasted blood, and wondered if she had bit her lip on the way down.
 
   Cathel stood at the center of the rolling earth, his eyes fixed on Skor. Sharp spikes jutted out from the ground just underneath the firithan. He jumped back nimbly, avoiding the point of one and landing on its side, his wings unfurled. As Rae watched, the firithan took to the air, but at a wave of Cathel's hand, the wind's direction shifted, narrowing and cutting towards Skor. He banked sharply, avoiding the blast and rushing towards Cathel. The earth moved, forming a wall around Cathel. Skor avoided it, rising sharply and flying over the wall towards the mage. Cathel raised his sword, catching the talons pointed in his direction and taking a step back as the wind rushed towards him again.
 
   Skor moved to avoid the blast. It soared past him—she saw its passing ripple through his feathers. Cathel quickly moved to take advantage of the opening he had created, stepping forward. His sword moved in a flash of steel, cutting a long gash down the firithan's arm as Skor jumped back. Dark blood stained the edge of Cathel's blade.
 
   "Now we're evenly marked," said Cathel. His voice was calm, his eyes fixed completely on the firithan. They were glittering green emeralds in the unnatural cast the forest lent them. 
 
   Skor drew back his wounded arm, the firithan's eyes gleaming in the rapidly darkening forest. Rae took the opportunity to draw her hands closer to herself, scooting her legs underneath her as she attempted to pull the vines apart. Even without the sprites holding onto her, they held fast, and she could feel them repressing her Source, stopping her from reaching it and drawing it forth. The talismans around her wrists didn't seem to affect them the same way they had affected the Ivali, which was to be expected. They were just plants after all. 
 
   She took a deep breath and let out a groan of effort, closing her eyes and trying to push even the smallest amount of her magic through. She could feel it building up beneath her skin like water behind a dam, but she couldn't get it to break the surface, to come out and free her.
 
   Her eyes snapped open, and she let out the breath she was holding in one exhausted sigh. The ground rumbled, moving underneath her like waves on the ocean as it snapped up beneath Skor, flinging the firithan into the air before he could attack Cathel. Rae saw Cathel extend his hands out to either side of him and bring them together, as though he were grabbing something. The winds above suddenly changed direction again, slamming into Skor on either side and sending him tumbling end over end. Cathel brought his hand down in a slash, and the wind moved with it, catching Skor in the chest and slamming him onto the ground.
 
   She felt the ground shake with the impact, dust and debris scattering from the area Skor had struck. The impact was followed immediately by a loud cracking sound, and Rae cringed in spite of herself. She immediately closed her eyes and raised her bound arms in front of her, turning her head away from the sudden spray of dirt and stone. 
 
   The ground rose where Skor landed, forming two spikes that crossed each other in the middle. She saw Skor rise up through the curtain of dust, jumping from spike to spike as they rose and landing clumsily on the ground as he rushed towards Cathel, his talons pulled back. The wind flared up behind him, heading towards the mage.
 
   Cathel raised his sword, blocking the first blast of air. She saw it rush past him on either side, carrying with it dirt and dust as it pulled at his hair and the edges of his cloak. The mage quickly sidestepped as Skor approached, raising his sword and blocking the creature's claws. The ground rose up underneath Skor again, and he quickly jumped out of the way as his attack was blocked, letting out a fearsome screech and diving down towards Cathel from the air.
 
   Rae averted her eyes from the conflict, attempting to tug her wrists apart again. The vine continued to hold, keeping close to her. She looked around her, beginning to scan the ground as realization struck her. 
 
   Knife.
 
   Where was her knife?
 
   She spotted it lying in the grass a few feet away from her, closer to where the prisoner lay. A glimmer of light reflected off of its surface. Rae grit her teeth and launched herself forward, slamming her fists down on the ground and pushing off with her feet as she attempted to maneuver herself over towards it. She heard another earsplitting screech and saw the ground buckle like a crater around Cathel, earthen walls rising up on either side to save him from the wind. His walls cracked as Skor's blasts struck them, and she saw stones topple, landing on the ground with a crash.
 
   Cathel was getting tired. His face was growing paler with each strike, each manipulation of the environment, and the blood-red spot on his arm seemed to be growing each time she looked. Skor wasn't much better. He looked exhausted, and one of his wings was hanging at an odd angle, as if it had been broken in the fight, but the firithan was strong, and he didn't look like he was backing down. The sight of Cathel fueled her determination, and she forced herself onward.
 
   He really didn't have much time.
 
   Rae let out a ragged breath as she pulled herself up in front of the knife, collapsing onto the ground in front of it. She reached out, grabbing it clumsily in both hands and attempting to maneuver it in such a way that would allow her to cut her own bonds. The knife was sharp, and it didn't cut her, but her gloves were fair game, and she saw the thin faesteel blade cut through the leather like it was no more than half-melted butter, brushing lightly against her skin as she attempted to move it onto the vines.
 
   A pillar of air moved downwards above Skor at Cathel's direction, shoving the firithan to the ground with such force that the earth cracked. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Cathel move forward, all the power and fury of the ground and sky and forest behind him as he drew his sword arm back. And he was going to win. She knew it, even as she frantically tried to cut herself free from her bonds. If that blow hit, he was going to win.
 
   But she didn't stop, the tip of the knife just barely piercing the thick surface of one of the vines.
 
   The wind whistled in her ear, blowing her hair into her face as Cathel let out a shout of fury, raising his sword over his head.
 
   And then suddenly it was quiet. The howling of the wind ceased, the ground stopped moving, and even the forest seemed to go still. Skor's laugh rang out through the air, the sound of it chilling her to the bone. Rae's eyes widened, and she glanced over to see Cathel staring wide-eyed at a vine wrapped around his arm, a single brave wood sprite holding on to the other end of it. The vine snaked up the length of his sword, and she saw the realization dawn on Cathel's face, the realization that he couldn't reach his Source, that the magic fueling the land's anger was gone.
 
   Skor stepped forward with a grin, freed from his bonds, and slammed his fist straight into Cathel's gut.
 
   Cathel's eyes widened, and he flew back. She saw him, suspended in the air as if in slow motion, the force of Skor's blow sending him into the trees as he dropped his sword. She heard something crack, saw his mouth opening in a silent shout. In that one moment, she could hear nothing else, could see nothing else. All she could hear was the blood rushing in her ears, the steady sound of her own heartbeat. All she could see was Cathel's face, the sword slowly falling from his hand to the ground.
 
   The knife cut through the vines, and she pulled her hands apart in one quick movement, grabbing it by the hilt with a speed she hadn't known she possessed and slashing out at the vines on her ankles.
 
   At once, her power flooded through her. Like a river that had been held back for too long, she felt the power she had tried to summon rush to the surface, begging to be set free. She didn't stop to think, didn't stop to look. Cathel didn't have time for that. Her hand shot out, reaching for the nearest thing she could find.
 
   It turned out to be a shovel, a wooden shovel with a metal head that one of the sprites had dropped from where they were setting up camp. Rae gripped it tightly in both hands, light wrapping around the tool and glowing brightly as she ran forward, raising it over her head with a shout. She brought it down as hard as she could on Skor's head, the bright light from her magic fueling the attack and driving it down further.
 
   Rae heard a sickening crack and saw Skor's body tense, before every muscle in it went limp and he slumped to the ground in front of her, between her and Cathel. His wings hung limply beside him, his head turned to the side and his bird-like beak open. She heard a rustle in the leaves, looked up just in time to see the wood sprites fleeing again, and exhaled deeply, her breath coming in short pants. Her gloves were a tattered mess, and Alcian's knife had even managed to score the leather on her boots. Her hair clung to the side of her face, her heart beating loudly in her chest as she gripped the shovel like a lifeline.
 
   And then it was quiet again.
 
   She exhaled, looking down at Skor. Once it became clear that the firithan would not be getting back up, she let out a slow breath through her teeth, her fists slowly unclenching around the shovel's handle. The tool clattered to the ground, its head stained with blood and God only knew what else. Rae felt the bile begin to rise in her throat, and she swallowed quickly in an attempt to keep it back. It didn't work, and she quickly looked away from Skor's body and attempted to pull some of her hair out of her face as she was promptly sick.
 
   She had killed him. Even though he was Ivali, even though he wasn't human…he had been a being with thoughts, with emotions, with life, and she had killed him. He would have killed her—she knew that in her mind—but it couldn't help the way she felt as she looked out into the forest, slowly exhaling in an attempt to calm herself down.
 
   She had seen death before, but she had never caused it. That had always been someone else.
 
   The Reaper. It had always been the Reaper's fault.
 
   She shook her head against the thought, kicking the shovel aside with her boot and quickly looking over Skor's body. She didn't have time to think about this now. There were more important things.
 
   Cathel.
 
   He lay on his back in the grass, his hand over his chest. His face was pale and contorted in pain, his breathing labored. The vine that had wrapped around his hand now lay on the ground beside him, and there was a faint light over his hand, his mouth moving in between breaths as he recited something to himself.
 
   She quickly moved around Skor, crouching down at his side.
 
   "Cathel," she said, holding her hands out towards him. She hesitated, then pulled them back. Maybe she shouldn't touch him. "…Cathel."
 
   He took another sharp breath, and his eyes drifted open, meeting hers. The brilliant green of them began to fade away, and they returned to the normal green color that they had been before. He exhaled sharply and looked away from her, muttering something else under his breath as his expression grew pained. At first, she thought he was casting a spell, but then as she listened to the words, she realized that he was actually just cursing.
 
   Typical Cathel.
 
   He attempted to pull himself up, but lost strength and fell back. Without thinking, Rae reached forward, supporting him on her arms. His head lolled forward, leaning against her chest as he closed his eyes.
 
   "…Ribs," she heard him mutter under his breath. "Broke a few. Tried to get them to heal, but…the magic's not coming. Too tired…I'll live…out of danger…"
 
   She shook her head. "You rest," she said quickly. "But stay awake. No magic, unless it's an emergency."
 
   "Yeah…" mumbled Cathel, and she felt him nod. "Stay awake…easier said than done…" He hissed as she shifted position. "…Damn, that hurts."
 
   "Sorry," she said quickly. She could feel panic threatening to overwhelm her. The prisoner was unconscious, and Cathel was semi-conscious at best, and seriously hurt. What was she supposed to do?
 
   A thought occurred to her, and she looked around, scanning the forest for her wisp. "Larin!" she called. "Larin, where are you?"
 
   There was a pause, and then her little wisp materialized into existence, hovering just over her and Cathel. Rae slowly lowered the mage so that he was lying down on her lap. She did her best to move slowly, but there was no denying Cathel's hiss of pain as her eyes fixed on the wisp. "Find help," she said. "From somewhere—anywhere—and get them here as fast as you can. Find someone loyal to Alcian."
 
   For a moment, she wondered if Larin understood. The wisp hovered in the air as if regarding her and Cathel, and she saw it flicker, almost as if it was wavering back and forth. Then, it pulsed brightly a few times, before fading out of sight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen: Mika
 
   She was adrift in a sea of light. 
 
   Her body felt strange to her, as though she wasn't entirely her own. Vague images flashed through her mind—a hospital room, a man in white, her brother’s face, her own voice, declaring that she would do anything to get him back. 
 
   …Was that really her voice? 
 
   It didn’t sound like it. She didn’t know what her voice sounded like anymore. 
 
   All she knew was light.
 
   Slowly, sensation began to return. At first, she simply noticed that the stream had stopped—she was no longer floating. She realized vaguely that she was lying down on something soft, something warm and heavy wrapped protectively around her. Smell was next, and her world became filled with the scent of green, green grass, the smell of a summer field after the rain. Her mouth felt dry and tasted vaguely metallic, as if she had been asleep for a long while. Slowly, sound began to break the silence of her dream and she heard the low murmurs of conversation, the wind rustling through the trees. 
 
   The girl opened her eyes, and the light faded away. 
 
   She was lying on a pallet of blankets spread out on a wooden floor, a single heavy blanket covering her. It was soft to the touch, and seemed to be made of a material she didn’t quite recognize. Her head turned, her eyes drifting over the rest of the room. Her first thought was that she was lying in a tent of some sort, but instead of canvas above her head, she saw nothing but leaves, woven loosely together so that the sunlight drifted through. The tent flap seemed to be made of hanging vines, coming down from the ceiling and obscuring her view of the outside. She turned her head towards it. 
 
   The voices were coming from out there. There were many of them, although a few seemed to be speaking louder than the rest. One of them was a masculine voice, and he spoke something that sounded like a curse, followed by a wave of high-pitched laughter. She smiled slightly at the sound of it, raising her hand up to curl around the edge of the blankets. 
 
   She breathed deeply, then slowly pushed the blanket off herself. 
 
   #
 
   Rae sighed, taking a sip of the tea one of the Ivali had brought her as she watched Cathel continue to lose at the card game they had tricked him into playing. She rolled her eyes impatiently, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she heard the mage curse, throwing down a losing hand yet again. It was a good thing they were only playing for fun, because Rae didn’t know exactly what Cathel had left to bet. 
 
   His companions, small, blond Ivali that came up about as high as her waist, laughed at his loss, making a joke about the tarethan’s wits still being addled from his fight with Skor as they shuffled the cards again. They gave him capricious grins, dealing out the cards one more time. She took another sip of tea, staring at the scene. 
 
   He was an idiot of the highest order. 
 
   But she felt a faint smile appear on her face anyway. She would rather see him like this now, alive and losing a card game, than see him the way he had been in the clearing, half-dead and barely conscious. When Larin returned with a troop of Ivali that called themselves the forest people, she had never been more relieved. They had been happy to patch them up and take them into their small village, especially once they had learned that Skor was dead. Apparently the firithan had been tormenting them for the past few weeks, and they had been unable to get a message for help through to Alcian. 
 
   Cathel was being hailed as a hero. Not that he needed anything more to get to his head. 
 
   She rested her arm across her knees as she watched them, slowly setting down her cup of tea as she unconsciously rubbed at her wrists. She had removed the runic bracelets from them the very first night the Ivali had brought them back, and had scrubbed at her wrists hard with soap and water to remove the “stench” that their hosts complained about. They were still bruised and ached slightly, red rings encircling them from what she assumed was the vines. She couldn't think of what else it could be. 
 
   The sound of vines rustling behind her made her pause and she looked up. The girl they had rescued stepped out cautiously through the curtain of vines, one hand on the back of her head as she studied her surroundings. Her eyes, Rae saw now, were a dark blue, and they met Rae’s for a second before looking over at the card game, and at the other Ivali moving through the clearing, weaving in and out of the small homes they had made for themselves in the forest as they chatted amongst themselves. She saw the astonishment register on the girl’s face, a face that looked strangely familiar to her, although she still wasn’t sure where the resemblance came from. 
 
   “Feeling better?” she asked.
 
   The girl’s eyes widened, looking back at Rae. She nodded once, then hesitantly dropped down so that she was sitting next to her. 
 
   “Um, yeah. I think.” Her eyes trailed to the Ivali again. “What happened to me?” 
 
   “You were unconscious. When you came from your world to this one. We saved you from some trouble, and brought you back here.” 
 
   Her eyes widened, and she stared at Rae. “…Unconscious? How long was I out?”
 
   Rae shrugged, looking away.“Three days.” It was one more day than she had been unconscious, but Cathel had mentioned once he had started walking around again that the girl had a fairly strong Source as well. 
 
   The girl's eyes widened in disbelief. “Three days? Seriously?” 
 
   “It’s not exactly an uncommon thing.” Rae idly pulled up some of the blades of grass beside her, twirling them around her fingers. It felt odd, talking to someone from her world. For the past…almost two weeks now, the only human contact she had had had been with Cathel. The girl’s appearance reminded her just how limited her previous social interactions had been. “I was out for three.”
 
   “You were?” asked the girl. “So…um…I’m guessing you’re not from around here either, then?” 
 
   Rae shrugged her shoulders again. “Nope.” There were so many questions she had to ask—about how the girl had gotten here, who had sent here here, and what she knew, but she couldn’t quite figure out how to ask them. So she settled on the obvious instead. “…Got a name?” 
 
   The girl blinked, before a grin broke her uncertain expression.“Of course I do.” She held her hand out towards Rae. “It’s Mikaela. My friends call me Mika. What about you?” 
 
   Rae hesitated, tentatively grasping the girl's hand. “Rae Miller.”
 
   Mika paused, slowly pulling her hand out of Rae's grip. “You’re Rae Miller? That means you know what happened to my brother.” 
 
   She let her hand fall to the ground between them.“Your brother?” 
 
   “Mm,” said Mika in reply. “Nathan James?” 
 
   Rae stared openly at Mika. Now she knew where the resemblance came from. The memory of what had happened in that alleyway came back to her—the blood on the ground, the hospital room, the Reaper’s deal…
 
   Nathan James…
 
   Nate...
 
   “He’s your brother?” She didn't bother trying to hide her surprise. 
 
   Mika's grin grew slightly tired, and she tilted her head back, her arms wrapping around her knees. “So you do know,” she said. “I wondered about that, but it looked like what that man was saying was true after all.” 
 
   That man… 
 
   A sudden thought chilled her, and she placed her hand on Mika’s arm, turning the girl towards her. An image came to her mind—that of a dark-haired man with cold, dark eyes. But that was impossible. As far as she knew, she was the only one who could see the Reaper. 
 
   “…What man?” she asked. “Who told you that?” 
 
   “The man who sent me here.” Mika shrugged. “He said you would know what happened to my brother.” Her eyes trailed upwards, focusing on the expression on Rae’s face. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, realizing that she probably looked slightly crazed. She released Mika’s arm, exhaling slowly and tucking a strand of black hair behind her ear as she tried to keep herself calm. She stared down at her hand as she pulled it away. It was shaking. 
 
   “…Did he have black hair? Pale skin, black clothes? A scythe?” 
 
   Mika cupped her chin in her hand and tapped her cheek with her index finger as she looked up at the sky. “No…No, he didn’t look like that at all. It was a blond guy. Tall, white clothes, kind of cute…? You know him?” 
 
   Rae’s tensed. She recognized that description. She thought back to the man that had spoken to her during her transition into the Twilight Realm, warning her about the Reaper’s plot. The man whose name she still didn’t know…
 
   He was Ivali, she was sure of that now. There was something about him that just couldn’t be human.
 
   “Yeah.” She spoke quietly. “I think I do. What did he say?” 
 
   “He came up to me one day when I was visiting my brother,” Mika propped herself up on her arms, leaning back. Her expression grew far off, as if she was recalling a distant memory. “…It was about two days ago—well, I think it would be five days ago now…He asked me if I wanted to help my brother.” As Rae watched, Mika shook her head. “…He’s still not awake. My family doesn’t think there’s much hope left for him. I didn’t want to give up so easily, so I was there, trying to talk to him, and that was when that man found me. He told me if I wanted to help my brother, I needed to come here and find you—that you were the best person to help him now.” 
 
   Rae looked away from Mika as the girl met her eyes, the look in them making her feel slightly uncomfortable. She didn’t like seeing the hope in them, the idea that she was responsible for this—for Nate’s life as well as her own. “…So you decided to come here?” 
 
   “Well, not at first. I mean…that’s kind of a crazy thing to hear out of the blue. But I thought about it some and…I figured that if there was any way I could help, I needed to do it. So after…” She hesitated, and Rae saw her take a deep breath, her fingers curling tighter around her leg. “…after school one day, when Dad and I got into a fight about Nate…I just…tossed some things into my backpack and ran. I found the guy outside of the hospital. He sent me here. Um…” Mika looked up, a slightly embarrassed look on her face as she glanced at Rae. “You…uh…wouldn’t happen to have found my backpack, would you?” 
 
   “...It’s over there.” Rae jabbed her thumb in the direction of the tent. The elder’s tent had been the only place in the village large enough to house Mika. Most of the other tents were made for people half their size. 
 
   “Ah, thanks,” said Mika, nodding once. She injected some cheerfulness into her voice. “So…um…yeah, that’s basically it! I’m here to help! Wherever you need me!” 
 
   Wherever you need me…
 
   She saw Cathel again in her mind’s eye, Skor’s fist burying itself into his gut as the mage went flying off into the trees. She saw Nate crumpling to the ground, heard the metallic sound of the pistol being dropped onto the alley floor as the muggers swore and fled. The hand on her other side, away from Mika, clenched into a fist as anger ran through her. 
 
   Cathel had been hurt because of her. 
 
   Nate had been hurt because of her. 
 
   Now she was supposed to look after a high school girl?
 
   She didn't realize she was speaking until the words left her mouth. “You shouldn’t have come. It’s too dangerous here.”
 
   “How dangerous could it be?” asked Mika.
 
   She remembered Alcian’s power, remembered the gleam of the Reaper’s eyes, remembered Skor licking Cathel’s blood from his talons…
 
   Her fist shook on her other side, and she took a deep breath in an attempt to calm herself. How much blood would be on her hands before this was over? 
 
   “More dangerous than you think. Go home. You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
   “I can’t go home!” protested Mika. “I promised I’d stay and help you!” 
 
   Stay and help her? What had that man been thinking? It was different for Rae. She could come here for a year. She could stay here forever. She had no reason to live in the Daylight Realm, no attachments, and almost no future. Mika had all of those things. 
 
   She shouldn’t be here. 
 
   “You have no idea what we’re up against,” Her voice came out angrier than it should have been. 
 
   “So tell me,” said Mika. “I’m listening!” 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, slowly unclenching her fist and shaking her head. “…I don’t know where to begin,” she said. 
 
   “The beginning’s a good place,” said a voice from her right. Rae and Mika both turned, facing Cathel. He stood in front of them, watching her carefully. She hadn’t even noticed that his card game had stopped, as engrossed as she was in thinking about Mika and the Reaper and Nate. The mage was dressed in his traveling clothes again, the Ivali having stitched them up as best as they could. They couldn’t do much for Rae’s gloves, unfortunately. She would have to make do without them. 
 
   Like this, Cathel looked fine—like he hadn’t been injured by Skor’s attack at all. Rae knew better. She knew that the only reason he was standing right now was because his particular brand of magic allowed him to encourage his bones to heal faster, that his arm and his chest were still bandaged tightly, and that the only reason he was still alive was because of the quick intervention of the forest Ivali. 
 
   She took a deep breath. She wanted to scold him for sneaking up on her, for eavesdropping on their conversation, but the heat of her anger wouldn’t come. In her mind’s eye, she still saw him lying on the forest floor, bloody and broken. She still thought that she would have lost him then…
 
   She shook her head slightly, in an attempt to clear those thoughts. 
 
   “…Done with your game already?” she asked. 
 
   He shrugged, then winced as the motion made his injuries hurt again. She watched as he rubbed his shoulder lightly, slowly lowering himself into a sitting position in front of them. “…They were trying to get me to play one more game, but if I keep it up, they’ll trick me out of the clothes on my back.”
 
   He offered a hand to Mika. “I’m Cathel Alvain. It’s good to see you awake.” 
 
   “Ah, yeah.” Mika took his hand and shook it. “…Mikaela James. Mika for short. Nice to meet you.” 
 
   “You too,” said Cathel, releasing her hand. He turned back to Rae. “Now, like I was saying,” he said. “Start from the beginning. I’d like to hear this too…” 
 
   Rae frowned, about to protest. The image of Cathel lying on the ground stopped her again. He had almost died for her cause. If anyone deserved the full story, he did. She took a deep breath, lowering her eyes to the ground as she spoke. “I’ve been seeing the Reaper my whole life,” she began. “At least as far back as I can remember.”
 
   She left out the finer details of her past, painting instead a broad, general picture. She told them about how the Reaper had haunted her as a child—how she could track his movements and see the people that he targeted next. She told them how Nate had been shot trying to protect her—and here she had to stop and go into a detailed discussion with Cathel about what exactly a gun was—and told them about the Reaper’s bargain. This far, it was all familiar territory for Cathel. The part about the blond man she included for Mika’s sake, but she didn’t miss the thoughtful expression on Cathel’s face as she told Mika about the man’s words.  She explained about Alcian, and the Decadal Series, and for the first time, she explained about the Arbiter. When she was finished, no one spoke, the three of them simply staring at each other. 
 
   Rae didn’t know how much time had passed. She felt drained—emotionally and almost physically. She couldn’t remember the last time she had spoken so much at one time, the last time she had revealed so much about herself to another person. They stared at each other then, Mika wearing an expression of shock and slight fear on her face and Cathel watching her with a thoughtful expression. 
 
   “…So what you’re saying is the Reaper’s going to kill both you and my brother if you don’t find this Shard in a year,” said Mika after a while. 
 
   “That’s right,” said Rae, nodding once. 
 
   “…But if you do give him this Shard, he’ll become really strong and probably go on to destroy everything in this world.” 
 
   “We don’t know what he’ll do,” corrected Rae. The words were half-hearted. It had been thirteen years since the first time she had seen the Reaper. In thirteen years, she had a bit of an insight into what kind of person he was. If he felt wronged by the Twilight Realm, and had ultimate power in his hands…
 
   It made her sick just to think about it. But if she didn’t find the Shard, he would come here anyway, and she and Nate would both be dead…
 
   “So are you gonna fight him, then?” asked Mika.
 
   “I don’t know…” said Rae, hugging her arms close to herself as she looked away. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Mika, her eyes widening as she turned towards Rae. “That’s what this whole thing is about, right? That’s why you’re grabbing these Decadal—things of ultimate power or whatever they are…” 
 
   Rae shook her head. “I don't know.” 
 
   “But—,” began Mika.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Cathel reach forward, tapping Mika lightly on the wrist. The girl pouted at Cathel, but nodded once, turning back towards Rae. She took a deep breath. “…So we’re going, then?” she asked. “We’re going to head towards this Spire thingy?” 
 
   “We are not doing anything,” said Rae sharply, looking up at Mika. “Cathel and I—.” 
 
   “Oh, so what, you’re just going to leave me here?” asked Mika, interrupting her. “Yeah, that sounds real safe.” 
 
   “She does have a point, Rae,” said Cathel, glancing at her. Rae folded her arms across her chest and met Cathel’s eyes. The mage’s green eyes were serious, and he held her gaze. 
 
   “…You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said after a while, glaring at Cathel. “She’s what—fourteen?”
 
   “I’m sixteen, thank you very much!” interjected Mika. 
 
   “I don’t like it either, but are we really seeing a better option here?” asked Cathel. “Mika’s right. We can’t leave her. This village may be safe for now, but it’s only a matter of time until something happens again, and we can’t impose her on the High Lord.” 
 
   Rae scowled, letting out a frustrated sigh. He was right, of course. She couldn’t leave Mika, and she didn’t know the first thing about sending Mika back. And at the moment, it wasn’t like anywhere in the Edgelands was safe. “…Fine,” she said. “Fine, you’re right. But the first chance we get—as soon as we can find some Ivali that knows how to do it—you are going straight home.” 
 
   “Whatever,” said Mika with a shrug. Rae took that as teenager-speak for ‘I don’t agree with you, but I’ll argue with you later.’ She opened her eyes to make her point clear, but Cathel spoke, interrupting her before she could say anything. 
 
   “I was thinking of leaving tomorrow,” he said. “Now that Mika’s awake.” 
 
   Rae stared at him. He’d been healing at an amazing rate, thanks to his magic, but she knew for a fact that he wasn’t one hundred percent cured yet. “You sure about that?” 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” said Cathel. “We might be a little slow for the first few days, but moving slowly is better than not moving at all.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out the map that Alcian had given them and spreading it out on the ground between them. “Here’s where we are,” he said, pointing at the deep woods just outside Alcian’s palace. Alcian’s lands were more detailed than anything else on the map, and with good reason. “…We’re still firmly in High Lord Alcian’s lands. The Spire is over here, to the north.” He traced a line with his finger from their current location to the Spire’s. “If we head straight there now, we could reach it before autumn even starts, but…” 
 
   “High Lords,” said Rae, noticing the different parcels of land that Cathel’s direct route had bypassed. 
 
   “And Dark Lords,” said Cathel, tentatively pressing his finger to some of the lands Alcian had marked as potentially safe. “But I'm not sure we should deal with those until we're a little better prepared. So I was thinking we could head here.” The mage paused, tapping a mountain pass that had been marked on the map. “Through the pass and into the Shadow Queen’s lands.” 
 
   The Shadow Queen. Alcian’s sister. 
 
   Mika looked up. “Shadow Queen? Aren’t the High Lord’s supposed to be the good guys? That’s kind of a dark name…” 
 
   “Good guys is a bit of a strong term,” said Rae, watching as Cathel folded up the map. “But from what I understand, the High Court is less likely to kill us on sight.” 
 
   “Right,” said Cathel, nodding once. “I have nothing but the utmost respect for High Lord Alcian, but…we can’t assume that every High Lord we come across is going to be benevolent.” 
 
   “How long do you think it will take to get through the pass?” asked Rae. 
 
   “…I’d say three days,” said Cathel. “Weather permitting. We aren’t too far from High Lord Alcian’s boundary.” 
 
   “Three days…” Rae thought it over. It wasn't much, but given how much time was going by, it felt like it. “…Let’s not waste any more time.” 
 
   “Agreed,” said Cathel, pocketing the map. He slowly got to his feet, grimacing in pain once as he stood up. “We should all get some rest. I’ll talk to our hosts and see what they can lend us in the way of supplies.”
 
   “Right,” said Rae, getting up as well. She turned towards Mika. “You should eat,” she said. “And rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a little rough for you.” 
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Mika, grinning. “I do track, so I should be just fine.” 
 
   Rae sighed as Mika got up, deciding not to correct her. She would find out soon enough, and right now she just wanted to think, to be by herself for a moment or two. She walked off, ignoring the look on Cathel’s face as he turned towards her. 
 
   “Where are you headed?” asked Cathel. 
 
   “…Bath,” she said, grabbing her pack and slinging it over her shoulder. “I’ll be back before it gets too dark.” 
 
   She could feel his eyes on her as she walked away. He, at least, had the good grace to say nothing. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen: Watching Fire
 
   Rae sank deeper into the pond, slowly exhaling as she closed her eyes. The pond was in a secluded area of the woods, far enough away from the Ivali village that she didn’t anticipate being interrupted, but close enough that she was still under the Ivali’ protection. She dipped her head under the water, running her fingers lightly through her hair in an attempt to get some of the dirt out. Varra had given her soap for the journey, and an herbal alchemical concoction that seemed like this world’s equivalent of shampoo, but she didn’t want to waste it, not sure what she would do once it ran out. She knew from listening to Cathel and some of the village Ivali that some of the Ivali lived in something close to human civilization, but they were further away from the Safelands and she wasn’t sure how long it would take to reach there. 
 
   Rae sighed, wrapping her arms around herself as she surfaced and leaning back against one of the rocks that lined the pool. She closed her eyes, but she could still see the images burned into her mind—Cathel, then Nate, then all the other people who had died because they had made the mistake of getting to her. Her aunt and uncle. Hallie. The image of her face came back to her mind, her blue eyes staring up at Rae, unseeing. 
 
   Even in death, even at the foot of the building she had thrown herself from, her middle school friend had been beautiful. 
 
   It had all started with Hallie. 
 
   No, that wasn't right. It started elsewhere, further back. Somewhere more personal. 
 
   She was eight years old again, standing in the hallway with wide eyes as the Reaper stood over her parents’ prone forms. His scythe gleamed in the dim light of the room as he turned towards her, his dark eyes unreadable. He stared at her, and took a step towards her slowly. And she took a step back and screamed and screamed and screamed...
 
   “Hey, you out here?” 
 
   Rae’s eyes snapped open at the sound of the voice, and she quickly sank deeper into the water. She disentangled her fingers from her hair, keeping her arms wrapped around herself as she frantically studied the trees that encircled the pool. “Don’t you dare come any closer,” she said, making sure the stone behind her was hiding her from view. 
 
   There was a pause, and she heard the sound of rustling leaves. “Relax,” said Cathel. “I can’t see anything. And my back is turned.” 
 
   She checked, peeking out from over the top of the rock. Sure enough, Cathel stood a few feet away from the clearing, his back turned towards her. She scowled, settling back down. 
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “The Ivali sent me to call you,” replied Cathel. “Apparently it’ll be dark soon, and the forest isn’t safe as night.” 
 
   Rae kept her eyes fixed on the surface of the pond. “...I'll be back soon. Go on without me.” 
 
   Cathel paused, and although Rae couldn’t see his face, she could practically hear the frown in his voice when he spoke again. “I’ll wait a little further up,” he said. “We can walk back together. I don’t know what might be out there.” 
 
   “Just go,” said Rae, tilting her head up to look at the sky through the trees. “It’s the full moon tonight. I think I’ll be able to handle anything that comes my way.” 
 
   “Not if they cut you off from your Source, like the sprites did,” replied Cathel. “You might have a Decadal Spell, but you’re still not as strong as you can be. And you’re not the expendable one here.” 
 
   Expendable…
 
   The word brought back the rush of memories, and Rae closed her eyes against the intensity of it. Her shoulders began to tremble, her hands shaking as she tightened her grip on her arms.
 
   So many of them, dead because of her…
 
   Dead…dead and dying…
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut, her fingers curling inward as she clenched her fists tightly, slamming them down hard on her thighs. “Don’t say that!” she cried. “Don’t fucking say that! You can’t die! I can’t lose someone else…not again. I’m not strong enough…” 
 
   I’m not…
 
   Hot tears gathered behind her eyes. Rae took a shaky breath, cupping her hands in front of herself and splashing water on her face in an attempt to chase them away. 
 
   Silence followed her outburst. For a long while, Cathel said nothing. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she didn’t dare turn around to look for him. for a moment, she thought she had run, that he had finally given up and left her. 
 
   He should go, she thought, fixing her eyes on a point in front of her as she tried to calm herself down. He should run as fast as she can. He should leave her out here, both him and Mika. They should both leave her to die…
 
   But she didn’t want him to. She didn’t want Cathel to leave, because if he did, she would be alone. 
 
   I am despicable…
 
   One of her fists clenched tighter, and she could feel her nails beginning to dig into her palm.
 
   I am…
 
   “If you want to make sure I don’t die…” began Cathel, his voice bringing her back to her senses again. He spoke slowly and cautiously, the way one might speak to a frightened animal or to a small child. “…then you shouldn’t make me walk back alone. Come on. Get out of there and get your clothes on. We’ll walk back together.” 
 
   Rae hesitated, taking another breath. She listened for the sound of footsteps, the rustling of leaves, anything to tell her that Cathel had given up on her and was going on ahead. She heard nothing. 
 
   Slowly, she rose from the water. 
 
   #
 
   She dressed quickly. 
 
   Cathel was standing there when she emerged from the woods, her sodden black hair slung over one shoulder. True to his word, his back was turned, and he leaned against a tree, his arms folded and a contemplative look on his face. He didn’t turn to look until she was right next to him, close enough that he could see her out of the corner of his eye. Rae lowered her eyes as he turned towards her, embarrassed from her earlier outburst. She felt like a child that had just thrown a tantrum and was now waiting to be scolded for it. But Cathel said nothing on the subject, instead straightening up. 
 
   “Ready to go?”  
 
   At her nod, the two of them set off on the walk back to the village. They walked in tense silence, Cathel’s eyes fixed on the path in front of them and one of his hands in his pocket. She walked a little bit behind Cathel, her hands clasped in front of her and her eyes on the ground.
 
   It was Cathel who broke the silence, once they had gone far enough away from the spring. “…Have you heard of book burnings before?” he asked. 
 
   Rae frowned at the randomness of the question, looking up at him. “Yes,” she said. “...Historically. They're a form of censorship, or protest.”
 
   Cathel nodded once. She looked away from him, pretending to study the plant life that grew at the edges of the path. “What about it?” she finally asked. 
 
   “…There was a movement a few years ago,” said Cathel. “It spread across the entire northern region…People in the villages started all the books that painted the Ivali in a positive light, or studied them academically. It was particularly bad in my hometown.” 
 
   “Why?” asked Rae. 
 
   “My hometown was very superstitious. The books were considered deceptive and evil. Some of my own books wound up in the fire too.” 
 
   She looked up, interested in spite of herself. He wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were fixed on the path, his expression thoughtful. She recognized the look on his face, recognized that he was lost in memory. “…Your books?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah…I had a book of Ivali stories. My father had a field guide, one that examined the Ivali academically. That was burned too.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “…In fairness to my hometown, the Edgelands nearest it were lands belonging to a Dark Lord—and not one of the more benevolent ones. So they were probably in the right. Any Ivali they would have encountered was likely to be malevolent…” 
 
   He paused as they reached a difficult part of the path, climbing over a fallen log and jumping down the other side. He held out a hand to her as she climbed over the top, and she took it hesitantly, letting him help her down. His hand lingered on hers for a moment before he let go, her hand falling loosely to her side. 
 
   “…But?” she prompted, when they had gone a few steps. 
 
   “But I didn’t agree,” said Cathel. “…Obviously. I was six at the time, and I firmly believed that the Ivali were not all evil. My mother taught me that herself.” 
 
   “So what did you do?” asked Rae. 
 
   “I became a mage,” Cathel responded. “…I thought that if I was a mage, I would be able to enter the Borderlands. I’d be able to see the Ivali for myself, and prove once and for all that there was more to them than simply evil. So I enrolled in Carane Tower, the one closest to my hometown, and I completed my apprenticeship there.” 
 
   He fell silent. Rae waited for a while, thinking there might be more to the story. When he said nothing else, she turned towards him. 
 
   “…Why did you tell me that?” she asked. 
 
   Cathel shrugged. “It’s only fair. You told me a part of your past…so I thought I should tell you the same. It’s not quite the Thief of Souls running around killing everyone I ever loved, but…it’s not something I like to remember either…” 
 
   “It explains a little about you,” said Rae without thinking. She looked away, wishing that she could take the words back as Cathel paused, glancing back at her. 
 
   “How so?” 
 
   She shook her head. “Just…well, one of the things I noticed about you was that you didn’t seem afraid of the Ivali.” 
 
   Cathel looked away. “They do scare me.” His voice was quiet. “They scare me all the time. I’m forever reminded that there’s a gap between me and then, that I had to learn magic, but to them it’s as easy as breathing. They’re dangerous. They could kill me in a heartbeat. I know these things, and it’s terrifying, but…” 
 
   He took in a breath. “…It’s like watching fire…It’s beautiful…but you know that if you touch it, you’ll burn. And that’s terrifying, but it’s…enthralling at the same time. You can’t look away. And you don’t want to. You’re drawn to it, even though you know it will burn…” 
 
   Rae stared. Cathel wasn’t looking at her—Rae wasn’t entirely sure that he still knew she was there. Instead, he was looking straight ahead of him, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. But the expression on his face, the look in his eye, and the utter…conviction in his voice. She didn’t know what to make of it, this feeling that left a painful tightness in her chest. It seemed as though all of Cathel had been laid bare in front of her then, like for one moment, she could see into the heart of him. 
 
   And what she saw there took her breath away…
 
   Like watching fire…
 
   …Beautiful, enthralling…
 
   …But it will burn…
 
   He shook his head, lowering his eyes. The far-off expression on his face left, and he looked as though he had finally returned to the present. “…Does that make me strange?” he asked. 
 
   “…No,” said Rae quickly, shaking her head as she looked away. “…No, not to me.” 
 
   “You’re the same…” he said quietly. She looked up, surprised. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   He gave her a faint smile, tilting his head slightly towards her. “There’s something…something slightly fey about you,” he said. “Even from before you learned the Decadal Spell. I know you’re dangerous, but for some reason…” 
 
   He shook his head. “…I can’t look away.”
 
   Rae stared at Cathel, stopping in her tracks. They had reached the village now, and the mage did not stop walking, moving quietly through what passed for the village’s main street. 
 
   She watched him go, her eyes wide as his words rang through her head, over and over again. 
 
    
 
   That night, Rae lay awake in bed, listening to Mika’s quiet breathing from the roll of blankets next to her. She stared up at the roof of leaves above her head, taking deep breaths as she tried to calm herself down from the dream she had had. 
 
   It had been of the Reaper. 
 
   The past few nights, ever since she saved Mika, all her dreams had been about him. 
 
   This time, it seemed to be a fragment of memory—her, in the hospital room, with beeping sounds all around her and bright, flashing lights over the distance, and him, looming over her, his eyes boring straight into her soul, chilling her to the bone. 
 
   She took a deep breath, grabbing her blankets tightly around herself and turning over on her side as she tried to go back to sleep. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen: Mists in the Pass
 
   The mountain pass loomed in front of them, dark and unforgiving. The three of them stopped at its entrance, studying it. The path moved between two large mountains, the grass of Alcian’s lands climbing partway across the path before fading into dark stone. A cloud of mist hung over the pass, obscuring the tops of the mountains from view. 
 
   “You’re sure this is the right way?” asked Mika.
 
   “I’m sure,” said Cathel, his expression grim as he studied the map. “The Shadow Queen’s lands are through there.” 
 
   Mika's frown deepened. “Well, I can see why they call her that.”
 
   Rae said nothing, hugging her arms close to herself as she considered the path. It had been three days since she, Cathel, and Mika had left the shelter of the Ivali village. In that time, the moon phase had turned, and her powers had shifted from light to shadow. She could hide herself now, using Alcian’s Decadal Spell, but she had no idea how much of an advantage that would be against someone called the Shadow Queen. 
 
   Overhead, a crow cawed loudly, swooping over the mountains and into the pass. Cathel raised his head to stare at it, his expression darkening. 
 
   “Great,” said Mika. “As if we need anything else to set this creepy atmosphere.” 
 
   Rae gave her a pointed look before starting to walk. “You could have stayed at the village,” 
 
   Mika rolled her eyes. “As if. You wouldn’t have left me there. You just like talking about it.” 
 
   Cathel stepped forward, tapping Mika lightly on the back of the head as he passed her. “If you have time to make smart comments, you have time to go over the principles I taught you last night. I want you to tell me what you think about them when we take our next break.”
 
   Mika made a face. “Seriously?” she asked. “I thought I was getting a break from school…” 
 
   Rae looked off to the right, hiding her amused smile as she heard Mika mutter the principles to herself anyway. Cathel had taken it upon himself to teach her magic when they stopped for the night, except unlike the magic he had been teaching Rae, Mika’s lessons were a little more intensive. Apparently, since Rae was naturally gifted by virtue of her Arbiter status and they were pressed for time she didn’t need to hear all the lectures, but Cathel treated Mika like he would treat any lazy apprentice. It was another side of him that Rae didn’t get much chance to see. In their lessons, he treated Rae like an equal, and she had managed to escape a lecture on the principles because she volunteered to read them on her own. 
 
   She looked away from the two of them, focusing on the path in front of her. Her dreams of the Reaper had stopped when they left the Ivali village, leading her to believe that it was just something brought about by the stress of seeing Cathel near death. 
 
   The Reaper couldn’t touch her here. At least, not yet. 
 
   Seventeen days…
 
   She was seventeen days into their hunt. And although she knew that it was only a small fraction of a year, there was still a long way to go before she could say she was done. Still, they had a destination in mind now, one that they would hopefully reach with plenty of time to spare. 
 
   …And then what? 
 
   What would happen once she reached the Shard of the Star? 
 
   She would have to make a decision then. To give it to the Reaper at the end of the year, or to take it for herself and use it to fight.
 
   “You’re a little spaced out today,” said Cathel, coming to walk beside her. 
 
   She looked up at him. “I’m fine. Just thinking. You wouldn’t happen to know what we can expect on the other side, do you?” 
 
   Cathel shook his head. “I’m most familiar with High Lord Alcian’s lands. Beyond that…I don’t know. I’d never seen Skor before. It’s entirely possible that each High Lord might enlist the help of completely different types of Ivali.” 
 
   “That’s what I thought,” said Rae. 
 
   Cathel took a deep breath, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Get your talismans ready,” he said. “I don't think we'll need it, but—.” 
 
   She nodded once, reaching into her pack for her own wrapped bundle. Rae selected a thin strip of metal, tucking it into her pocket. It settled there, and she could feel its weight as she moved. 
 
   She watched as the grass continued to fade away beside her, growing more sparsely in places and giving way to bare rock. Rae resisted the urge to turn back, holding her arms tighter against herself. Now wasn’t the time to think about the past or the future. She just had to focus on what she had to do now, and at the moment, it was finding the Shadow Queen and convincing her that Rae was someone worth helping.
 
   She could worry about what she had to do later. 
 
   Right now, Rae had to be the Arbiter. 
 
   She looked up as they neared the mists, taking a deep breath. They rose up like a curtain, rolling down from the mountains and blanketing the path in shimmering white smoke. The grass was almost gone now, leaving nothing but rocks in its place. She, Cathel, and Mika stopped in front of the curtain of mist, staring at it. 
 
   Rae hesitated, then stepped through. It felt like walking through cold water, and she shuddered, feeling the mist surround her before slowly trailing away and allowing warmth to come back to her limbs. Ahead of her, the way was misty and barren, the sunlight barely reaching down through the thick curtain of white. 
 
   They were firmly in the Shadow Queen’s lands now. They were in uncharted waters. 
 
   And there was no turning back. 
 
   #
 
   They had been walking for about an hour before Rae began to get the first inkling that something was wrong.  
 
   It started as just a feeling, a persistent gust of cold wind that seemed to fill the pass, blowing over the group and sending goose bumps prickling up and down her arms. Shifting shadows began to become more and more noticeable, and she occasionally found herself turning her head to look at a figure she had seen that was no longer there. Occasionally, she would glance at Cathel and Mika to see if they noticed something, but Mika looked as bored as she normally was after an extended walk, and Cathel had no more than the usual amount of caution on his face. The realization made her shiver. It definitely wasn’t the first time she had seen something that no one else could see, but it was the first time something like this had happened in the Twilight Realm. 
 
   She really didn't like what that implied. 
 
   Her hand drifted over the pocket where she held her talisman. She wondered if she was simply being paranoid. After all, the years that she had spent looking over her shoulder for the Reaper had certainly made her more inclined to jump at shadows, and she was fully aware that the emotional trauma that came about from seeing the people she had grown to care about die had not left her unscarred. So maybe she was really seeing things. Maybe the darkness and barrenness of the mountain pass made her mind fill ghosts and specters in for her, because those were the things she expected to see. Maybe she was just crazy. It wouldn’t be the first time she had said or done a crazy thing. 
 
   Maybe…
 
   But maybe she was seeing something Cathel or Mika couldn’t see. Maybe by virtue of her Arbiter position, or because of the small amount of Ivali power she had taken from Alcian, or maybe just because she had spent so much time in her life watching the shadows and taking note of the shapes they made…maybe there was something out there, and she was leading Cathel and Mika in blissful ignorance towards a trap.
 
   Maybe by not telling them, she was only putting their lives at risk further. 
 
   It was that thought that made her stop in her tracks, just as they reached an area where the path began to widen. The mists had grown thicker here, and the three of them were now wading through a sea of white about waist-deep. She clenched her fists, watching the shadows out of the corner of her eye. 
 
   “Cathel,” she said, making him stop as well. 
 
   He turned to face her.“What?” 
 
   “I’ve been seeing something for a while.”
 
   Mika stopped beside Cathel, glancing at her. “…Like, the Ivali kind of seeing something, or just the ‘hey, that’s cool’ kind of seeing something?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” said Rae. “It might be nothing.” 
 
   “What’ve you been seeing?” asked Cathel, his expression growing serious. Rae turned back towards him. 
 
   “Shadows. Here and there. I’ll see something move out of the corner of my eye, look towards it, and it’ll be gone.” 
 
   Mika stared at Rae, locking her fingers together behind her neck and rocking once on the balls of her feet. “You’re probably just seeing stuff,” she said. “I mean, it’s not exactly great visibility out here...and it doesn't help that the mists make this place look like some cheap horror movie.” 
 
   Cathel glanced at Mika as if he was going to ask about the reference, but decided against it, instead addressing the topic at hand. “…Maybe it is nothing. But we’re talking about a High Lord called the Shadow Queen here.” 
 
   “Think she knows we’re here?” asked Rae. 
 
   “It would surprise me very much if she didn’t,” said Cathel. “I don’t know what it takes to sneak up on a High Lord in their own lands.” 
 
   “Alcian didn’t know about Skor,” Rae pointed out. 
 
   Cathel shrugged. “No, she didn’t. But Skor, despite being firithan, was still Ivali. He’s the sort of thing that would slip underneath a High Lord’s notice. You…and Mika as well—.” 
 
   “Thanks for the afterthought,” mumbled Mika under her breath, folding her arms and looking away. Cathel cleared his throat. 
 
   “You and Mika are different,” he said. “Anyone can see that. I’m guessing a human from the Daylight Realm and…well, the Arbiter aren’t exactly things a High Lord would miss. The same goes for a Dark Lord, unfortunately.” 
 
   “Great, so she knows we’re here.” Rae folded her arms. “Then she can come out to meet us, can’t she? It’ll save us some of the trouble.” 
 
   The wind whistled suddenly, picking up in speed and rushing through the narrow pass. As it reached them, it let out a keening shriek. The three of them immediately turned in the direction it was coming from, eyes wide. As it rushed past Rae, she felt it tug violently at her cloak and hair, nearly throwing her back from the force of it before it moved past them and faded away. She stared out into the pass, taking a step back. 
 
   Mika stepped back as well, her eyes wide and her arms wrapped around herself as she hunched over slightly. “You can take it back now, Rae,” she muttered under her breath, her voice seeming to have risen an octave. “You can take it back.”
 
   Rae was sure she would if she could. Cathel’s eyes narrowed, and he immediately stepped in front of the two girls, his hand on his sword as whispers rose up from the ground of the pass in answer. When he spoke, his expression was grave. “Something’s coming.” 
 
   “U-Um…hey,” said Mika quietly from behind Rae, her voice coming out in a hurried whisper, “You know…in these movies, it’s always the loud-mouthed kid that goes first.” 
 
   “Shut it,” muttered Rae, glaring back at her as she tried to ignore the frantic beating of her own heart and the cold feeling that had suddenly spread through her body, fear settling in the pit of her stomach. “This isn’t a horror movie.” 
 
   “Oh, I know,” whispered Mika. “That’s what I tell myself so it’s less scary.” 
 
   Several ghostly figures rose up out of the mists. They were man-sized, and as Rae stared at them, she realized that they resembled warriors, men in ancient armor with swords and spears in their hands. The figures faced them, and Rae counted about ten in all, blocking the pass in front of them. They were made up entirely of mist, alternating patches of bright white and black shadow. Several of them drew swords, mists trailing behind the shapes as they rushed towards the group silently. 
 
   Cathel’s eyes widened. “Run,” he said under his breath, looking back at the girls. “Run.” 
 
   Rae turned around, placing her hand under Mika’s elbow and shoving the girl forward roughly. Mika’s eyes widened, but she seemed to get the picture, stumbling backwards before righting herself and taking off at a frightened run. Rae turned to follow, but hesitated, watching Cathel. He backed up, his sword up to block an attack, but the ghostly sword seemed to separate as it struck his blade, trails of mist flying out into the cool air. She quickly grabbed him by his elbow as  the ghostly warrior drew back his sword and pulled back, not wanting to see what would happen if the creature actually managed to land a blow. The sword passed scant inches from Cathel's face.  Rae could feel the temperature drop in the air touched by its passing. 
 
   Her eyes narrowed, and she held out her left hand, grabbing onto the twisting mass of darkness and shadow that she found there. Like she was scattering confetti at a parade, Rae flung her hand out, the shadow in it sweeping up and crashing over the spirit. It moved through the mist, and the spirit let out a loud wail as it fell back into the sea of white. Two more rose in its place, running back towards them. Rae took in a breath, stepping in front of Cathel and keeping her hands at her sides. A whirlwind of black darkness surrounded her, keeping the mists at bay. The spirits advanced, but they flowed around her shadowed area. They didn't enter it. 
 
   She took a step back, shoving Cathel back towards Mika as she kept a close eye on the spirits. 
 
   “They can’t walk where there's no mist,” she said, looking back at Cathel. “Go after Mika. I’ll hold them off!” 
 
   “You can’t—,” began Cathel, his eyes narrowing as he watched her. 
 
   “Can you?” retorted Rae, shoving him back roughly. She took a deep breath as the spirits began to gather. They couldn’t remain here. She could feel the mists pressing against her whirlpool of darkness, beginning to push their way in in places. It was only a matter of time before they would overwhelm her by sheer volume. They needed an escape. She needed to make an opening. 
 
   “On three,” she told Cathel, bracing for the argument. It never came. Instead, he nodded once, his hand on his sword as she gathered shadow into her palms. “One…” she counted. 
 
   He tensed, crouching down slightly and preparing to bolt. 
 
   “Two…” 
 
   The orb of shadow in her hands continued to grow, drawing power from the night that surrounded them. Rae felt it build and pulse in her hands, ready to spring out and unfold.
 
   “Three!” she shouted, letting it loose. 
 
   Shadow exploded from her, blitzing through the mist and sending it scattering. She and Cathel took off at a run, covering ground quickly as the spirits raised up their arms to shield themselves, falling back into the rapidly scattering mists. She felt her hands shake slightly from the amount of power she had poured into the attack, her Source inside of her burning from the sudden use. It almost felt like another muscle that had been overexerted as she moved, taking deep breaths and placing her hand over her chest. 
 
   “Mika,” she breathed as she caught up with Cathel, the two of them stopping to look back. The mists had begun to gather again, tendrils snaking down the mountain sides, and she caught sight of the smoky figures starting to emerge. But they had gotten away. If they could find a spot on the slope that they could easily climb, something to keep them out of the mists, maybe they could wait it out, or double back and find another way around. 
 
   “Further up, probably,” said Cathel. “I can’t imagine her running off without us. She’s probably waiting somewhere else.” 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, making a split second decision as she watched the shadows advance. She shoved Cathel forward. “Go.”
 
   “But—,” began Cathel. 
 
   “Just do it!” Rae shoved him again, more urgently this time. “You can’t fight here. I’ll meet you guys further up. Find a safe place and wait for me. If you can’t find anything, I’ll meet you back in Alcian’s lands!” 
 
   Cathel stared, torn between staying with her and going to find Mika. His eyes drifted from Rae to the mists that massed behind her and he took a deep breath, nodding once. “Catch up fast.” 
 
   “As fast as I can,” she promised, nodding and watching as Cathel ran off. Rae took a deep breath, turning back towards the advancing mists and drawing shadow around her again. She formed a dome-shaped shield in front of herself, holding it up and preparing her against the onslaught as the mist men ran forward, rushing towards her. 
 
   No you don’t…she thought to herself, letting out a shout of effort as she poured all of her power into the attack. 
 
   Shadow unfurled around her, stopping the advance of the mists. At first, the mistmen recoiled, bouncing off the shield of shadow and rolling back like waves on the beach as they fell away. But then they rose up again, slamming against her wall. Rae’s eyes widened in panic as she felt her wall of shadow buckle, collapsing in on all sides with the ease and rapidity of a soda can being crushed by a zealous child. She held her hands out to her sides in an attempt to stabilize the shield, but realized her mistake a little too late as cracks appeared in the shadowy construct in front of her. 
 
   Silvery mist poured in through the crack, materializing in front of her face. As a last ditch effort, she reached into her pocket, pulling out the talisman. The mists slammed into it and recoiled briefly, forming a pocket around her hand before shifting away from her and forward. The mist tore at the shadow on all sides, pouring past her shield on both sides like she was a rock in the middle of a flowing river. Rae’s eyes widened in shock, and she turned her head in time to see a wave of white rush past her, heading towards Cathel’s fleeing figure. She opened her mouth to shout, to call out to him, to warn him.
 
   A ghostly blade crashed through her shield, piercing her in the chest. Rae felt like her blood had suddenly turned to ice, so cold was the area in which the spectral sword had touched her. 
 
   Her scream died in her throat, her face frozen in terror as she crumpled to the ground, all her strength gone. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen: The Old Man
 
   Something poked her in the side, shaking her rudely awake. Rae groaned, rolling over onto her other side in an attempt to get away from the object. Her mind spun, and her mouth felt dry, like she was waking from a fever dream. She drew her knees up to her chest, closing her eyes tightly. The push came again, something small and hard coming down from above to jab her in the shoulder.
 
   "Wake up, Arbiter," said an insistent voice from above her. Something in his voice penetrated the fog in her mind.
 
   Arbiter…
 
   Cathel. Mika. Shadows in the mist. 
 
   Rae's eyes snapped open. She placed her hand on the ground underneath her, sitting up and looking around.  
 
   She was still lying in the mountain pass where the mists had overrun her, but now instead of twisting mists and shifting shadows there was only bright sunshine coming down from above. The sunlight should have been comforting, but it only served to highlight the bleakness of their surroundings. She turned her head in the direction the voice had come from, looking up at the man there.
 
   At first glance, he looked like an ordinary old man.
 
   He was dressed in a deep red cloak slung over his shoulder, and simple traveling clothes that had cracked, torn, and faded in places with use. His boots were dirty with dust from the road, and he carried no weapon on him but the thick walking stick in his hand. The old man stood hunched over, wisps of stark white hair clinging to his head. He had a long beard, and a frown on his face as he looked out over Rae.
 
   He looked human, but he didn't feel human. He didn't exude the same power that Alcian or the blond man from the dream had, but there was something in the way he watched her that told her it was there. 
 
   “Get that thing out of your hand, girl,” he said, reaching forward with his walking stick. He shoved, pushing the talisman out of her hand. It skittered across the stones in front of them, gleaming in the bright sunshine. “You'll hurt someone.” 
 
   Rae stared at it, flexing her fingers. The very tips of them had red marks, as if she had gripped the talisman too tightly in the night. She looked up at the old man, but he didn't seem affected by the charm, just insulted by it. He sniffed, resting his staff on the ground and looking back at her. 
 
   "About time you woke up," he said. "I thought you would sleep forever."
 
   "What happened?" she asked, looking around. "Where are the mists?"
 
   The old man scowled. "The mists? I sent them off. You'd think the Arbiter would be smart enough not to set off Elrithea's guard dogs on the way in. Didn't you know about the pass?"
 
   "How was I supposed to know about the pass?" she asked. "It's not like anyone told me."
 
   The man squinted at her suspiciously."No one told you? So the Court just sent you here without a clue, did they?"
 
   Rae stared at the man, her brow furrowing in confusion. “The Court?” 
 
   "The Court!" repeated the old man, shaking his hand irritably at her. "You know! Queen? Consort? Queen's light, woman, are you slow in the head?"
 
   Rae shook her head quickly. "What? No. I've never spoken to the Queen."
 
   The man raised an eyebrow at her. “Never? But surely you must have. All Arbiters are vetted by the Queens first. That's how it works."
 
   "No one told me how it was supposed to work," said Rae. "Alcian said—."
 
   "Alcian?" asked the man, interrupting her. "High Lord Alcian? But that can't be. For you to meet her first, that would mean…" The man stared at Rae, realization slowly dawning on his face. "You're not from Rielen City?" 
 
   "No!" said Rae quickly. "I don't even know where that is. I'm from the Daylight Realm!"
 
   "An outsider as Arbiter…" said the old man, muttering to himself as he shook his head. "This is most irregular…highly irregular…"
 
   Rae stared at him, watching as he turned away from her and held his walking stick in both hands, as if considering the situation. "Alcian didn't warn me about the pass," she finally said.
 
   The man looked back at her, his expression thoughtful. "No, Alcian wouldn't have. Alcian, you see, is new at this game. She has only been High Lord for a little over a century. In the past she was simply the High Lord's consort. I'd wager to say that you are the first Arbiter she's come across, and High Lord Elrithea is known from hiding things from her sister. Lot of pointless invective there, nothing to talk about…"
 
   "High Lord Elrithea?" Rae got to her feet, walking over to him. "Are you talking about the Shadow Queen?"
 
   "Who else would I be talking about?" asked the old man. "Whose lands do we now inhabit? I know you're ignorant about such things, girl, but that's no reason to ask the obvious."
 
   She folded her arms, scowling at the man's response. "You don't have to talk to me like that. I don't know any of this."
 
   "Clearly," said the man. "Because if you did know anything about High Lord Elrithea, you'd have taken the secret way into her lands, instead of walking right into a blatant trap."
 
   "There's another way in?" asked Rae, her defensiveness giving way to curiosity. "But the map showed…"
 
   "Of course the map showed the pass," snapped the old man. "How do you think we keep out undesirables? Anyone who has to consult a map to figure out how to get into these lands is clearly no friend of the High Lord."
 
   Something about the man's words made her stop and think. Alcian hadn't known about the pass either, and the old man had mentioned an argument between Alcian and Elrithea. She wondered how much of the false scenario Alcian had given her to test her had been based on the truth. 
 
   "So Alcian and her sister don't get along?"
 
   The old man shrugged. "Oh, they used to get on alright. A little quibbling here and there, but no more than ordinary siblings do. It was after the previous High Lord's loss that things got messy. Alcian and High Lord Elrithea had a bit of a falling out, and it hasn't quite been the same between them since."
 
   "I see…" said Rae. It was hard to imagine Alcian getting into a long feud with her sister over what sounded like a simple misunderstanding. It seemed like something almost too petty…too human for two of the greatest members of the Ivali. She wondered if there was a way to repair their relationship, to get them to talk again.
 
   You could order it…pointed out a small, traitorous voice in the back of her mind. If you become Arbiter when this is over, you could make a Ruling. You could force them to talk…
 
   She shoved that thought away. It wasn't something she wanted to think about right now. If she had her way, she would never think about it.
 
   "Well, can't be helped, I suppose," said the old man. "In the future, you'll know better. With a High Lord like the Shadow Queen, the most direct path is often the wrong one."
 
   Rae filed that thought away for later. It would probably come in handy when she actually met this Elrithea. At the moment, she, Mika, and Cathel needed to…
 
   Her eyes widened as a thought occurred to her.
 
   Mika and Cathel.
 
   "Where are the others?" she asked, turning towards the man.
 
   The man glanced at her. "Your friends? I was waiting for you to ask."
 
   Friends. The use of the word made her uncomfortable, but she wasn't in the mood to correct him. Instead, she nodded once.
 
   "They're over here," said the old man, walking further down the path. Rae hesitated before following him. She had already followed enough members of the Ivali into unknown territory and had come out alright, although she was starting to think that she was beginning to push her luck.
 
   The man led her about five minutes up the path before coming to a sudden stop. She came to stand beside him, looking over his shoulder. Cathel and Mika lay sprawled out on the ground. She felt her heart race and the beginnings of fear and panic starting to chill her blood, but as she looked at them she began to realize that they weren't dead, only unconscious.
 
   "...They'll wake soon," said the man. "Be at ease, Arbiter. They were only injured by the mists, not killed."
 
   She looked, but she didn't see any visible injuries. Rae placed one hand over her chest where the mistman's sword had pierced her. There was no wound there either.
 
   "The mistman's sword…" she began.
 
   "Does not cut the body,” replied the old man. He rested his walking stick firmly on the ground, leaning on it. "It's not in Elrithea's style to go for the tangible things. She is after all, the Shadow Queen."
 
   Rae took a deep breath, staring down at Mika and Cathel. “…Figured this wouldn't be easy.”
 
   "Gaining Elrithea's acknowledgment?" asked the old man, an amused gleam in his eye as he turned towards Rae. "Most certainly not. But Elrithea is not the most tempestuous or the most difficult of the High Lords. You should not allow her to intimidate you."
 
   "Where is she?" asked Rae.
 
   "I can show you the way," said the old man. He turned towards her. "You have one of Alcian's servants, don't you?"
 
   Rae blinked in surprise. "How did you know about that?"
 
   He broke into a small smile "Give an old man some credit. I've always been good at seeing the truth that lies within men's hearts. Call the wisp forth, and I will let it guide you."
 
   She nodded, holding her hand out in front of her. Rae closed her eyes, reaching deep inside of her towards the portion of her Source that Larin inhabited. As always, she felt the wisp respond willingly, coming at her call. She felt a small sensation of loss as Larin left her, materializing in the air above her outstretched hand. The wisps of light that surrounded it disengaged from her palm, floating over towards the old man as he held out one gnarled hand to receive it.
 
   "Its name is Larin, isn't it?" asked the old man as Larin came to rest at the tip of one of his fingers.
 
   She nodded once. "Yes, it is.”
 
   "I see." The old man closed his eyes, and Rae watched, fascinated, as Larin seemed to dissolve into light, winding around the old man's hand like it was welcoming an old friend. The old man hummed slightly in approval, nodding once as if he found something that interested him. "This little one was most loved by Alcian. A princely gift to the Arbiter…and a great mark of trust…"
 
   She tried not to think about Alcian's trust. She knew what Alcian expected of her, what the High Lord thought that Rae would go on to do. The wisp's light shone brightly on the old man's arm before it unwound from him, pulling away almost reluctantly and hovering in the air between the two of them. Rae thought she could feel the wisp regarding her solemnly, before turning its attention back towards the old man.
 
   "I have imparted knowledge to Larin of the way to Elrithea's castle," said the old man. "It will be able to guide you and your companions. The road is long, but I think you will find the path mostly uninterrupted. Rest assured, the lady awaits your arrival."
 
   "Thank you," said Rae, holding out her hand to Larin and allowing the wisp to come back to hovering over her shoulder.
 
   The old man shrugged. "It is the least I can do to assist the Arbiter. But let me give you one warning, girl. You must not see your reflection in a mirror while under Elrithea's roof. If you do that, you put yourself under her control, and she will take advantage of it. Your friends begin to awake."
 
   Rae looked. Sure enough, Cathel and Mika were beginning to move, stirring in their sleep. Mika mumbled something to herself, her eyes squeezing shut tightly. Rae glanced back at the old man.
 
   "Who are you?" she asked.
 
   The old man grinned. "You should have asked that question first.” 
 
   Mika began to sit up, and Rae immediately turned towards the girl, jogging over to her. Behind her, she heard the man continue to speak.
 
   "Have you never read any stories in your world, Arbiter? I am the old man."
 
   He was gone before she could ask him what that meant.
 
    
 
   It was two weeks by the time the group of three caught sight of the High Lord's castle. They had moved along the road as fast as they could, Larin leading them on with its ghostly light. The old man had been right about their trip being uninterrupted. They had not run into a single member of the Ivali since meeting the man. Occasionally, they would catch sight of something out of the corner of their eyes, or hear whispers in the woods, or catch sight of things that signaled the Ivali's passing, but unlike in Alcian's lands, it seemed like Elrithea's Ivali were content to watch and whisper.
 
   Once they left the mountain pass, Elrithea's lands started to resemble something more normal. Trees rose up again, a forest springing up around them. But unlike Alcian's forest, which had been ancient and foreboding but still somewhat warm and magical, Elrithea's forest was all evergreen trees standing tall like soldiers, whispering winds, and ever present shifting shadows. They didn't waste any frivolous energy in color or brightness. Instead, they stood watch, stately shadowy figures in the night.
 
   When she first expressed her feelings to Cathel, he confirmed that the lands were different in more ways than one. Alcian's lands had been much more willing to work with his magic, even at their most difficult. In Alcian's lands, he had been able to make a shelter out of stone and weave paths through the woods. In Elrithea's lands, he could barely freeze water. 
 
   It wasn't that the lands were hostile. But Rae got the impression that they were regarding them carefully.
 
   Watching.
 
   Waiting.
 
   Seeing Elrithea's castle was almost a welcome relief. It rose up above the forest ahead of them, standing at the top of a hill. The castle was made out of black stone, rising up above the tops of the tallest trees. Slender spires rose up high above it, lights shining in some of the windows.
 
   As it loomed over them, growing closer and closer, Rae's relief faded away, becoming something else, something darker. 
 
   It was time to meet the High Lord. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen: Elrithea
 
   The forest path eventually gave way to a stone road that wound its way up the hillside. It was night by the time the three of them started to climb, and the way was lit only by the light of the moon and the faint golden light that emanated from Larin. Cathel and Mika had called up light of their own as they walked up the mountain, the latter having just mastered that spell. Rae didn’t bother with it. The moon was on the waxing side of things again, the new moon having passed while they were in the woods, and the powers she had obtained from Alcian had shifted to light. The change was just another thing that reminded her of how fast time was passing by. It had already been thirty-one days since her arrival in the Twilight Realm. 
 
   One month. 
 
   She knew realistically that if she was seeing two Lords within a month she was making good time, because there were twelve months in the year. But it was one thing to have the math worked out in her head and another thing entirely to believe it. 
 
   Still, that wasn’t what she had to worry about now. She had to get Elrithea to acknowledge her. Otherwise, this whole trip would have been a waste of time. 
 
   “Nervous?” asked Cathel, glancing at her as they made their way up towards the castle. 
 
   “A little,” she admitted. “You?” 
 
   Cathel's eyes moved up the hillside and fixed on the imposing castle that loomed over their heads. “…A little. You mentioned that High Lord Elrithea and High Lord Alcian don’t get along?” 
 
   “She wouldn’t attack her sister’s tarethan, would she?” asked Rae. “I mean, they dislike each other, but they don’t dislike each other that much.” 
 
   Cathel gave her a sidelong glance. “With all respect, Rae, you don’t know anything about siblings. When they fight, they fight. I don’t think Ivali siblings will be much better.” 
 
   Mika grinned slightly to herself from behind Cathel.“That's true,” she said. 
 
   Rae glanced between the two of them. Mika, she could understand, but what about Cathel? Did he have siblings? She realized that she didn’t know much about his life before she had met him. 
 
   Did she want to know? 
 
   If she was being honest with herself, she would admit to being a little curious. She knew bits and pieces of Cathel’s past. He had grown up at a different Tower, and had moved to Laria Tower for some reason. He had been enchanted by the Ivali since he was a child, even though it went against the beliefs of the town he lived in. At some point, he and Varra became friends, and he and his Master had had a large falling out over something. And at one point, he saved Ania, Alcian’s daughter, from something terrible and earned himself the mark of tarethan. 
 
   These were all great things, and she was sure they were all significant events in his life. But they were only bits and pieces, small snapshots of the whole of him. 
 
   She didn't like the feeling of curiosity that Cathel gave her. She’d never wondered about other people’s lives before, or if she did, it was the sort of thing that she tried very hard to suppress. 
 
   But Cathel was different. Cathel...
 
   “I know you’re dangerous, but for some reason…I can’t look away…” 
 
   She turned away from him as the memory of his words came back to her, lowering her eyes to the ground. After a moment, she looked up at Mika instead. It was safer. The younger girl was walking beside her, quietly regarding the castle in front of them. 
 
   “What d’you think she’s like?” 
 
   Rae shrugged. “We’ll find out in a minute.”
 
   They reached the top of the hill, coming to a stop in front of the entrance to the castle. The castle had a wall surrounding the perimeter, with two guard posts by the gate. The gate itself was wide open, the portcullis raised. There was no sign of any guard or any servant in the area, just a straight path through the courtyard toward the castle doors castle doors. The three of them paused, looking around as if they expected Ivali to jump out of the woods at any moment. 
 
   No one came. Rae held out her hand, letting Larin float over towards it. The wisp rested lightly on her fingertips, slowly sinking back into her skin. The last of its light faded away as she turned towards the other two. 
 
   With a loud groaning sound, the double doors at the end of the path swung open, exposing the castle’s dark entrance hall. The three of them stared. 
 
   “Looks like she’s expecting us,” said Mika after a while, staring at the door. 
 
   “Mm,” said Rae with a nod. 
 
   From her other side, she heard Cathel exhale. “Well. Let’s not keep the High Lord waiting.” 
 
   Rae nodded, taking a deep breath. “Yeah.” She stepped forward, crossing over the threshold into the courtyard. Mika and Cathel followed her, hesitantly at first but more confidently as they continued to walk. The castle courtyard was still, and just like on the path leading up to it, they caught sight of traces that people lived here, but no sign of its inhabitants. 
 
   Rae began to wonder if this was some sort of elaborate joke, and if Elrithea did not in fact live in this castle. 
 
   Her wondering ceased when they walked up the steps and through the doors, and the entrance hall was suddenly flooded with light. 
 
   It wasn’t the ethereal silver light that surrounded Alcian. Instead, it was a harsh, bluish light, coming from orbs that surrounded the perimeter of the room. They revealed a large entrance hall, a deep velvet carpet moving up a curving flight of stairs towards the second floor. The castle’s interior walls were stone, and they were not decorated by any paintings or tapestries, surrounding them with stark gray walls and curving windows. Out of the corner of her eye, Rae caught sight of a tall mirror framed in black that decorated the far wall. She quickly averted her eyes from it as she remembered the old man’s warning,  instead trailing her eyes up the staircase. 
 
   A woman stood at the top of the stairs, watching them. 
 
   Her hair was long and black, falling down her back in a single sleek wave. She was tall and slender, and wore a deep black gown, a single silver chain around her neck. The tips of her fingers were blood red, and for a single disquieting moment, Rae wondered whether or not they might have actually gained their color from blood, but she dismissed the thought. Her skin was pale white, the same color as the moon, but her eyes were perhaps the most disconcerting part about her. 
 
   They were a bright gold. 
 
   In some ways, with her unbound hair and her youthful appearance, she looked younger and less severe than Alcian. But in other ways, it was the complete opposite. Alcian, for all of her regal bearing, possessed a warmth that this woman didn’t quite have. If Rae hadn't known better, she would have wondered if they had taken a wrong turn and had somehow ended up in a Dark Lord’s lands instead. 
 
   “…Arbiter,” said the woman, turning to face her. “What brings you to my abode?” 
 
   “You know what we're here for, High Lord,” Rae replied, not in the mood to play this High Lord’s games. A small smile appeared on Elrithea’s face, and she nodded once. 
 
   “I do,” she said. “Although I will admit that I did not expect you to start it in so…” Her eyes twinkled in amusement. “…unconventional a manner. I suppose I should have informed my sister about my new guard dogs. But no matter, you are safe. You bear my sister’s mark, and the mark of another…” Her eyes drifted over the assembled group, and she raised her hand towards them magnanimously. “Enter Arbiter, tarethan of my sister, and human girl. You must be tired from your travels. I have prepared food. You will dine with me in the next room.” 
 
   She turned, walking away from them and through a set of doors at the top of the stairs. Mika grinned, turning towards Rae and Cathel. “Honestly, I don’t care if she’s evil,” she said. “She had me at food.” 
 
   “Hey.” Cathel moved as Mika stepped forward, grabbing the girl’s wrist to stop her. Mika looked back at him. 
 
   “What?”
 
   Cathel lowered his voice to a whisper. “Stay on your guard. Don’t disrespect the High Lord. And try not to embarrass yourself?’ 
 
   Mika grinned.“I don’t get embarrassed.” She pulled her hand out of Cathel’s grip. “That’s you. But okay, I’ll behave, since you asked so nicely.” 
 
   Rae followed Cathel and Mika up the staircase. The walls on the balcony at the top were lined with mirrors. She kept her eyes studiously on the tiled floor in front of them, making sure not to let her eyes wander anywhere that wasn’t absolutely necessary. She did note, though, that Cathel and Mika seemed to be able to look into the mirrors without anything happening to them.
 
   She wondered if there was any truth to what the old man said, or if he had just said it to mess with her. She decided that she wasn’t willing to take the chance.
 
   The dining hall in the next room was lavishly decorated, the curtains opened above the windows to reveal a glittering night sky outside the castle walls. There were no mirrors in this room, so Rae allowed herself to relax somewhat, but she knew that more than the mirrors, the true danger in this room was the woman who sat at the head of the table. High Lord Elrithea.
 
   “Come,” said the High Lord as they entered. She waved her hand, gesturing for Rae to sit beside her on the right and Cathel to sit beside her on the left. “It is so seldom that I have human guests. Sit, and tell me your names.” 
 
   She hesitated, but stepped forward anyway, not wanting to insult the High Lord. Rae had to admit, after weeks of being on the road, the spread that the High Lord had set in front of them looked especially appealing. Mika’s eyes widened, and she scurried over to the seat next to Rae’s, sliding into it with a small bounce. Cathel frowned at her from across the table, where he took his own seat. Rae paused, slowly pulling out her own high-backed chair and settling into it. The chair was comfortable, but it was large and wooden, with arms that made her feel boxed in. It wasn’t a feeling she liked, especially so close to Elrithea. 
 
   The High Lord turned her golden eyes towards Rae first. 
 
   “My name is Rae Miller,” she said quickly, not sure what else to say. “I’m from the Daylight Realm.” 
 
   Elrithea frowned slightly at her. “I’d heard. Quite an interesting journey you must have taken to get here.” 
 
   “It was something.” Rae paused, lowering her eyes to the food in front of her. She picked up the roll that had been set in front of her plate and tore off a small piece of it, glad to have something to do besides look at the High Lord. 
 
   “I’m sure,” said Elrithea. “To face the Thief is no easy task…although it appears as though in your ignorance, you may have brought on us a great curse.” She paused, looking away from Rae and turning towards Cathel. “And you, tarethan?” 
 
   “I am Cathel Alvain, High Lord,” replied Cathel with a respectful nod at Elrithea. “…A mage at Laria Tower.” 
 
   Elrithea’s mouth drew into a tight line at this, and Rae eyed her out of the corner of her eye as she took a bite of bread, not missing the way her expression suddenly changed. She tensed, already beginning to feel around for her Source. 
 
   Elrithea, however, did not act. Instead she simply gave Cathel a stiff nod. “Ah, of course. You must forgive my rudeness. The Towers are no friends to the Ivali. But your mark says otherwise. For now, I suppose I will trust my sister’s judgment.” 
 
   She said it as though the words physically hurt. Rae wondered, not for the first time, what had happened between Alcian and Elrithea, and how close the story Alcian had told her was to the truth.
 
   “I assure you, I mean no harm to any member of the Ivali that does not mean harm to me,” said Cathel, stiffly polite. Rae’s eyes moved towards him as she took a drink of water, dabbing her mouth lightly with the napkin. Mika shifted restlessly in the seat next to her, and Rae noticed that she had already finished her bread and was now eying the food hungrily. She gave the girl a disapproving stare, going back to watching Cathel. She didn’t miss the vague threat in his words. 
 
   “…And you, human girl?” asked Elrithea, turning towards Mika. “What shall I call you?” 
 
   Mika flashed Elrithea a smile. “Mikaela James, at your service. My friends call me Mika. Nice to meet you.” 
 
   The smile Elrithea returned was vastly less warm. “I see you are also from the Daylight Realm.” 
 
   “Yep,” said Mika. “I’m here to help Rae help my brother.” 
 
   Rae moved her foot, swiftly nudging Mika’s ankle with her own heel under the table. She saw Mika stiffen, but the younger girl said nothing. Rae fought to keep her expression neutral. Now wasn’t the time to be willingly divulging information to the High Lord. 
 
   Elrithea smirked, resting her slender fingers against her cheek. She noticed. Rae was sure of it. “…I see,” she said. “Very interesting. Well, Arbiter, tarethan, Mikaela, if you abide by my rules, you are welcome in my home. Eat.” 
 
   Mika grinned, picking up her plate and beginning to serve herself quickly. “Thought you’d never ask.” 
 
   “Mika,” snapped Cathel, his eyes wide as he half-stood out of his seat. Rae stared at her as well, her eyes wide. 
 
   Elrithea laughed, a musical sound that echoed in the dimly lit chamber. “Tarethan, you must not worry over such things,” she said. “Let children be children.” 
 
   Mika set her plate back down on the table, taking her seat. “I'm not a child,” she said. “I'm sixteen.” 
 
   “Apologies, dear,” said Elrithea, smiling. She waved her hand, and her own plate automatically filled, the glass beside her filling with a dark, burgundy wine. “...As far as age is concerned, to me you are all children. The distinction comes from action, not years.” 
 
   Mika blinked in surprise, staring at Elrithea. Rae hid a smile at the look of complete shock on Mika’s face, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. The younger girl settled back into her seat, quieter this time as she picked at her food. 
 
   “…Think she just called you immature,” said Rae with a small smirk as she leaned forward, taking a little from the dishes that looked interesting and placing them on her plate. She wasn’t a picky eater by any means, but she also had never really been the type to stuff her face, even when the opportunity presented itself. She avoided the more exotic dishes, settling instead on the common staples Elrithea presented. 
 
   Cathel, as always, seemed completely at home. She envied him his ability to read an unfamiliar situation and act as though he belonged. Although she knew now that Cathel hated his time in Laria Tower, when she first met him, she wouldn’t have been able to guess that. It was a talent she did not possess. 
 
   Still, she had to admit, the food was good. 
 
   “Wine?” offered Elrthea, turning towards Rae and Cathel. Mika didn’t speak up this time, or ask to be included. Rae looked up at Cathel, and saw the mage give an almost imperceptible shake of his head. 
 
   “…No thank you,” she said. 
 
   Elrithea turned towards Cathel, who shook his head as well. “I respectfully decline, High Lord,” he said. 
 
   “Suit yourselves,” said Elrithea, summoning another glass for herself. “It is probably for the best. We have much to talk about this evening.” 
 
   “This evening?” asked Rae, turning towards the High Lord. 
 
   “Yes,” said Elrithea. “We must discuss the circumstances under which I will gift to you my Decadal Spell. That is why you came, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Well…yes,” said Rae. 
 
   “You seem disappointed, Arbiter,” said Elrithea, setting down her napkin and giving Rae a knowing look. “Are you not pressed for time? Did you not wish for a speedy resolution?” 
 
   Rae met Elrithea’s eyes. The High Lord seemed honest, but Rae had seen the subtlety with which she had put Mika down earlier. She didn’t doubt that Elrithea was capable of better tricks than that. The old man had referred to her as the queen of intangible things…
 
   She looked away to mask her suspicion. “I’d honestly expected it to take longer. High Lord Alcian kept me for a week before she taught me her spell.” 
 
   “I am not my sister, I assure you,” said Elrithea. “I want nothing more than to see you quickly on your way to the next High Lord, so this madness can be dealt with.” 
 
   She eyed Elrithea again, trying to get any sense of falsehood from the High Lord. Elrithea watched her, the expression in her eyes almost hurt that Rae questioned her motives. Rae took a deep breath, nodding once as she looked back at her plate. This whole scenario didn’t feel right. Elrithea should be doing more to test her as Arbiter. Alcian had said that all the High Lords would, and although Elrithea seemed more relaxed than her sister, Rae doubted that she would forego a test entirely.
 
   She wouldn’t just trust Elrithea's judgment on this. It was already clear that Elrithea hated Alcian. 
 
   She felt as if she was on the verge of discovering something—some great trick, or some great danger that they were walking into. But she also felt herself being pushed forward, powerless to stop it. 
 
   She had no choice. She had to deal with Elrithea. 
 
   “…Of course, High Lord,” she said, finishing up her meal. 
 
   Elrithea rose gracefully from her seat. “Then if you are finished.” The three of them followed her to their feet, some more reluctantly than others. Elrithea smiled, stepping away from the table and waving her hand at the door on the far side of the room. It swung open into a dimly lit corridor. 
 
   “I would like the three of you to accompany me for a walk.” 
 
   As they stepped from the dining room to the threshold, Mika let out a quiet gasp, turning around to look at her reflection. Rae immediately cast her eyes to the ground, ignoring Cathel’s questioning look as she stepped closer to Elrithea. The hallway was lined with mirrors on both sides, the only non-reflective surface coming from the floor. She scowled as Elrithea cast her a knowing smile, leading them down the hallway. 
 
   As the High Lord walked, she spoke. “It takes a certain amount of courage to face the Thief. Courage that I hadn’t known was possessed by anyone in the Daylight Realm. It makes me wonder why you, of all people, had been targeted by him. Do you know, Arbiter?” 
 
   “…Because I could see him.” It was the only answer she had. For now, it would have to be good enough. 
 
   “And do you know why you could see him?” asked Elrithea, looking at Rae over her shoulder. The condescending smirk was back on her face again. Rae realized at that moment that she hated it. 
 
   “I don’t know,” said Rae. “I guess it’s because I’m Arbiter.” 
 
   Elrithea looked away, the smile still on her face as she led them down the corridor, looking very much like a wisp of shadow herself. “…Have you stopped to consider that your logic may be backwards, Arbiter?” she asked. “It is entirely possible that he hunts you because you are Arbiter, and you are Arbiter because you can see him.” 
 
   Rae frowned. “Why would seeing the Reaper make me the Arbiter? It’s not exactly the best qualification.” 
 
   Elrithea smiled. “Why indeed? But let us assume you are right, and that your line of thought is correct. Then tell me this…” She held up one finger, looking back at Rae. “Why are you Arbiter?” 
 
   Rae stared. Of all the questions the High Lord could have asked, she wasn’t expecting that one. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I assumed it was just random.” 
 
   “It is never random,” said Elrithea. “When you go to see the Sisters, they will question you. If you do not have an answer for them, that is where you will die. But we shall see soon, if your becoming Arbiter was happenstance or fate.” Elrithea walked forward, the smile still on her face.
 
   “Understand this well.”
 
   Rae stared as the High Lord seemed to fade further and further into the distance, the corridor stretching on no matter how fast she walked to catch up with her. Elrithea continued to walk at the same speed, but somehow, she seemed to get farther and farther away, the corridor beginning to stretch and fold into itself. Her eyes widened, Elrithea’s voice echoing in the rapidly changing corridor. 
 
   “…I do not bow to happenstance.” 
 
   Behind her, Mika let out a scream. Rae’s eyes widened, and she whipped around, her hand going to the knife Alcian had given her. Too late, she realized her mistake. 
 
   Her reflection looked back at her, wide-eyed, from Elrithea’s mirror. 
 
   Rae jerked her head, attempting to look away, but it was too late. Her eyes landed on another mirror suddenly, one that hadn’t been there the first time she looked. The hallway was filled with her reflections, and they were all staring at her, surrounding her on all sides. She felt herself drawn to them, felt them pulling her in…
 
   The last thing she felt was the sensation of the mirror glass parting like water as she slipped through it, falling down into its depths. 
 
   #
 
   The sound of the ceiling fan’s slow rotation cut into her dreams, shaking her out of her sleep. Rae stirred, one hand sliding underneath her face and pressing up against the carpet as the other tightened its grip on the cool plastic object in her hand. She groaned, opening her eyes as her fingers splayed out on the slightly bristly carpet beneath her. She looked around, blinking as she took in her surroundings. 
 
   She was in a bare room with white walls containing a bed, a bookshelf, and a desk. Several textbooks lay strewn about the room, along with crumpled up pieces of paper and post-it-notes to remind her of homework assignments. One shelf was occupied almost completely by books, some from her small collection and others from library books she had yet to return. A simple calendar hung on one wall, reminding her in large red letters that she had a test coming up in just a few days. 
 
   She trailed her eyes to her hand, eyeing the plastic controller inside of it. Rae shifted her hand slightly, moving the controller back and forth. She ran a hand through her hair, rubbing at her eyes as she looked at the calendar again. It was the 18th of April, one full day before the day she thought Nathan had been injured and she had been sent to the Twilight Realm. 
 
   …The Twilight Realm…?
 
   She looked at the calendar again. Sure enough, the 18th was the last day that had been marked out. Now that she thought of it, the details of the supposed 19th of April were quickly fading away. 
 
   What had happened back then…?  
 
   …A dream…?
 
   Her eyes drifted to the clock beside her bed. It was two in the afternoon, and she knew that she didn’t have another class until six on Wednesdays. She stared down at the video game controller in her hand one more time. 
 
   Had she fallen asleep again…? 
 
   She sat up, passing her hand over her face once as she looked up at the TV in front of her. Faint music emanated from it, a soft tune that reminded her the game was still running. The television displayed a familiar scene, a black screen that depicted a broken film reel with a glowing orb off to the center. Her eyes fixed on the words, scrawled onto the screen in ominous white text. 
 
   GAME OVER
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty: Reset
 
   Game…
 
   …Over. 
 
   Rae stared at the screen in front of her, the memories of her time in the Twilight Realm coming back. No. It wasn’t a dream. She could remember it clearly—the month she had spent there and the time she had spent with Mika and Cathel. There was no way that something so expansive, something so detailed, could be explained by something as simple and fleeting as a dream. 
 
   It had been real. And yet she was here. In her own world, in her own apartment, waking up on the floor after playing video games. Had she even played any video games on April 18? She couldn’t remember. 
 
   April 18…
 
   The day before that final day.
 
   She got to her feet suddenly, throwing the controller down onto the ground. No. This couldn’t be possible. This scene couldn’t be real. 
 
   It was all a trick. A trick from Elrithea’s mind. 
 
   Rae reached over and grabbed her shoes from underneath her bed, slipping the sneakers onto her feet. She tied her black hair back into a ponytail, grabbing her keys off the shelf near the door before rushing out of the room. She took off at a run down the apartment hallway, taking the steps two at a time before bursting out into the city streets. 
 
   Her arm went up, shielding her eyes against the glare of the sun as she looked away. The sound of cars honking at each other assaulted her ears, the vehicles speeding past her as she stood on the sidewalk. On all sides, she could hear the chatter of people as they moved past her, the same sounds she heard every day at her university. People. Walking, chatting, talking, living their lives, worrying about tests and football games and whatever else people her age worried about. 
 
   She kept her eyes on the ground, suddenly afraid to look. Rae took a deep breath before hesitantly raising her eyes towards the crowd of people. In the Twilight Realm, it had been different. Even with Varra, even with Cathel, even with Mika, she hadn’t been able to see it. 
 
   But now, every single person around her had a slight golden aura surrounding them. Every single person that brushed past her trailed motes of gold light behind them, faint streams of brilliance. 
 
   And as she watched in shock, every single one of those gold lights faded away, changing from brilliant gold to midnight black.
 
   Her hands shook, her mouth going dry as she stared at the auras that surrounded the people around her. Black marks. All of them. But that couldn’t be. The Reaper couldn’t target all of them. Maybe one or two, but certainly not all. This couldn’t be real. This had to be a dream. 
 
   She wet her lips with her tongue, jamming her hands into the pockets of her jeans as she took a deep breath and lowered her eyes to the ground, trying to control the racing of her heart and get herself to breathe. It was a dream, she told herself. Only a dream. 
 
   She felt the cold on the back of her neck that usually warned her of the Reaper’s passing and she quickly looked up, her eyes moving frantically through the crowds as she tried to catch sight of him—a swish of black fabric, or sunlight gleaming against the curve of a scythe, or a set of cool gray eyes. But she saw nothing. Nothing but a crowd of people passing her by on all sides as though they were water, and she was a stubborn rock in the river.
 
   She shook her head, looking around at the people. They moved around her, but they ignored her completely. Rae took a deep breath, trying to see past the black marks and what they represented as she studied their faces. There was something off about them. For some reason, they all seemed to look similar to her, like someone had copied the same person and pasted them into the world multiple times, with a few slight edits here and there. 
 
   They looked…
 
   They looked like the crowd in a video game. Countless NPCs that all looked the same…
 
   Slowly, she lowered her hands, feeling her heartbeat beginning to settle. She stared at them, trying to calm herself down long enough to think. 
 
   She’d been playing a video game earlier, when she first woke up in this strange copy of her own world. What was Elrithea trying to say? 
 
   That the game was over before it even began? 
 
   Her eyes widened as she caught sight of someone, and she turned her head. A girl was walking down the street, her back turned towards Rae as she laughed with her friend. Unlike the others, she was unique. She wasn’t simply the same face, pasted onto different outlines and bodies. But what was even more surprising was that Rae recognized her, not from her own world, but from the world she had seen in the Twilight Realm. 
 
   Varra. 
 
   She looked around, her eyes fixing on the faces around her again. They were there, she realized. Hidden in the crowd, there were several unique figures, and they were all people that she knew. Her family, the energetic apprentice from the Tower, the friends she had made in high school that had long since been taken by the Reaper, the foster home that had taken her in, the teacher from elementary school that had died…
 
   They were all there. 
 
   And if they were there, then that meant…
 
   Cathel. 
 
   She had to find Cathel. 
 
   Not knowing where she was going, and not even knowing whether or not this was real, she ran past the crowds of people, heading towards the fountain outside of her school library. If Cathel was going to be anywhere in this world, he would be there. And if anyone would know what to do in this situation, it would be Cathel. 
 
   She found him standing by the fountain, looking around restlessly. He looked different, dressed in the attire of her world, but there was no mistaking Cathel Alvain. She took a deep breath, feeling her heart swell with relief as she ran up to him, putting her hand on his arm. 
 
   “Cathel!” she called, pulling him to face her. He turned, his eyes widening as he looked down at her. Rae took several deep breaths, resting her hands on her knees. He stared at her. She realized that she must look like a sight, with her long black hair falling out of its ponytail and her face stained with sweat, but if he wanted to comment on her appearance, he could do so later. There were more important things to think about now. Rae straightened up, about to tell him so, when Cathel stepped away from her and asked the four most chilling words that she had heard since she woke here. 
 
   “…Do I know you?”
 
   Rae froze. “It’s…It’s Cathel…right?” 
 
   He frowned at her. “Yes. But who are you?” 
 
   “I’m Rae…” she said tentatively. “Rae Miller?” 
 
   Cathel's frown deepened. “I’ve never met you before in my life.” He slid his hands into the pockets of his jacket, looking away from her. “Sorry for the misunderstanding. I’d stay and talk, but I’m waiting for someone.” 
 
   “…Waiting for someone?” asked Rae, looking around. 
 
   “Yeah.” He scanned the crowd, using it as an excuse to subtly step away from her. Rae simply stared at him, her eyes wide as Cathel’s expression lit up in a soft smile. 
 
   A girl stepped out of the crowd, heading over to Cathel. She looked older in this dream, but there was no mistaking Mika’s joyful exuberance, her blue eyes shining as she ran up to Cathel and linked her arm with his. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said. “Ready to go?” 
 
   Cathel grinned at her, his eyes growing warm. “Yeah. Come on. There’s this place I know you’ll like…” 
 
   Rae watched as the two of them walked away, frozen in place. As they walked, Mika leaned forward, and even though she whispered, Rae heard it as clearly as if the other girl had shouted the words. 
 
   “Who’s that girl…? She’s kind of weird…” 
 
   No. 
 
   This couldn’t be happening. 
 
   She’d been so sure…so sure that Cathel would have all the answers. He always did. 
 
   Rae couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All she could do was stare as the crowd rose up, swallowing Mika and Cathel into its depths. 
 
   #
 
   Sunset found her sitting on a bench on one of the main campus walkways, staring as cars zoomed past on the road across from her. She watched as people continued to pass her, the sun’s fading light casting long shadows on the campus grounds. She felt sick to her stomach. She knew that this world wasn’t real, but she didn’t know how she was supposed to get out of it. Her magic worked, but it seemed like she was the only one aware of its effects, and no matter what she did with it, it did not affect anything she threw it against in this world. It was as though she didn’t have it, as though she were back to normal. She had tried to go to her class, in the hope that that might provide her with some sort of clue, but her name had disappeared from the roll, and her professor had said that there was ever anyone by the name Rae Miller in that class in the first place. 
 
   She felt like a ghost, a phantom in her own world. No one knew her, no one saw her, no one cared about her. 
 
   There was a time when she would have given everything to feel that way, to not have to worry about anyone getting attached so that no one could be targeted by the Reaper. There was a time when trying to achieve that had been her whole world. 
 
   She hated it now. 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, feeling the cold stone of the bench underneath her. She felt tears begin to gather in her eyes again, and she took a deep breath. She hadn’t cried since her parents died. She wouldn’t cry here, now, and for what? 
 
   Because Cathel didn’t remember her? 
 
   Cathel didn’t know who she was? 
 
   Cathel couldn’t help her? 
 
   That was a good thing, right? It was wrong of her to become so dependent on Cathel. Cathel had no responsibility towards her. He had no reason to care. She needed to learn to let him go, because otherwise, she was just going to drag him down with her. 
 
   Cathel should leave her alone. 
 
   This was how things should be. 
 
   Rae felt moisture on her cheeks, and she drew in a shaky breath, brushing her fingertips against the side of her face. They came away wet and she stared down at her hands, her vision beginning to blur. She drew in another breath and felt the wetness grow, droplets of water trailing from her eyes down her cheek and over her chin, before forming dark spots on the light blue fabric of her jeans as she sat there. She tried to stop, but the more she tried to stop, the more the tears fell, until at last she was doubled over on the bench, her arms hugging herself tightly as her body trembled. She didn’t sob, she didn’t make any sound.
 
   But the tears continued to fall. 
 
   She couldn’t do it, she realized. 
 
   She couldn’t let him go. 
 
   Neither him, nor Mika…She couldn’t do this alone. 
 
   This vision where no one cared about her, this vision where no one saw her or gave her a second glance, this vision that was supposed to be her paradise, her haven of solitude…
 
   This was hell. 
 
   She wanted…no, she needed them back. She needed them by her side. They were her friends, and she would do anything…
 
   “Anything, Arbiter?” asked a feminine voice from behind her. 
 
   Rae’s eyes widened, and she looked over her shoulder. Elrithea stood there, her attire having changed from her black gown to a black business suit, black skirt, and heels, with her hair tied up in a loose bun. She pulled the sunglasses off her face with one delicate hand, folding them up and exposing her bright gold eyes. Rae tensed, immediately jumping off the bench and wiping at her eyes. 
 
   “How did you know that?” she asked.
 
   “You are in my realm, Arbiter,” said Elrithea, “And when you are in my realm, I see all.” 
 
   “What have you done to my friends?” asked Rae, using the word willingly for the first time. 
 
   Elrithea made a dismissive gesture, like she was flicking dirt off of her fingertips. “They face their own trials. The Cathel Alvain and Mikaela James that you see here are mere illusions, products of your mind.” 
 
   Their own trials…? Rae’s eyes narrowed, and she felt for her Source, her hands beginning to glow with a faint light. “What have you done to them?”
 
   “I have done nothing,” said Elrithea, staring at her. She didn’t move, showing no signs of reacting to Rae’s display of force. “What they do, they inflict on themselves, in the same way that you are trapped in a prison of your own making. This is your test, Arbiter. I am watching to see what you will do.” 
 
   The light around Rae’s hands flared brighter, signaling how serious she was. “…This is my test,” she said. “Not theirs. You leave them out of this.” 
 
   Elrithea’s eyes traveled towards Rae’s hand, and she raised an eyebrow. “My sister’s magic? Really? Do you really think such a paltry effort will harm me? I am Elrithea, High Lord in my own right. It will take more than Alcian's party tricks to defeat me. But if you really want to free your friends…then I’d suggest you turn your strength elsewhere.” 
 
   Rae paused, slowly unclenching her fists. “What?” 
 
   Elrithea's smile widened into a smirk. “You know what today is. There is a reason your mind chose to recreate this day. You know what tomorrow is.” 
 
   Realization dawned on her. “The 19th of April…” 
 
   She saw it again in her mind. Nate, shouting as he ran up to her. The mugger, raising the gun in his hand almost automatically. A single, deafening crack. The smell of gunpowder. 
 
   And Nate, falling, falling, falling…
 
   “Exactly,” said Elrithea. “My mirrors reveal your deepest fear. What is your fear, Arbiter? What monster will you have to fight tomorrow? What evil haunts the far corners of your mind…?” 
 
   She didn’t even need to answer that question. At once, his face occupied all her thoughts. The Reaper, the thing she saw in her nightmares. As soon as she thought it, she saw Elrithea’s smirk widen, her eyes seeming to shine an even brighter gold. “Then you know what you must fight.”
 
   Rae's eyes widened in fear. “I can’t fight the Reaper!” 
 
   “Maybe not…” said Elrithea, shrugging. “But if you are worthy of being Arbiter, then you will win. This is your mind, Rae Miller.” She raised her hand, and Rae saw her becoming transparent, slowly beginning to fade away. 
 
   “…It is only as strong as you are.” 
 
   Rae stared as Elrithea disappeared. She remained there for a while, staring at the place the High Lord had been standing in, her mind running through Elrithea’s words, over and over again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-one: Fated Day
 
   April 19.
 
   The day that changed everything.
 
   Rae woke up to the beeping sound of her alarm clock, swinging her hand over the side of the bed and feeling around for the off switch. She opened her eyes as the beeping sound died, staring up at the ceiling. The fan continued to spin above her head, a lazy hypnotic motion. How many times had she lain here before in the past, not wanting to get up and drag herself through another day? How many times had she stared at that fan, content to lie here and not face the world outside.
 
   Listless. Empty. Dead.
 
   It was strange that on the replica of a day where she should have felt all of those things and more, she felt none of those. Instead, she felt an almost frantic energy coursing through her, felt her heart beating underneath her fingertips, the magic flowing in her veins. She had dreamed of Elrithea, and of Cathel, and of Mika. It was one of the first nights in a while that she hadn't dreamed of the Reaper.
 
   She knew what she was going to do today. She had spent most of last night thinking about it. Rae was going to fight him, or at least the copy of him produced by her mind. She would save the dream's version of Nathan, and that would be the trigger that would break Elrithea's spell and restore them all to life.
 
   That was her purpose now, the thing that would drive her through the day. Her eyes were puffy, and they ached somewhat from the tears she had shed the afternoon before, but her heart felt…lighter somehow, as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders. No. That was wrong. There had been no lifted burdens. The burden of her duty was still as heavy today as it had been yesterday.
 
   But somehow, she felt like it was now possible to bear it.
 
   For the first time, she saw the truth of the blond man's words on the day he had spoken to her between her Realm and the Twilight Realm. She was never meant to do this alone.
 
   Far from feeling dead, she felt more alive than she had ever felt before.
 
   It was strange. An odd feeling.
 
   Was this what it was like to have something to live for?
 
   She took a deep breath. Today, she couldn't lie in bed. The restless energy that drove her refused to allow it, balked at the thought of spending one more minute in motionless silence. She threw the covers off of herself, sliding her feet over the side of the bed and standing up.
 
   As an afterthought, she made her bed.
 
   And then she cleaned her room.
 
   Within the span of an hour, everything in her small college apartment had been put back in place, her textbooks neatened and organized, and her meager belongings spread out in an organized fashion. Rae stood in the center of the room and ran a hand through her hair, feeling inordinately pleased with herself as she looked down at the now visible floor. She knew that this wasn't her real room, that it was only an image that her mind reflected for her, but still, looking at it in this ordered state made her feel better.
 
   Like she had just ordered a small portion of her mind.
 
   She glanced at the clock beside her bed, staring at the numbers on it. It was still too early for her to go downtown. The shooting wouldn't happen until night, after the sun set. And there was no point in her going to class today, since she didn't exist in this world. Was she simply supposed to wait until nightfall?
 
   She looked around the room. Her eyes landed on a cardboard roll that lay propped up against the wall, the same type used to wrap up posters. She had unearthed it from under her bed, and not knowing what to do with it, had propped it up in the corner next to her small trash can. Rae walked over it now, grasping its weight in her hands. She tossed it once, catching it again in her right hand as she held it in front of her.
 
   Cathel's voice filled her mind, gentle and instructive, but firm at the same time as he corrected her grip. She held the roll in her hands like a sword, taking her stance. Rae kept his voice in mind, imagining him standing in the room next to her. The person she imagined was not the false Cathel but the real Cathel, the one that had walked with her, talked with her, ate with her and fought beside her. The one that befriended the Ivali but scorned his master. The mage.
 
   Her friend.
 
   She imagined Mika sitting to the side, watching them with a curious expression on her face. They would be standing beside the road somewhere, in one of Elrithea's endless forests, and Cathel would decide it was time for a lesson. Mika would settle down by the side of the road and watch them, but would never ask to be included. And she would laugh, and clap, and make comments when Rae did poorly, in the same way as Ania had.
 
   She kept those images in her mind—Cathel's contemplative frown and Mika's smiling face, so like her brother's.
 
   They were what she would fight for. If she could do anything in this world, it would be to get them out of this dream, to get them out of their own nightmares.
 
   She stepped forward, her eyes narrowing in concentration as she brought the makeshift sword down. The world faded away, replaced by a set of strikes and blocks, Cathel's voice, and the sound of her movements.
 
    
 
   Nightfall came all too soon. Rae found herself walking through the streets of downtown as the sun began to set, dressed in the same simple white dress and black flip flops that she had decided to wear on that day. It was warm, the air feeling exactly the same as it had back then. She remembered it, down to the last detail.
 
   Nathan had offered to walk her home from school on the real April 19, but he hadn't shown up outside of her classroom, so Rae had decided to follow the scenario anyway. It had surprised her, but she knew that things would be a little different in this dream. Elrithea had warned her of something happening today. There was nothing for it but to be at the right place at the right time and hope that something happened.
 
   That in mind, Rae hooked her thumbs underneath the straps of her backpack, pulling it up on her shoulders. She had gone through the motions as if she had attended class today, and was now just waiting, the air filled with the tension of anticipation. It wouldn't be long now. She would enter the alley, two men would approach her and demand that she give them her money, and she would hesitate. Nathan, who was not beside her now but who had been on the real April 19, would appear and step in front of her, demanding instead that the muggers back off. The conflict would escalate into unpredicted violence, the criminals would flee, and then the Reaper would come.
 
   Or perhaps it would be more like the actual scene, where she would call 911, and Nate would be taken to the hospital. He would be treated and placed in a room, where Rae would wait. And then the Reaper would come.
 
   But she doubted it. The fight would be here in the alley.
 
   It was the best place for a boss battle. And in the end, this dream was just a game. Elrithea's game.
 
   That thought in mind, Rae crossed the street, heading towards the block where the incident had occurred.
 
   The sound of a gunshot made her freeze in place, her eyes widening. The cracking sound was followed by the sound of a scream. The voice was feminine. A woman. A woman had screamed.
 
   Had she screamed back then? She didn't remember.
 
   No. This was wrong. She was supposed to be in the alley when it happened.
 
   That was what had happened on the 19th. But there was no mistaking it.
 
   She took off at a run, rounding the corner and staring into the alley in front of her. Rae skidded to a stop, her eyes wide.
 
   Cathel lay on the ground, a pool of blood underneath him. His green eyes were wide open, staring sightlessly at her. Mika sat on the ground in front of him, her face pale. Bright red droplets of blood lay across the side of her cheek, her mouth open as she stared at the figure in front of her.
 
   The Reaper stood on the other side of the alley, a smirk on his face and his hand wrapped around the handle of a gun.
 
   She simply stared. She had been prepared to see Nathan there, but for her to see Cathel, for her to see Mika, and for her to see him…? This was not what was supposed to happen. This was wrong.
 
   Everything was wrong.
 
   But when the Reaper advanced towards Mika and she let out a strangled sob, scooting back and slipping in the pool of blood as she tried to get away from him, suddenly that didn't matter so much anymore.
 
   Rae let out a shout of anger, rushing forward into the alley. She pulled her hands back, summoning the High Lord's power. It rushed towards the Reaper in a wave, a sudden rush of light heading towards him. The Reaper jumped back, his eyes widening as he raised his arm in front of his face to shield his eyes from the light.
 
   It struck him head on, and she heard it crackle as it pushed him back, slamming him into the wall of the alley. At once, the situation seemed to freeze, Mika and Cathel remaining frozen in time as the light cleared, parting around the Reaper. He was holding his scythe in his hands now, a smirk on his face as he stepped towards Rae. As she watched, he shook out his hand, grinning at her as he held his scythe out in front of him.
 
   "Well," he said. "It looks like I made the right choice in sending you to the Twilight Realm after all."
 
   Her heart pounded in her chest. He looked like the real Reaper would look. He sounded like the real Reaper would sound. He said things that the real Reaper would say.
 
   He's not real…she reminded herself. Not real…
 
   He's just a figment of your imagination, a product of your mind…
 
   This is not real…
 
   The Reaper advanced, running towards her. He pulled back his scythe, swinging the wide blade at her. Rae's eyes widened, and she quickly jumped back in an attempt to avoid the strike, raising her arm up in front of herself. The tip of the scythe caught her arm, tearing a gash across it. Searing pain arose in its wake, immediately followed by a cold numbing sensation that spread through her arm. Rae's eyes widened as she clutched at the wound, letting out a gasp.
 
   Wasn't it supposed to be impossible to feel pain in a dream?
 
   Her blood dripped from the end of the Reaper's scythe, landing on the ground of the alley. In this surreal world, it seemed strangely red, standing out in sharp contrast against the gray of the concrete. She stared at it, transfixed.
 
   "Come now, my little ray of light," said the Reaper, smirking at her. "Surely you have more fight than that."
 
   Rae swallowed hard, taking a step back. She pulled back her hand, staring at it. Blood stained her fingers, bright red seeming out of place against her pale skin. She sucked in a breath, shaking her head. She tried to grasp her Source but it shied from her, as if it knew the danger she was in and now refused to come.
 
   A dream…she tried to remind herself as she reached again for the shifting light of her Source.
 
   Just a dream…
 
   "You don't?" asked the Reaper, "Well, then…how about we make things a little more interesting."
 
   He took a step towards Cathel. Rae's eyes widened in horror. "No!" she yelled, taking a step forward.
 
   "No?" he repeated, resting the tip of his scythe blade against Cathel's back. Rae felt her breath catch in her throat as the Reaper's scythe blade moved, slowly drawing a line down Cathel's back before resting ever so lightly against the skin of his neck. "Are you sure? This one's as good as dead. And if I remember correctly, he doesn't even know your name…"
 
   "Yes he does," said Rae fervently. "He does."
 
   "Does he?" asked the Reaper. His brows rose in mock surprise, his eyes widening in realization. "Oh, he means something to you, doesn't he, Rae? That's interesting. I never would have taken you for the romantic type."
 
   "I'm not—!" she began. The words died in her throat as he raised his scythe, stepping away from Cathel and turning towards her. "Nevertheless. You have no reason to care. This boy was marked for me from the day he came into contact with you."
 
   "You're not real," said Rae, taking a deep breath. "This is just a dream."
 
   "Is it?" asked the Reaper. “Or have you not considered that this dream might be more than that? I can never be apart from you, Rae. I exist in your mind…and you will never be free from me."
 
   Rae shook her head. “No.” 
 
   The Reaper raised an eyebrow. "Then how about I show you. It's been so long since I've killed a mage. I've almost forgotten the thrill." He raised his scythe over his head, the tip poised to end Cathel once and for all.
 
   "NO!”
 
   "Look and see what you've done," said the Reaper, his eyes locking with hers as he swung the scythe down.
 
   Light burst into the surrounding area, slamming into the Reaper from all sides. He fell back as the wheel of light surrounded him, grunting in pain as he hit the ground. Rae stared down at her hands, her eyes wide as she watched the light brush them lightly, gathering around them before slowly fading away.
 
   Without realizing it, she had attacked the Reaper.
 
   But now wasn't really the time to worry about how she did that.
 
   "Cathel," she breathed, running over to the fallen mage.
 
   Chains rose up from the ground, grabbing her by the wrists and yanking her down onto the alley floor. Rae let out a grunt of pain as she felt her back strike the ground, the chains holding her in place. She heard the rustle of cloth as the Reaper slowly got up, picking his scythe up off the ground and walking over to her. He loomed over her, blood trickling down from a small cut on his face as he stared down at her, his gray eyes suddenly cold and impassive.
 
   "…That hurt," he admitted. "Would you like to see what I can do?"
 
   Rae's eyes widened as he raised his scythe, pulling at her bonds. The chains held fast, dark black things that held her in place as the Reaper brought the staff down. This was it. She would die here. She would die…
 
   And then he would take Cathel. He would take Mika.
 
   Their faces flashed through her mind as the Reaper brought the scythe down, the curved blade heading towards her. They would die, because she wasn't strong enough to face the Reaper, even in a dream…
 
   …And suddenly, the world stopped, and she felt no fear, just simple, cold truth. She saw the Reaper in front of her, saw the scythe moving, and she understood. She knew what she had to do.
 
   She couldn't allow herself to lose.
 
   Rae grit her teeth, allowing all of the anger she had ever felt towards the Reaper to course through her, adding fuel to the fire and allowing her to finally grasp her Source. She used the anger to take the edge off her fear, keeping her mind filled with Cathel and Mika's faces—Cathel and Ania, Cathel when he had first taught her magic, Cathel in the Ivali village, Cathel and High Lord Alcian, Mika in the Ivali village, Mika demanding that she be allowed to come along, Mika stuffing her face in Elrithea's castle…
 
   Those images filled her mind as the light around her grew, growing brighter and brighter and becoming stronger and stronger until at last, she heard the sound of something shatter.
 
   The chains broke, a blast of light rushing outwards from her and slamming into the Reaper. Rae immediately got to her feet, breathing hard as she stared at the man in front of her. The Reaper slowly stood up, his eyes wide in surprise as he watched her with one hand gripped tightly around the shaft of his scythe.
 
   Rae stared at him, and at once, she understood.
 
   This wasn't real. This was her mind.
 
   A pool of light formed at her fingertips, rotating in lazy circular motions beside her.
 
   This was a dream…
 
   Rae thrust her right hand into the pool, her fingers closing around something cold.
 
   And for the first time in her life…
 
   She grasped it tightly in her hand, drawing it forth as the light around her began to intensify.
 
   …She was awake.
 
   With a shout of rage, Rae pulled a white sword from the pool of light, holding it tightly in her hands as she rushed towards the Reaper.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-two: Edictal Mage
 
   She saw the next set of events as though they were unfolding in slow motion. Rae rushed toward the Reaper, the sword in both her hands as she pulled it back and lunged at him in the same way Cathel had taught her. The Reaper stared, his eyes wide and his scythe pulled back as he prepared to slash at her, but it was too little, too late. She knew this now. The dream was hers, the mind was hers, and in her mind, she decided that she could move faster than normal and that the Reaper couldn't move at all.
 
   She saw his expression change as he realized this, going from smug, to shocked, to enraged. The last expression she barely registered as she locked eyes with him, pulling the sword back and thrusting it at his chest.
 
   The white sword pierced through his clothes, stabbing the Reaper straight through the heart. Rae screamed, throwing her weight forward and pushing it behind the sword. The sword went further, meeting almost no resistance at all as it slid further through, sinking deeper into the Reaper’s heart.
 
   The Reaper shattered into shards of light around her sword. They struck the floor of the alley with a faint tinkling sound, like shards of glass. 
 
   The world around her shattered as well.  
 
    
 
   Rae's eyes snapped open and she took a deep breath, staring at the high ceilings of Elrithea’s castle. It was nighttime again, light coming from several silver orbs that hovered in the air and lined the hallway. She turned her head to find that the mirrors that lined the hall had shattered, shards of glass littering the hallway floor. She sat up, looking around the room. 
 
   Mika and Cathel lay on the ground just a few feet away from her. As she watched, they began to stir as well, Mika picking herself up off the ground with a confused expression. Her face was tear-stained, as though she had been crying. Cathel slowly sat up, his eyes fixed on the ground. His hands were shaking, his face pale. His green eyes were wide, the expression in them slightly hollow.
 
   She didn't like seeing that expression on his face.
 
   From the other side of the hallway, she heard the sound of slow applause. Rae looked up, her eyes widening as she saw Elrithea begin to slowly approach them, clapping softly. There was a wide grin on her face.
 
   "Oh, well done, Arbiter," she said. "That was a brilliant performance. I'd love an encore, but I don't think you'd be willing to provide one"
 
   Performance…
 
   The memory of the Reaper's words came back to her, of the things he had said before she had finished him off and won back control of her mind.
 
   Yes, she supposed that was what it was in the end.
 
   A performance.
 
   "I must say, I haven't seen an Arbiter put on a show like that in years," continued Elrithea. She sounded amused. Rae clenched her fist tightly, her eyes narrowing at her. "I was a little worried you were going to falter. The illusion seemed quite real, I will admit. But you held through till the end. Marvelous, simply marvelous. And your friends did rather nicely too, I'll admit. Tarethan, the spell at the end was a nice touch."
 
   "Shut up…" muttered Cathel under his breath, not looking at Elrithea.
 
   Elrithea grinned. "I mean it. I haven't seen such a display of magic in a long time. Who knew my niece could react like that?” 
 
   "I said shut up!" shouted Cathel, getting to his feet. His voice echoed throughout the stone corridor, and Rae stared, her eyes widening as she turned towards him. Beside him, Mika sniffed, raising her hand to wipe away the tears under her eyes as she gave him a puzzled look.
 
   "…Cathel…?" she asked softly.
 
   "What do you know?" asked Cathel, ignoring Mika as he turned towards Elrithea. "What do you know about anything? How dare you force me to do that? How dare you put Rae and Mika through that?"
 
   He gestured wildly, his face contorted in rage as he glared at Elrithea. Rae shivered, staring at him. She had never seen Cathel like this before, had never seen this much rage coming from him. Not even when he had been fighting Skor had he looked this angry, not even when they had had their argument in the woods. Even Elrithea seemed taken aback by the outburst, but she quickly recovered, turning towards him.
 
   "You should know better, tarethan. You cannot come to a High Lord's house without being tested in some way. That was simply a matter of course. I made you do nothing. You did what you did out of your own heart."
 
   Cathel tensed, and for one moment, the whole world tensed as well. 
 
   Then it all came crashing down. 
 
   "Bind!" he commanded, holding his hand out towards the castle walls.
 
   There was a great groaning sound, and then the walls snapped forward, the stone of them winding around Elrithea's wrists and legs and holding her tightly in place. Her eyes widened in shock, and she struggled as faint light began to surround her, words writing themselves into the light. They didn't look like any words Rae had seen before, but she understood that they were runes. Cathel lowered his head, quietly muttering under his breath. 
 
   Mika's eyes widened in terror. "Cathel, stop!" she yelled, tugging at his pants leg.
 
   Cathel pulled his leg out of her grasp, continuing to chant. Rae's eyes widened, and she turned towards Elrithea as the bright light continued to surround her, becoming brighter and brighter as the runes wrapped themselves around her, winding tighter. She felt the temperature in the room drop and heard Elrithea scream. Rae didn't understand what was happening here, but a fundamental part of her seemed to recoil from it—the part of her that was Ivali. And she knew suddenly—without a doubt—that if she let this continue, it would break Cathel utterly, shatter him beyond repair. She knew it as clearly as she knew her own name.
 
   The runes coiled tighter around her, Cathel's incantation becoming more feverish as the words came closer together. Mika got to her feet and wrapped her arms around Cathel's waist, shouting at him as she tried to pull him back. He dug his heels into the ground, seeming blind to her and blind to everyone around him, and seeming focused only on the bound High Lord in front of him.
 
   Elrithea screamed. She no longer looked like a great and powerful High Lord anymore. Now, she simply looked like a girl, a girl that had bitten off more than she could chew. Her bright gold eyes opened, and she stared at Rae, the look in them pleading. She reminded Rae of a butterfly that was about to be crushed, of a criminal awaiting execution. The runes grew brighter, and the uneasy feeling inside Rae reached a fever pitch.
 
   She couldn't allow things to go on any further.
 
   Rae took a deep breath.
 
   "Cathel! Stop!" she yelled.
 
   Silence followed her statement, the last fading syllables of her plea echoing further down the hallway.
 
   Cathel slowly looked away from Elrithea, blinking in surprise as he stared down at his hand. He looked from Rae to Elrithea, and suddenly his eyes widened in fear, and he took a step back, the color draining from his face. The stones holding Elrithea in place suddenly receded, the High Lord slumping to the ground as the rope of runes faded away. She covered her face with her hands, her long, flowing black hair falling like a curtain around her.
 
   Elrithea took in a shaky breath. Cathel stared at her, as if he couldn't believe what he had just done.
 
   "…High Lord…?" he asked tentatively.
 
   "Go," said Elrithea, no longer sounding as smug or as confident as she had sounded earlier. "Just…go."
 
   Cathel wasted no time. He stumbled back, then turned, running out the door on the other side of the hallway. Mika and Rae stared, watching as the door to the dining hall slammed behind him.
 
   Behind them, Elrithea ran her hands over her face, taking a deep breath and sliding back to lean against the wall.
 
    
 
   Rae watched as Elrithea slowly composed herself, handing the High Lord the drink of water that she had requested. Behind her, she saw Mika slowly beginning to push some of the broken glass aside with a broom, attempting to clear a path through the hall. Elrithea drank deeply from the silver goblet that Rae had offered her, before setting it aside and waving her hand at Mika.
 
   "There is no need," she said. "The castle will repair itself."
 
   "I…I know," said Mika, shaking her head as she looked up from where she stood. "But it's giving me something to do…"
 
   Rae honestly couldn't blame her. She felt a kind of restless energy as she stood there, attending to the High Lord. Part of her wanted to run after Cathel, to ask him what that had been about and to make sure he wasn't going to do something incredibly stupid, but the rest of her knew that she had to stay here with the High Lord first, if only to smooth things over so that Elrithea didn't kick them out onto the street or throw them in a dungeon. Or worse. She was well aware that the High Lord was capable of worse, although she didn't look it right now.
 
   If she was being honest, right now, Elrithea didn’t look like she was capable of much. The High Lord sucked in a breath, pushing her black hair out of her face and shaking her head. "What the tarethan did…" she began.
 
   "Cathel is not the type of person to attack someone like that," said Rae quickly. "Not without being provoked."
 
   Elrithea raised a hand to quiet Rae. "He was not unprovoked.” She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand, her palm moving in slow circles as she paused for thought. "I provoked him. Had I known how close he was to true mastery of his Series, I would not have done so. Be at ease, Arbiter. I fully acknowledge that the fault is mine."
 
   Rae settled back onto the floor beside Elrithea. She hadn't noticed before how ready she had been to defend Cathel, no matter what personal cost she incurred from it. Elrithea glanced at her out of the corner of her eye, and Rae was surprised to see the High Lord offer her a strained smile. "Your devotion to your friends is well noted. I have seen it while you were taking the test. Rest assured, no harm will come to you or yours because of this."
 
   Rae stared at Elrithea as if trying to gauge whether or not the woman was serious. She seemed serious, but she had seemed serious before, and she had been lying then. Elrithea met Rae's eyes, seeming to understand her question.
 
   "I give you my word," she said. "If you know anything of the High Court, then you know that we are not given to breaking our word."
 
   "I…believe you," said Rae hesitantly, nodding once as she set down the goblet in her hands. It was odd, but she did.
 
   Elrithea was…different from Alcian. But she was still a Lord of the High Court.
 
   "I rule the mind," said Elrithea, quietly. "The tricks of the mind are mine. Within a person's mind, I have ultimate power. Outside of it, I have very little. Understand this, Arbiter. This is why I must force you to fear me."
 
   "You don't have to force me," said Rae. "I've seen what you can do. It's scary enough."
 
   Elrithea smiled. "Ah, but you see, Arbiter, you have a mind. And thus, you fear what would happen if someone else should enter it, to discover your deepest secrets, your uttermost fears, and your wildest dreams. There are those to whom this is not a deterrent."
 
   Rae raised an eyebrow. She found it very hard to believe that anyone could stand in front of Elrithea and not find her powers intimidating.
 
   "And they would be?" she asked.
 
   "Idiots," Elrithea replied with a snort. "Even the most weak-minded of men have something to fear. But I rather enjoy working with strong minds. The three of you have them. Every strong-minded human I have encountered has shown me something interesting of themselves. You three are no exception."
 
   She wanted to ask what Elrithea had seen in Cathel and Mika's minds, but that was too personal a question. Instead, she lowered her eyes to the ground, clearing the broken glass away from the carpet nearest her so that she could sit down. She felt drained. Even though it seemed as though very little time had passed since she, Mika, and Cathel had first fallen unconscious, it felt as though her mind had been working for two days straight. It must have shown on her face, because Elrithea sighed, leaning back against the wall.
 
   "Go," she said. "The two of you may go. There have been rooms prepared for you. Go through the other door in the dining hall to find them. The tarethan has a suite prepared for him as well. Inform him that I am not offended by his behavior, but that I would appreciate it if he removed himself from my presence until I invite him again."
 
   Rae thought about arguing in Cathel's favor, but Elrithea's icy tone stopped her. She knew that nothing would sway the High Lord on this. After seeing the display, she supposed Cathel was lucky he wasn't dead or about to be. "…I'll tell him," she said.
 
   "I have given you my acknowledgment," said Elrithea, getting to her feet. "But my Decadal Spell is not so easy to learn as my sister’s, and I am drained. Allow me a moment of rest, and I will begin the process of teaching it to you."
 
   Rae nodded, watching as Elrithea got to her feet. She stood up as well, keeping her hands at the ready to catch the High Lord should she appear to stumble, but not insulting her by attempting to help her stand. Elrithea nodded once at Rae and Mika, and as the two of them watched, she began to fade away. Most of the silver lights in the hallway faded with her, leaving only one—Larin, Rae's wisp. It floated in the air  between Rae and Mika, the two girls staring at it.
 
   Rae took a deep breath, then glanced up at the teenager that stood on the other side of the wisp, her face lit by the small orb's ethereal glow.
 
   Mika cautiously met Rae’s eyes. “So…um…wow…"
 
   "Yeah…" said Rae, not knowing what else to say.
 
   "Are you gonna talk to him?" asked Mika.
 
   "Me? Why me?"
 
   Mika shrugged. "You know him better. I'm still trying to get used to this world, but you've known Cathel since the start. Besides, I think he'd want to talk to you more than me."
 
   "What makes you say that?" asked Rae.
 
   Mika shrugged again. "Just a hunch.” She turned towards Larin. “C’mon, Larin. Show me the way to bed!"
 
   To Rae's surprise—and slight chagrin—the wisp obeyed, beginning to slowly bob down the hallway back towards the dining hall. Rae followed along behind it, Mika walking beside her. The younger girl had her eyes fixed on the wisp, one of her hands hugging her arm. She was quiet. That in itself was such a rarity that it concerned Rae somewhat. In the past, she would have been glad of the silence, but after what they had just been through, it worried her.
 
   She took a deep breath, clenching her fist slowly before turning to Mika.
 
   "Are you…okay?" she asked.
 
   "What?" asked Mika, blinking and looking up at her. Rae met Mika's eyes, holding the younger girl's gaze. Mika stared at Rae, then slowly averted her eyes. "Um…it's hard to say…"
 
   "What you saw in the mirror…" began Rae.
 
   Mika shook her head. "Don't," she said, cutting Rae off. She looked up at Rae, an apologetic expression on her face. "I...really don't want to talk about it, Rae. Let's just say I saw my brother die, again and again."
 
   The look on Mika's face said that there was more to the story, but even that little tidbit was enough. Rae nodded, looking away from Mika and staring straight ahead of her. Mika averted her eyes, not looking at her, and Rae thought she had an idea of what was on Mika's mind.
 
   Mika's brother was dying. And it was all her fault. Of course, Mika wouldn't want to talk to her right now.
 
   "I'm going to bed," said Mika as they entered the dining hall. "…Mind if I borrow Larin for a bit? I don't want to grope around in the dark."
 
   Rae shrugged. "Send him back when you're done," she said, looking around the dining room. It was well-lit enough that she could see her way, and the door to the entrance hall was still open, allowing her to guess which way Cathel had gone. Mika nodded once, motioning for Larin to lead her towards the door. The wisp followed, sensing Rae's approval, and continued to lead Mika away. The younger girl hesitated, turning to Rae.
 
   "You should find him," she said. "Find him and talk to him."
 
   Rae nodded. "I'm on it," she promised, glancing back at Mika to reassure her. Mika frowned, as if trying to gauge whether or not Rae was serious, before she nodded once, walking off down the hall. Rae waited until she had closed the door behind her, before heading to the open door on the other side of the dining hall.
 
   She found Cathel in the entrance hall, seated on the staircase. He had his hands clasped together in front of him, his arms resting on his knees. His eyes were fixed on the large window that overlooked them, staring at the view of the forest outside. He didn't look up as she let the door close behind her with a click. She took a deep breath and gathered up her cloak in her arms, coming to sit next to him.
 
   They sat there in silence, Cathel staring at the window and Rae staring at the velvet carpeting beneath her feet. The silence dragged on for what seemed like forever, before Rae cleared her throat.
 
   "Elrithea says you can stay," she said. "She has a suite of rooms prepared for you, but she wants you to stay away from her for the next couple of days."
 
   Cathel grunted noncommittally, staring out the window. Rae watched him for a few seconds, then quickly turned away. She clasped her hands together nervously, tangling her fingers together as she felt the tension in the air between them. It was funny how it had almost been easier to stand up to the dream version of her Reaper in the vision Elrithea had given her than it was to talk to Cathel now.
 
   She took a deep breath, the fingers of one hand splaying out over her knee. "…Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.
 
   "What's there to talk about?" asked Cathel, sighing. "I attacked the High Lord. You saw me do it."
 
   Rae frowned at him. "I saw you do it. I want to know why you did it. This isn't like you, Cathel."
 
   Cathel turned his head towards her, meeting her eyes. "…Do you know enough about me to know what's like me and what's not?"
 
   At once, she was aware of the closeness of him, how the two of them were seated on the same step, so close that their legs brushed against each other. She was aware of how green his eyes were, aware of the questioning expression of his face. She was suddenly just so much more aware of him, and the knowledge caused an unfamiliar flutter in her stomach. She averted her eyes from his and the awareness stopped, and she was left with Cathel again and the knowledge that what he had done had hurt him as much as it had hurt Elrithea.
 
   "I know enough about you to know that you're hurting…I don't think that's your usual state of mind."
 
   Cathel stared at her, before sighing and shaking his head. He looked away from her, staring down at the ground below them, and once he averted his eyes, Rae took that as a sign that it was safe to look up. She did, just in time to see Cathel run his hand through his hair in frustration, taking a deep breath.
 
   "No," he finally said. "You're right. It isn't." Cathel took another breath, clenching and unclenching his fists. Rae waited for him to speak, not prompting or prodding him, simply leaning against the step behind her and waiting. After a while, he clasped his hands together, speaking without looking at her. 
 
   "Do you remember what I told you about Series?" he asked. "That a mage is considered a master when he learns all the spells in a single Series?"
 
   Rae nodded once. "I remember.”
 
   "Do you know what a rare Series is?" he asked.
 
   "Something like the Decadal Series?"
 
   Cathel shook his head. "Not even close," he said. "Your Decadal Series is…well, it's something right out of legend. I didn't even know people could still learn the Decadal Series—the knowledge of the inner workings of the High Court, and the position of the Arbiter, aren't exactly common knowledge."
 
   "…So what's a rare Series, then?" asked Rae.
 
   "A rare Series is the colloquial term for a Tower-dependent Series. You can think of these Series as specialized. There are some common Series, like Varra's Alchemical Series, that can be learned at any Tower. The rare Series can only be learned at one particular Tower, and the Tower is different depending on the Series."
 
   Something in Rae's mind clicked, and she looked up at Cathel. "So when you said you had moved from Carane Tower to Laria Tower, it was because of your Series?" she asked.
 
   Cathel nodded. "When I discovered that my greatest aptitude was for the Edictal Series, I wanted to learn it at all costs. To that end, I traveled across the Safelands until I got to Laria Tower, where I studied under Master Alyan."
 
   "How old were you?" asked Rae.
 
   "…Eleven when I started to travel," said Cathel. "Twelve by the time I made it to Laria. The journey took me one year."
 
   "And you made it at eleven?" 
 
   "It wasn't too hard. I stuck with trading companies that I knew specialized in magical goods. They're always willing to help a new apprentice get from Tower to Tower. There are many new mages who would willingly make the journey, just to study underneath one of the specialized masters. They don't take many students."
 
   "But Alyan took you?" 
 
   "I was young. Young mages are easier to teach. Most people don't make recognized apprentice until fourteen, fifteen or sixteen, but then again, most people don't start learning magic until they're ten or eleven. I started when I was seven. Remember, I couldn't take being in my hometown anymore. On top of my age, I'd also built up a bit of a reputation for being a prodigy."
 
   "I can see it…" said Rae, honestly. She thought about the Cathel she had seen against Skor, and the same Cathel she had seen against Elrithea.
 
   Cathel waved a hand dismissively, shaking his head. "Please," he said. "Don't even start. I worked hard, and I had a little bit of brains to go along with it. I started young. None of those things make a prodigy. But regardless, Master Alyan took me in, and I studied the Edictal Series with him. It was around then that I met Varra. She was a new girl who had just come in, so they stuck us together most of the time."
 
   "That's why she says you're yearmates," said Rae.
 
   Cathel nodded. "Anyway, I studied under Alyan, and I learned a good bit of the Edictal Series from him. Over the years, I learned how to command stone and steel, earth and tree, wind and water. Everything behaves differently under commands, and I had to learn how to command each one. It was trying, but I learned at a fairly quick pace, and Alyan was able to teach me a good bit. By the time I was seventeen, I had learned all the spells for inanimate objects, the spell for plants, and the spell to bind an animal. Master Alyan told me I was ready to go for my mastership."
 
   Cathel looked away. "…There was a lot of pressure to succeed," he said. "If I succeeded, I would be the youngest master mage in Laria Tower's history. Master Alyan wanted that recognition so badly. He put a lot of pressure on me, priming me for the day he would teach me the final spell. And then…"
 
   Cathel trailed off, groping for words. Rae stared at him, realization slowly dawning on her as she remembered what he had just done. With that realization came a slow horror, and her eyes widened, her hand falling to her side.
 
   "You're not saying…" she began.
 
   "Mm," said Cathel, nodding once at Rae. "Ivali binding. The spell that binds a member of the Ivali as your servant, permanently." He sighed, staring down at his hands. "It is a crime punishable by death to use the Edictal Series against another human being. Master Alyan made sure to explain that to me when I was younger. He showed me court cases of mages being tried for misuse of their magic, explained to me that as a mage with the Edictal Series, I would naturally be under suspicion, no matter what I did. He made me swear on my life and on my honor that I would never use the Edictal Series against another human. But he wanted me to use it against one of the Ivali."
 
   "I argued with him on that point," continued Cathel. "I told him that it was the same thing, that the Ivali were sentient beings with Sources of their own. I couldn't use my magic on them. It was wrong. It was evil. But he insisted, saying that this would be my final spell. And he brought out the Ivali he wanted me to bind."
 
   Cathel looked Rae straight in the eye, and the look in his eyes, accompanied by the words that he spoke, made her blood run cold.
 
   "…It was Ania."
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-three: Of the Mind
 
   It was the sun that eventually woke her, the bright light heating up the dark covers of her bed until it was almost impossible to stay asleep. Rae lay awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling above her. In the light, the castle no longer seemed quite so dark and foreboding, The rooms Elrithea had provided them with were luxurious, much grander than the simple forest glade that Alcian had invited them into. But if she was being honest, she would say that she liked Alcian's simple glade much better than this. They had been at peace back then.
 
   She stared up at the ceiling, her mind going back to the conversation she had had with Cathel the night before and the look on his face as he sat beside her on the staircase.
 
    
 
   "…It was Ania…" he said.
 
   Rae stared at him. Suddenly, everything made sense. The words that Alcian had spoken to her back in the glade, the complete love and admiration that Ania had for Cathel, the way he and his master could speak to each other with that much hate—she was finally beginning to understand. She hesitated, her hand pausing halfway to moving up and landing on his arm. She slowly lowered her hand back to her knee, placing it firmly there.
 
   "…What happened then…?" 
 
   He sighed heavily. "…You know what happened," he said. "I refused. I saved Ania. She marked me tarethan. Master Alyan never forgave me, and I never forgave him. Things got ugly. You came along. I got sent out to the Edgelands with you."
 
   Her fingers curled tightly around the fabric of her pants. She knew where this was going next, and she didn't want to ask, didn't want to cause him any more pain. But there was a part of her that needed to know, needed to hear what Elrithea had put him through. She exhaled slowly.
 
   "So Elrithea…" 
 
   "…She showed me what would have happened had I succeeded. Had I gotten my mastery. I was a spectator, powerless to stop myself. I had to watch as I bound Ania and destroyed her."
 
   Rae clenched her fist. She could see the pain on Cathel's face, and she wanted to do something, to comfort him, to tell him it would be alright, to make it better somehow. She wanted to touch him, to show him that that was only a dream. But she couldn't do it. She didn't know how. So she did the only thing she knew how to do.
 
   She sat there and stared at him in silence for a long moment.
 
   "…Cathel…" she began.
 
   Cathel interrupted her, dragging his palms down his face as he sucked in a deep breath. "I attacked the High Lord," he said. "I wanted to hurt her. I wanted to bind her. Don't say that what I saw in the dream wasn't me, Rae. Because I did that to Elrithea. I would have done it…if you hadn't stopped me. Friend of the High Court…" He shook his head, staring down at his hands. "What a joke…" 
 
   Rae said nothing, looking away from him and staring down at her hands. She didn't know what she could possibly say. But in that moment, she wished that she did, wished that she knew how to make this better for him.
 
   After a moment, Cathel sighed, getting to his feet. "…I'm going to bed," he said. "Good luck tomorrow, Rae. You'll need it."
 
   Rae watched as he walked off, biting her lip. She hesitated, not entirely sure what to say. She stared as he walked, each step he took seeming to echo in the expansive chamber of Elrithea's entrance hall. Rae swallowed hard as she watched him walk away. He was just going to walk away. Because he hated himself. Because he blamed himself for this…
 
   Because he blamed himself…
 
   "…It's not your fault."
 
   The words surprised her, because she hadn't intended to say them. But Cathel stopped anyway, his fists clenched so tightly at his sides that she saw his knuckles turning white. Rae took a deep breath, the words bursting from her before she could stop them or think about what she was saying.
 
   "…Yes, you attacked Elrithea. Today. But that's not who you are. Elrithea shouldn't have made you see that. She shouldn't have taunted you. And there isn't anyone here who could honestly say that they don't act like a different person when they're angry."
 
   Cathel hesitated, not turning around to face her. He took a deep breath "…You…don't really know who I am, do you?" he asked, before walking away. Rae sat there for a long while, staring at him, the memory of his angered expression and the look in his green eyes frozen in her mind.
 
   #
 
   Rae stared at the hand she had raised above her head, slowly clenching it into a fist. It was so stupid, because she knew. She'd wanted to tell him then that she knew who he was. He was the person who would defy centuries of tradition to do what was right. He was the person who could earn the trust of a Ivali child.
 
   He was the person who could make Rae come out of her shell, who could make someone like Rae believe in him.
 
   And right now…she was torn between telling him that or slapping him in the face repeatedly until he figured it out. Because she was also starting to learn that he could be deliberately obtuse, he could be incredibly self-assured (and somehow incredibly self-deprecating at the same time), and that he had a habit of taking responsibility for everything.
 
   And she had never thought it was possible to admire someone so much and be so irritated with them at the same time.
 
   She took a deep breath, lowering her hand. She couldn't stay in bed forever. At some point, she was going to need to get up and face Elrithea, and she knew she couldn't keep the High Lord waiting. Rae sat up, pushing the blanket off of herself and sliding out of bed.
 
   She headed over to the bath attached to her bedroom, looking in the wardrobe for the traveling clothes that she had stashed there the night before. There, she paused, staring into the wooden drawer she had placed them in. The shirt, vest, cloak, and pants that Alcian had given Rae were there, but directly above them, there was a deep blue gown, silvery beads threaded into the fabric. She picked it up. The fabric was soft, and it seemed to slip through her fingers, leaving her no doubt as to who had left it there.
 
   Elrithea.
 
   Of course.
 
   Not wanting to offend the High Lord, Rae reluctantly stripped and washed up, dressing in the gown she had been given. She had worn dresses before, but they had always been simple things—solid color affairs that she wore when she felt like wearing a skirt. The dress was far more elaborate than anything she had ever worn, but strangely, it wasn't entirely uncomfortable on her. She supposed that it had something to do with the fact that it was made by the Ivali. Like Alcian's cloak, the things that belonged to the High Lords of the Ivali almost seemed to work out differently than they should.
 
   When she was finished dressing, she stepped outside her room, self-consciously smoothing down the fabric of the gown Elrithea had given her. She looked down the hallway as voices drifted up from Mika's set of rooms, one male and one female. Rae hesitated at the door, taking a deep breath before opening it. Cathel and Mika looked up as she entered, the two of them seated on the floor and seeming engrossed in a magic lesson.
 
   Mika had been lent a gown as well, but it looked like the teenager had decided not to wear it—the deep green gown was draped over the back of a chair as if Mika had been in the process of considering it before deciding to drop it altogether. Cathel was still dressed in his normal traveling clothes. Rae frowned as she noticed this, wondering if Elrithea had simply neglected to give him something to wear.
 
   "What?" he asked, looking over her dress. "You too?"
 
   "What's wrong?" asked Rae, stepping forward as she let the door close behind her. "Jealous that you didn't get a dress to wear too?"
 
   Cathel gave her a flat look. Rae glanced over at Mika. She was sure that a comment like that should have sent Mika into a roaring laugh, or at least a witty comment in return. Instead, the girl simply stared straight ahead of her, barely responding. She turned towards the girl.
 
   "Mika, everything okay?"
 
   "What?" asked Mika, shaking her head. "Everything's fine. Just…Elrithea wants to see you when you wake up. She says she'll talk to you over breakfast."
 
   "Ah…got it," said Rae, looking from Mika to Cathel.
 
   "You should go," said Cathel. "Don't keep the High Lord waiting."
 
   "Yeah…" said Rae, nodding once. She took a deep breath, watching the two of them. "…You two will be alright here?"
 
   "We'll be fine," said Cathel. "I've got a lot to go over with Mika."
 
   Rae nodded, walking over to the door. She paused, resting her hand on the door knob. "Sword practice later?" she asked, looking back at him.
 
   "If you change into something more practical," said Cathel with a small grin.
 
   Now there was something more normal. Rae relaxed, but did her best to not let her relief show on her face. "Deal," she said, shaking her head as she opened the door and stepped through. She let the door close behind her in the hallway, sighing as she leaned against it.
 
   …It would be just her luck that the moment she discovered she actually had people she cared about, none of them were speaking to each other. Still, she supposed she couldn't do anything about this now, and she didn't know what she would do if she could. The best she could do at this moment was to just leave them alone, and hope that they eventually recovered. It was what she would want if she were in their shoes. Space to recover.
 
   She set off towards the dining room, prepared to meet with Elrithea.
 
   Rae found the High Lord seated at a smaller table in the corner of the room, the large table from the night before having somehow disappeared. Elrithea looked up as Rae approached, her expression stern. "You are late, Arbiter. I was worried that you would not rise before noon."
 
   She ignored the obvious barb. Rae had dealt with the Reaper long enough to know how to keep herself from rising to the bait, and she was beginning to understand that compared to the Reaper, Elrithea was a kitten. She was dangerous, yes, but only if she was allowed to get under one's skin.
 
   "…Sorry," she said. "It's a habit from my realm."
 
   "So I've heard," said Elrithea, a small smile on her face as she gestured to the seat in front of her. "Sit and eat. We have much to discuss."
 
   Rae sat, looking down at the spread set between them. Unlike the feast of last night, this seemed like a relatively simple breakfast. She paused. She had been expecting something a little more ostentatious from Elrithea. The High Lord smiled indulgently at her, as if Rae was a child that had somehow found herself in Elrithea's presence.
 
   "These offerings do not please you?”
 
   "It's not that they don't please me," said Rae, picking up a piece of bread and spreading some jam on it. "…It just seems…?"
 
   "…Out of place?" finished Elrithea.
 
   Rae was about to agree, but she paused, thinking over the question further. Now that she thought about it, it wasn't so much that simplicity was out of place in Elrithea's palace as it was simply different. Elrithea wasn't ostentatious, exactly. She liked fine clothes and furniture, but nothing in her palace seemed gaudy or out of place. There were no paintings or tapestries, no portraits of the High Lord, just simple dark colors and straight lines.
 
   Elrithea wore a gown, but it wasn't as showy as it could have been. In some ways, the High Lord almost seemed to display elegance in simplicity.
 
   Elrithea smiled, noticing her hesitation, and smoothly changed the subject.
 
   "I am pleased to see that you are wearing my gift. The color suits you."
 
   "…Thanks," said Rae, taking a bite out of the piece of bread in her hands. She leaned forward, conscious about getting crumbs on the dress Elrithea had given her.
 
   "You may keep it, of course, once you leave my castle. Although you may find little use for it on the road."
 
   "I appreciate it.” She didn't honestly think that she would wear it again, but she still knew better than to insult the High Lord. She continued to eat in silence. Elrithea simply watched her, waiting until she finished. When she was done, the High Lord folded her hands neatly on the table, turning towards Rae.
 
   "Now," she said. "We must speak of the Decadal Spell."
 
   Rae nodded, her expression growing serious as she faced Elrithea. Alcian's Decadal Spell had been a part of herself. She had learned it by learning how to access Alcian's Source, but she hadn't spoken with Elrithea nearly long enough to have an idea how she was going to do that. As if sensing her contemplation, Elrithea simply smiled, waving her hand dismissively.
 
   "Please, Arbiter, you mistake me for my sister again. My Source is not quite so closed off as to make it difficult for you to gain my spell. Indeed, learning my spell is the easy part. Mastering it…that is where we must spend our time."
 
   "…Mastering it?" 
 
   She knew how to use Alcian's spell instinctively. That was the nature of Ivali magic. It didn't need to be taught. At least, that was how she understood it.
 
   "Yes," said Elrithea. "Unlike my sister's spell, mine is a spell of the mind. Although you will learn it instantly, simply from absorbing my Source, it's quite likely that the influx of information you'd get from it would drive you mad, unless you knew how to control it first. It is for that reason that I drew you away from your friends today. I'd advise you to stay away from human contact, until you know how to control my spell fully."
 
   Rae thought back to Mika and Cathel. "How long?"
 
   Elrithea gave her a slightly condescending smile. "That depends entirely on how fast you learn. If you learn quickly, you should be able to rejoin them tonight. But be warned, if it is not fully mastered, you run the risk of seeing something that you were never meant to see."
 
   Tonight, then. She intended to learn it by tonight. She didn't want to leave Mika and Cathel alone in the states they were in. Who knew what they would do, trapped in Elrithea's palace. She nodded once, staring down at her hand.
 
   "Then let's get started," she said.
 
   "You are eager, I see," said Elrithea, drawing her hands slowly away from the table. She stared across at Rae, a smile on her face.
 
   "Very well, Arbiter. Let us speak of the mind."
 
   #
 
   Mika's suite of rooms was quiet, the only sound coming from their breathing and the occasional rustling of paper from the corner that Cathel sat in. Mika lounged on the couch, her hands folded over her stomach as she stared up at the castle's high ceilings. Occasionally, she glanced over at Cathel, but the mage was sitting with his back to her, a large map and several books spread out in front of him. She didn't ask where he had gotten the books. She thought she had seen him slip away into some unknown part of the castle earlier this morning, before Rae woke up.
 
   …Rae…
 
   Mika squeezed her eyes shut, the memory of the dream Elrithea had given her coming back to her. She exhaled slowly, trying to block the images out of her mind. It was a dream, she told herself. It had only been a dream.
 
   That wasn't how it happened at all.
 
   How do you know…? asked a traitorous voice in the back of her mind. You didn't see it. How did you know it wasn't her?
 
   She sucked in a breath, clenching her fist.
 
   The sound caused Cathel to sit up. He looked over at her, one hand still on the map.
 
   "Mika?”
 
   "Nothing," she lied quickly, turning towards him. "Hit my foot on the side of the couch." She didn't want to talk about it, in part because talking about it would mean admitting that it existed. Instead, she changed the subject, turning towards Cathel. "What are you working on?" 
 
   Cathel gave her a look that told her plainly that he didn't buy it. He didn't ask her about it, though. "Planning the next leg of our journey.We'll have to travel further inland to get to the next High Lord. It'll be out of the way, but it's best to get it done quickly."
 
   "Oh…" Mika nodded once, leaning back to stare up at the ceiling. "Who's the next High Lord?" 
 
   "The Warrior. Berais.”
 
   "Berais…" she repeated, feigning interest. She really didn't care who the next High Lord was. If he was anything like Elrithea, she was hoping that they never got there. She closed her eyes, and again, the scene from the dream replayed in her mind, as clear as if she was watching a movie. She squeezed her eyes shut, attempting to banish the images.
 
   She heard Cathel get up. Mika cracked open an eye, looking over to see him standing and staring at her.
 
   "Alright," he said. "You are not okay."
 
   "It's nothing.”
 
   "No, it's not," said Cathel insistently, walking over to her. He stood in front of the couch, staring down at her. "This isn't like you. Talk to me."
 
   Don't look down on me like that…she wanted to say, but for some reason, the words wouldn't form in her throat. Instead, she turned her eyes to the ceiling again, and she sucked in a breath, turning the thought over and over again in her mind. Did she tell him? Should she tell him? These thoughts moved around in circles in her brain, until it finally seemed like she couldn't take it anymore. She let out a frustrated sigh and rolled back to gain momentum, springing forward into a sitting position.
 
   "That dream," she said, "Back in the mirror…"
 
   Cathel's eyes darkened, and he nodded once, his expression quickly becoming one of understanding. She watched as he sat down on the low coffee table and faced her, motioning for her to go on.
 
   "…I dreamed of my brother. I dreamed he died."
 
   Cathel nodded. He sat there, watching her and waiting. Mika took a deep breath.
 
   "…And Rae killed him."
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-four: Bonds
 
   Their lesson had moved from the dining hall to a palace courtyard, one that housed a small garden with a black stone fountain in the center of it. Rae watched from a distance as the High Lord walked over to the fountain, her back turned towards her. The High Lord had asked Rae to walk with her, and Rae had agreed, remembering that Alcian had asked her in much the same way. 
 
   "The human mind is a multifaceted thing. The mind of the Ivali is even more complex. You can think of each person's mind as having a separate tone, a sound to it that resonates with their Source, in the same way as different instruments have different, yet recognizable sounds. A flute and a piano, for instance, can play the same set of notes, but they will not sound the same. Thus, your mind, and the mind of…say, the tarethan, are different. Are you following so far?"
 
   Rae nodded once. “I think so.” 
 
   "With my spell, you will be able to unlock those melodies, to hear them, and interpret them. But this is the danger of my Decadal Spell. Within each mind, there is always noise. Within many minds, the noise begins to overlap, resulting in chaos. If you are not able to hear the music within the noise, the noise will drive you mad. You have some advantage over me. The Decadal Spell will not give you the full extent of my abilities. But even so, you must be aware of this."
 
   "So you're saying I'll be able to read minds?" 
 
   "Read is a strong word," said Elrithea. "You will be aware of other minds. Occasionally, you will be able to attune yourself to a certain mind, to gain some sense of its emotions, or motivations, or fears. Sometimes, if the melody is strong enough, you may catch glimpses into a person's thoughts, or see brief memories or dreams. This will aid you, but it is not mind-reading in the strictest sense."
 
   "And I can turn it off?"
 
   "That is what you are here to learn," said Elrithea, nodding at her. "You will always be aware of other minds, but you will not have to constantly process the information you receive from them, nor will you constantly be forced to listen to a never-ending stream of thoughts and sensations. You may be uncomfortable in a crowd,” she added as an afterthought.
 
   Rae snorted quietly. She was already uncomfortable in a crowd. One spell wasn't going to make that better or worse.
 
   "Mine is one of the Decadal Spells that may be more detrimental than helpful to the Arbiter. But it allows you to tease out the motives of those you meet, if you have enough patience and skill. Learning and mastering the spell is my second test. If you are prepared, then join me here."
 
   Rae nodded, coming to stand next to Elrithea. The High Lord turned to face her, the two of them standing beside the fountain. The High Lord extended her hands towards Rae, and Rae, understanding, grasped them slowly. She closed her eyes and let out the breath she was holding, slowly lowering herself into Elrithea's Source.
 
   It was like being submerged in water. Alcian's Source had been a sea, a mighty thing that ebbed and flowed beneath her, but one that she could keep her distance from. Elrithea's Source was completely different. It didn't give her the option of separation. The Source enveloped her, bringing her down and surrounding her so that she was immersed in it from the start. But unlike Alcian's Source, it wasn't hostile. It didn't attack, and it didn't try to invade. It simply remained there, surrounding her and regarding her coolly.
 
   Like she had with Alcian, she heard Elrithea's voice in the back of her mind, as though it was coming from far away.
 
   You know what you must do, Arbiter…it said.
 
   You must find me.
 
   Yes, Rae found herself saying in reply, her thought echoing through the vast expanse of Elrithea's Source. I know.
 
   Alcian's Source moved in a circle. It had been Alcian's nature to flow, to cycle through to completion. What was Elrithea's nature? To ensnare? No…that was too general. That was simply a part of who the High Lord was, the part that made her dangerous. Elrithea's true nature was different. It was something else, something that was both part of who she was and everything in its entirety.
 
   She thought back to the events of the mirror world, to the different Elrithea she had seen after Cathel had left. She thought back to the fear in Elrithea's eyes, to the terror she had displayed at finding out that Cathel was stronger than he looked, that the animal she had cornered had decided to fight back. She remembered the simplicity of this morning, and contrasted all of these things in her mind with the image of Elrithea, proud, regal, and smug, as she met them at the top of the staircase. Those two images should have been irreconcilable to each other, and yet they weren't.
 
   So what was the nature of the Shadow Queen?
 
   What was the nature of Elrithea?
 
   To hide, she realized. To keep herself from view. And it made sense, because it was in hiding herself that she avoided getting hurt—in hiding herself that she avoided pain. So naturally, her Source would be the same. The strength it possessed wouldn't be the vastness that it showed on the outset.
 
   Its true strength would be hidden somewhere within. In Elrithea's mind.
 
   And she would never find it. She could tear apart the outer walls of the High Lord's Source in order to get to it, but it would only hide. It would bury itself further into her mind, and just as Rae's own Source did, it would act violently once she did find it. Searching would be pointless. She didn't try. 
 
   Just as with her own Source, she had to entice it to come to her.
 
   Rae took a deep breath, and then slowly, she began to draw her own Source to the surface—not the part of her that had been changed by Alcian, but another part of her entirely, a part of her that was still her own. This portion of her Source had been hurt, rubbed raw by Elrithea's testing, but she used it anyway, feeling it tentatively begin to surround her as it stretched out in the space around her, shining with a warm light as it wove into Elrithea's great sea.
 
   The ripples of her Source spread outwards as she floated there, one small pulse after another. They moved through the sea of Elrithea's Source, searching and searching, waiting.
 
   And then, an answer.
 
   A bright pinprick of light shone beneath Rae's vision, heading slowly towards her through Elrithea's Source. She felt it wrap up in her own Source as she stretched her hands out to it, felt the Source's warmth surround her. She exhaled deeply as she felt it sink into her hands, felt it fill her. Elrithea's Source twined with hers, seeping into her skin, and unlike with Alcian's Source, there was no violent shaking, no visible light or impact.
 
   Just the subtle knowledge that things had changed, and that they would no longer be the same.
 
   As the Source began to settle down, Rae opened her eyes, and saw everything around her as a whole new world. Elrithea slowly lowered her hands, her gold eyes meeting Rae's and holding them before she stepped away. Rae met the High Lord's eyes, taking a deep breath as she felt Elrithea's power settling down in her chest, suddenly uncomfortably warm. It burned and then receded, the warmth settling into a soft glow.
 
   She exhaled slowly, letting out the breath she was holding.
 
   Elrithea nodded once in approval, watching Rae as her hand slowly fell away from her chest.
 
   "Now," she said. "We can begin."
 
   #
 
   Silence followed Mika's words. It was a heavy silence, and for a moment, she felt guilty, wishing that she had never spoken at all. She lowered her eyes to the ground, trying again to shake the image out of her mind, the image of Rae in a mud-stained white dress, a look of anger and determination on her face as she pointed the gun at her brother and pulled the trigger. Mika pressed her palms to her face, running her fingers through her hair lightly and taking a deep breath.
 
   Cathel stared at her in silence, his eyes wide.
 
   "...Rae…" he finally said. "…killed your brother?"
 
   Mika nodded once. "In the dream," she said. "Rae pulled the trigger on my brother. They were having some kind of fight, some disagreement. She shot him and then he died, and she blamed it all on the Reaper."
 
   Cathel took a deep breath. "Mika, it's just a dream."
 
   "I know," she said. "I know it was just a dream! But it felt so real, and—I mean, you can't say that. You attacked Elrithea because of whatever she showed you! I just…I know it's a dream, but every time I look at Rae now, I keep thinking about it. And…"
 
   She trailed off, not sure how to say this. Cathel waited for her to continue. "And?”
 
   "I can't help but think about it…" she said, mumbling under her breath. "Because she's the only one who knows what really happened that day. I keep thinking things like…what if she's lying? How can I trust her? How do I know she's telling the truth?"
 
   "She's telling the truth.”
 
   "How do you know?" asked Mika, looking up at him. "You weren't there!"
 
   Cathel shook his head. "I've seen the Reaper's geis. Believe me. I know."
 
   Mika's face fell, and she stared down at the corner of the coffee table. Cathel was right—she had forgotten about the geis. The fact that it was there meant that Rae was telling the truth, at least about the fact that she was out here fighting for her brother's life. But that brought up another thought, an ugly one, that Mika had been trying hard not to bring to light.
 
   "But…" She took a shaky breath, clasping her hands together on top of the table. "If it wasn't for Rae, this wouldn't have happened in the first place.”
 
   "Don't you think she knows that?" asked Cathel. The heat in his voice startled her, and Mika looked up, her eyes wide. Cathel's expression was slightly angry, his green eyes narrowed as he looked over at her. It surprised her. She knew that Cathel and Rae were friends, but she hadn't expected the mage to jump to her defense so easily.
 
   He likes her…commented a small, distant part of her mind as she stared at Cathel. She had suspected it, but…she was starting to get a better idea of things now.
 
   "Why do you think she's out here in the first place? She wouldn't be out here if she didn't feel responsible in some way. I'm not saying that she's not responsible for it. Sure, it probably wouldn't have happened if your brother had never known her. But don't you think pinning it all on her is a little unfair?"
 
   Unfair?
 
   Mika's fist clenched.
 
   What was unfair was the fact that her brother was lying unconscious in a hospital bed. What was unfair was the fact that he might never wake up. And now all of a sudden, his survival was directly tied to the fate of a world she wasn't even supposed to be part of. Wasn't that unfair?
 
   She nearly blurted all of that out, but she stopped herself.
 
   It was unfair to Rae too. Mika wouldn't want to switch lives with Rae for all the money in the world.
 
   She took a deep breath, shaking her head.
 
   Cathel watched these emotions play out across her face. He sighed, getting up from his seat on the edge of the coffee table and standing in front of her.
 
   "…We can't change the past," he said, his voice quiet but edged with his own resolution. "We can just…keep going forward. No one's ever going to be able to take back what happened to your brother. Not Rae, not the High Lords, and not me. But you chose to be here, which means you think you can change things. How do you think it's going to look to your brother if you give up here?"
 
   Mika stared at Cathel, her eyes wide.
 
   The mage didn't stop, continuing on. "It was your decision to follow us," he said. "Remember? You insisted. This is probably going to be the first of many problems we're going to face. If you give up here, what does that say about you? Think about it for a moment."
 
   She didn't want to think about it.
 
   Because she knew Cathel was right.
 
   She was the one that insisted she come along. She was the one that insisted she be allowed to help. She couldn't stop here. But she didn't think she could do it. To keep going after this…
 
   At the moment, all she really wanted to do was go home.
 
   She lowered her eyes to the ground. "…I'm not sure I can," she said. "I don't think I can take this."
 
   "So was everything you said in the forest just talk?" asked Cathel.
 
   Mika's eyes widened, and her head snapped up as she turned towards him. "What?" she asked. "No, of course not! I meant everything I said!"
 
   She froze, her words echoing through the room.
 
   I meant everything I said…
 
   She had.
 
   She had meant everything she said…
 
   Cathel's smiled again, reaching a hand out towards her.
 
   "Then come on," he said. "We have magic lessons to do, and we don't have much time to waste here."
 
   Mika stared at the offered hand. She looked away from it, trailing her eyes upward and meeting Cathel's. She still wasn't sure she was strong enough to do this. But Cathel was right. She couldn't let her words be proven false. She had to keep going, no matter what it took.
 
   Hesitantly, she reached out, taking his hand and letting him pull her to her feet.
 
    
 
   It was late at night by the time Elrithea finally dismissed Rae and allowed her to return to her chambers. Rae walked through the dimly lit hallway that led to her suite of rooms, feeling tired and emotionally drained. The High Lord had tested her mind in what seemed like every way possible, making sure she knew how to both target a person's mind and build up walls around her own mind to prevent things from coming through when she didn't want to hear them.
 
   It was harder than she thought it would be. Unlike Alcian's spell, which was a straightforward attack or defense spell, Elrithea's had too many nuances to it that she had to keep track of. For example, focusing on one specific thought or emotion in particular was difficult, as it required the person that she was targeting to possess that thought or emotion, and then it required her to be able to shut everything else out and focus solely on it.
 
   It didn't help that she was practicing with Elrithea. And even on a good day, Rae learned that she never wanted to see into the High Lord's mind again if she could help it.
 
   At the very least, that was good incentive for her to learn.
 
   She sighed, rubbing at her eyes with the heel of her hand and turning a corner into the castle's guest wing. 
 
   The sound of a door opening made her lower her hand, her eyes snapping open as she looked around. Cathel stood in the doorway to his room, looking over at her. He looked as though he had just climbed out of bed, dressed as he was in loose-fitting clothes and with his brown hair mussed from sleep. She stopped in the hallway, and he rubbed his eyes.
 
   "…Did you just get back?" he asked, eyeing the dress that she was still wearing.
 
   Rae forced herself to not turn away self-consciously, nodding once at him. "Yeah," she said, meeting his eyes. "Elrithea kept me late."
 
   "No kidding," said Cathel, glancing back into his room before turning towards her. "It must be…what…close to midnight?"
 
   "A little after, actually," admitted Rae. “Did I wake you?"
 
   Cathel shook his head. "I wasn't asleep," he said. "I was trying to, but…" He shrugged. "I decided to read instead."
 
   "Found the library yet?" asked Rae, a small smile appearing on her face in spite of herself. Cathel nodded once, his lips quirking slightly.
 
   "…One of the first things I found," he said. He hesitated. She could feel the uncertainty coming off of him, through the part of her Source that had now been reworked by Elrithea's. It was one of the things she hadn't yet learned how to turn off—this sense of other people's feelings. Elrithea had warned her that it would be more difficult to block, especially with people close to her heart.
 
   She wondered what that said about Cathel, but knew better than to dwell on it.
 
   "…Do you want to come in for a minute?" he finally asked, stepping away from the door.
 
   Rae hesitated, but nodded once, glad at least that the tension between them seemed to have passed. She followed Cathel as he stepped away from the door, leaving it open behind him. She left it open as well, grateful for that.
 
   Cathel's suite of rooms was much smaller than hers, which said a lot. She knew that he wasn't exactly in Elrithea's good graces now. But the rooms were still comfortable and still tended well, and the view from the window overlooked the forest, although it was slightly blocked off by the castle wall. A bottle of wine lay open on a low table between two arm chairs, an open book and a glass lying next to it.
 
   Cathel picked up the bottle, rummaging around for another glass. "Want some?" he asked.
 
   "Just a little," said Rae, slowly settling down into one of the armchairs. Cathel returned a few moments later with a second glass, a small amount of the wine inside it. He handed it to her, and she accepted it with a grateful nod.
 
   "Thanks.”
 
   "No problem," said Cathel, sitting down on the couch. He grinned at her as she took a sip, leaning back on the couch and resting. "Long day?" 
 
   "Very," replied Rae. She looked at him over the rim of her glass. "…What makes you say that?"
 
   "That's the first time I've seen you accept a drink," said Cathel with a shrug. "You refused in the Ivali village."
 
   "Because it smelled like formaldehyde," said Rae, taking a sip. "This is good."
 
   "It should be," said Cathel, glancing at the bottle. "Our host doesn't seem like the type to keep anything that isn't."
 
   "No, she's not.” Rae took another sip. She cradled her glass in her hands, looking over at Cathel as he poured himself some more.
 
   "What are you reading?" she asked, glancing at the book.
 
   "This?" asked Cathel. "…It's a novel by Ilven Berell."
 
   "Never heard of him.” 
 
   "It's a classic," said Cathel, picking it up. "I was a little surprised the High Lord would have it in her library, though, considering it's a human book."
 
   "Elrithea doesn't seem to care," said Rae. "Is it any good?"
 
   "Pretty good," said Cathel. "It's a bit of a slow starter, though. Why? Interested in reading it?"
 
   "I might be," said Rae. "Haven't read too many novels from this world though."
 
   Cathel took a sip of his own drink, looking across at her. "What type of things do you normally read?"
 
   She made a face. "Recently?" she asked. "Textbooks."
 
   Cathel grimaced. "Tell me about it," he said. "But what would you read if you had a choice?"
 
   She thought it over. "Well, in my world, I read a little bit of everything…" 
 
   She didn't know how it happened, with her and Cathel lost in conversation, but somewhere along the line, as the conversation began to shift from books to schools to the differences in educational system and culture in their worlds and as the amount of wine in the bottle began to steadily decrease, she found that she no longer felt quite so tired. The conversation went on and on, each topic quickly shifting into the next without any room for awkward pauses, or breaks, or time for her to brood. 
 
   It came as a surprise to her when the clock in Cathel's room struck three.
 
   The last stroke of the clock cut their conversation short, and the two of them looked up at it, wide-eyed. Rae blinked, slowly setting her glass down on the end table.
 
   "It's this late already?" she asked, straightening up. 
 
   "Yeah," said Cathel, glancing back at her. "You should head to bed. Don't you have to meet Elrithea in the morning?"
 
   "Yeah…" said Rae, reluctantly getting out of her seat. 
 
   She was almost angry at the clock. But Cathel was right. It was late, and she needed to go to sleep. She let him walk her to his door and stood in the hallway, turning towards him as he rested his hand against the doorframe and faced her.
 
   "So…" he said hesitantly. "Good night."
 
   "Yeah…" said Rae, nodding once. "Good night."
 
   They remained there for a few moments, an awkward silence settling over them, before Rae nodded, and began to turn away, walking down the hallway. She heard the sound of a door swinging shut behind her and exhaled slowly, staring down at the ground.
 
   She shook her head, walking back to her rooms. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-five: A High Lord's Warning
 
   It was about a week before Elrithea decided that Rae was ready to leave the castle. In that time, Rae spent most of her mornings with Elrithea, who mercilessly drilled her on the different number of ways she could make use of her Decadal spell. The spell itself was fairly straightforward, but Elrithea had been right when she said that the hardest part about the spell was not using it. In the afternoons, she usually found herself reading, and going through sword lessons with Cathel.
 
   It was during those lessons that she occasionally caught sight of Mika looking at her. The younger girl seemed determined to stay out of Rae's way during their one-week stay in the castle, but Rae would catch sight of her out of the corner of her eye throughout the day, especially when she and Cathel would practice. Mika would always be present, watching quietly from a few feet away. Cathel had told her not to worry about it, that Mika simply needed time to get over whatever she saw in Elrithea's dream, but Rae couldn't help but wonder.
 
   This kind of behavior was really unlike her. 
 
   However, Rae didn't have much time to worry about Mika, because within the second day of their stay, Elrithea presented her with a whole other animal.
 
   Literally.
 
   It seemed as though Elrithea was intent on Rae and Mika learning how to ride horses. Cathel, of course, already knew how, which was probably for the best, considering that Elrithea still refused to have anything to do with him. After her initial nervousness, Mika took to the task fairly well, and within a few days, she and the mare that Elrithea had gifted her with were trotting confidently around the castle grounds with a few missteps here and there.
 
   Rae was not so lucky. Maybe it was just her imagination, but it seemed like the sleek black horse that Elrithea had picked out for her was determined to make her life a living hell. It had taken her almost the whole week to learn how to ride to the point that she wouldn't fall off, and even then, she wasn't exactly comfortable on horseback.
 
   At the very least, though, her misfortune seemed to do wonders for getting Mika to open up, because after Rae had fallen off Naraisel—the horse's name was the Ivali word for midnight—for the fifth time, the girl had simply laughed from atop her own horse, and had eventually gotten down to help Rae off of the ground. Rae accepted Mika's hand and allowed the younger girl to pull her to her feet, studiously ignoring the secret smile on Elrithea's face as she watched the two of them.
 
   Mika never told her what her dream had been about. Rae didn't ask. 
 
   On the night that she, Cathel, and Mika were preparing to leave Elrithea's castle, Mika came up to them and made her peace. Rae said nothing, simply allowing the girl to approach the two of them and join in the conversation as she also packed up the things they would need on their way to the next High Lord's lands.
 
   The next morning, the three of them made their way out of the castle, where Elrithea was waiting. The High Lord stood at the foot of her courtyard stairs, dressed in her typical black gown. The three of them paused at the top of the stairs, and Cathel immediately took a step back. Rae hesitated for only a moment, taking a deep breath and starting to walk purposefully down the stairs towards the High Lord, the black cloak that Alcian had given her resting lightly on her shoulders. She looked Elrithea squarely in the eye as the other two followed, Cathel still not looking at the High Lord.
 
   Elrithea didn't seem to notice him. She waved her hand graciously toward three horses that waited near the castle gate, already saddled. Rae glanced towards them, recognizing Naraisel, Mika's palomino mare, and a third horse, a deep brown one that Rae didn't recognize.
 
   "…A gift for your travels, Arbiter. Their names are Naraisel, Rielis, and Rivail. Midnight, twilight, and daybreak. The three of them are my best, and they will carry you far, if they you it. They are for the three of you, as I believe you will need to make haste." Her eyes fixed on Cathel, and he seemed to shrink back from her gaze, before meeting her eyes head on. From where he stood behind her, Rae heard him take a deep breath.
 
   "Tarethan," she said. "Your actions are forgiven. I should not have provoked you. However, I ask that you do not speak of this incident to any of the High Lords. It would not do me good for them to know how close a human whelp came to binding me."
 
   "O…Of course, High Lord," said Cathel, going into a deep bow. "Thank you for your kindness."
 
   Elrithea shook her head. "No kindness, tarethan. I would demand recompense for your actions."
 
   Rae saw Cathel tense, the mage raising his head. She recognized the look of tentative caution on his face. "…And what recompense can I offer, High Lord?"
 
   "Only this," replied Elrithea. "Protect the Arbiter. Do not leave her side. She has a long road ahead of her."
 
   Cathel glanced at Rae, an unreadable expression on his face. He took a deep breath, then turned back towards Elrithea. "I would have done that without your asking, High Lord.”
 
   "Then our matter is concluded," said Elrithea. She inclined her head towards Cathel. "For what it's worth, my sister chose well. I gift Rielis to you. Ride, Arbiter and company. The road to the Warrior's lands is long indeed."
 
   Rae nodded once at Elrithea, inclining her head slightly in a shallower version of Cathel's bow. "Thank you, High Lord.” 
 
   "Do not thank me," said Elrithea, sternly. "I do you no favors by sending you on your way."
 
   Rae straightened up, nodding once. She decided not to ask Elrithea what she meant. Rae was already fairly certain that she might know the answer to that. She knew what awaited her at the end of this path.
 
   Death, in the form of the Grim Reaper.
 
   But standing around here wouldn't stop him from coming for her. She lifted her pack further onto her shoulders, walking over to Naraisel. Rae slipped the pack from her back, fastening it to Naraisel's saddle as the horse turned his head and regarded her coolly.
 
   "Thanks!" she heard Mika say quickly to the High Lord, before running off to join Rae. Rae watched her run over to Rivail, her usual excitement back on her face as she patted the horse's neck, buckling her pack into place and checking the saddle straps as Elrithea had taught her. As Cathel moved over to the last horse, Rae caught sight of Elrithea approaching her out of the corner of her eye.
 
   She turned her head towards the High Lord.
 
   “My sister gave you a list of High Lords and Dark Lords she deemed safe to approach.” It wasn't a question. Rae nodded. 
 
   “Of this list,” continued Elrithea, “There are some whose tests you cannot refuse—not if you wish to gain the respect of their peers. These are tests you cannot choose.” 
 
   “I only need to get five, right?” asked Rae. “...Five from each side?” 
 
   “In theory,” said Elrithea, nodding once. “But you and I both know how different theory and practice can be. If you fail these Lords' tests, you will have revealed your weakness to the world. If you refuse to take them, you will reveal the same. On the High Lords' side, Oberon—but only if he offers, and Berais, the one you seek. Him, you should petition. On the other side...Dark Lord Veros.” 
 
   “I petition him?” 
 
   An amused smile appeared on Elrithea's face. “I would say 'heavily imply'. Veros isn't the type to appreciate forthrightness.” The smile faded. "You approach Berais's lands," she said. "His is a land that has no border with the lands beyond the barrier. You may find that things are much different there than they are in my lands or my sister's."
 
   "Is that a warning?" asked Rae, tightening the straps on Naraisel's saddle.
 
   "A word of caution," said Elrithea. "Not a warning, exactly. In all the time I have known Berais, he has never been the type to kill without a reason, though he does enjoy battle. He is an exacting man, and will not accept a faltering Arbiter. When you face him, you must be resolute."
 
   "I am.” Rae turned away from Elrithea, looking back at Naraisel. Mika and Cathel were already done, and they watched her from beside their horses, waiting for her to finish.
 
   Elrithea shook her head. "No, you are not. You are determined to meet the High Lords. You are determined to find Kaeltharin. But you are not resolute. Do not confuse the two, because Berais will spot weakness in you almost instantly. Alcian and I are the forge fire that tempers you, Arbiter, but Berais is the hammer. If there is any flaw in you, he will find it, and you will break."
 
   Rae took a deep breath, her gloved hands closing around Naraisel's reins as she considered Elrithea's words. "I'll be careful," she said. "And I'll try to find some sort of resolution before we get there. Thanks for the warning."
 
   "I know that you will do what you can," said Elrithea, nodding at Rae. She stepped back. "Go. Safe journey to you."
 
   "Mm," said Rae, nodding at her. She took a deep breath, looking up at Cathel and Mika. "Let's get going.” 
 
   Cathel nodded. "Mount up," he said, slipping his foot into Rielis's stirrup and hoisting himself onto the horse's back. Mika followed, as did Rae, with some difficulty. She held Naraisel's reins loosely in her hands, taking a deep breath as she tried not to consider how far away the ground was from up here.
 
   You better not throw me, she thought in the horse's direction.
 
   Naraisel regarded her lazily with one eye, as though he was considering it.
 
   Cathel pulled up beside her. "You alright?" he asked,.
 
   Rae nodded once, taking a deep breath. "Lead the way.”
 
   Cathel nodded, pulling Rielis's reins to the side with one hand. He held them in both hands next, nudging the horse into a trot. Rae followed cautiously, Mika pulling up beside her.
 
   "We should race," joked the other girl, grinning at Rae.
 
   "Not on your life," replied Rae,.
 
   The two of them sped up as Cathel did, moving quickly down the hill and away from Elrithea's palace. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-six: The Black Warrior
 
   Elrithea’s horses moved like wind, the ground underneath them falling away as the three moved closer and closer to Berais’s lands. They tired seldom and needed little rest, a feat that Cathel remarked on a few times along their travels. They were Ivali-born, he said—they had to be. Rae knew next to nothing about normal horses, but when she saw Naraisel regarding her solemnly out of the corner of his eye as the horse placidly grazed in one of the spots they had stopped in for the night, she realized that she believed him. 
 
   The speed at which they traveled was almost worth how sore she got from it. Within the space of a few weeks, the expansive forest that surrounded them began to thin, giving way to wide, sweeping grasslands. The path they were on cut through the grasses. They grew tall on either side of the three of them. While standing, Rae could just barely see over the tops, and she didn’t consider herself short. Mika, on the other hand, was often completely lost in the waves of grass. It was a completely different form of scenery, signifying that they had once again made a transition into uncharted waters. 
 
   They were in the Warrior’s lands now. 
 
   #
 
   Rae watched as Cathel and Mika led the pack, trudging along on foot behind them with Naraisel’s reins in hand. She winced as she walked, her legs still sore from the amount of time they had spent in the saddle. A group of wandering Ivali had told them that Berais’s castle was not far off, that if they continued along this path, they would see it in three days. She was glad for it, because she was getting tired of smelling like horse and seeing the same grassy scenery surrounding her on all sides. 
 
   Still, she supposed it could have been worse. Berais’s lands didn’t give her the same unsettling feeling that Elrithea’s lands had given her, and they weren’t as ethereally magical as Alcian’s. They were, if she was being honest, the most normal thing she had seen since coming to the Twilight Realm, counting her short stint in the Safelands. 
 
   Naraisel let out a huff from beside her, and she unconsciously reached out, resting her gloved hand on the horse’s neck as she watched Cathel and Mika. The two of them were walking as well, and Mika was chattering on about something or another. She wondered what it was. Since leaving Elrithea’s castle, Cathel and Mika seemed like they had become fast friends, although from the look on Cathel’s face, it seemed like he was listening to her more to humor her than because he was truly interested in what she was saying. Rae smiled faintly and shook her head, turning her attention to the scenery around them.
 
   “Can’t wait until we find civilization?” she asked, looking over at Naraisel. The horse regarded her with one eye, and Rae shrugged, looking back at the road. “Me neither.”
 
   Even if that civilization came at the hands of a High Lord ominously nicknamed the Warrior, and one that Elrithea herself had taken the time to warn Rae about. She sighed slightly, her fingers curling tighter around Naraisel’s reins as she scanned the grass in front of them.
 
   That was when she got her first inkling that something might be wrong. 
 
   Rae’s eyes narrowed, immediately darting to the grass on her left. Since leaving Elrithea’s castle, she found that she was more attuned to presences—to Cathel and Mika’s human presences, and to the presences of Ivali that they encountered in the woods. She usually left her mental walls up as Elrithea had instructed her, but she had gotten so accustomed to Cathel and Mika by now that they were nothing but faint murmurs. In a crowd, such as when they had stopped to ask directions from the Ivali troupe that they had encountered earlier, she found that she got disoriented, unable to tell the presences apart. 
 
   But out here in isolation, they were easy to detect. The sound of rustling grass from beside her only confirmed it. Something was out there. 
 
   “Cathel!” she shouted, looking back at the front of the group. 
 
   Cathel reacted almost immediately, turning towards the left and drawing his sword. His blade rose up in front of him just in time, blocking the black sword that came bearing down on him. Its wielder burst out of the grass, a man-shaped form covered from head to foot in deep black armor. Mika let out a shocked shriek, jumping out of the way of the attack. Rae quickly summoned shadow to her hand, darkness curling around her fingers as the attacker drew his sword back, slashing at Cathel. 
 
   Cathel stepped back, shifting his sword so that he was gripping it in both hands. He raised the blade up, catching the strike and pushing it away from him as he stepped in, closer to the armored man. His opponent disengaged, taking a half-step back. Rae’s fingers closed around the shadow she was preparing, and she took a deep breath, ready to launch it towards him when Cathel lunged, incidentally getting in the way of her shot. She grit her teeth, quickly pulling the shadow back and watching with bated breath as Cathel’s sword skittered across the man’s armored forearm, the hilt of his opponent's sword swinging down towards his head. 
 
   The whip of shadow in her hand went flying, wrapping around the armored man’s wrists and pulling him off balance just long enough for Cathel to slide out from under him, thrusting his sword at a gap in the man’s armor. 
 
   The man leaned forward before Cathel could reach him, kicking at the mage. His boot struck Cathel square in the stomach, Cathel's sword missing its target and scraping harmlessly against his armor. She saw Cathel double over, thrusting his sword point first into the ground and leaning on it. The man moved quickly, pulling his wrist out of Rae’s grasp and raising his sword up towards Cathel. 
 
   Rae let out a shout of anger, rushing towards him with shadows trailing behind her from both hands. Her hands slammed into the man’s chest, the shadows propelling her forward and pushing both her and him away from Cathel. The armored man let out a grunt of pain from behind his helmet, but he quickly swung his sword arm towards her, the arm catching her in the stomach. Rae gasped as the impact drove the air from her lungs and he pushed her away, sending her to the ground. 
 
   “Rae!” shouted Mika, running towards her and placing her hands on her shoulders to help her up as she attempted to push herself up off the ground. 
 
   The ground rose up around the armored man in a circle, spikes of earth shooting towards him to impale him. Rae looked up from her position on the ground, one arm wrapped tightly around her middle, just in time to see Cathel getting to his feet, his green eyes blazing with anger as he gripped his sword tightly in his hands. The armored man twisted around and gripped his sword in both hands, swinging it in a powerful blow that tore off the points of the three spikes that rushed towards him. He paused to stare at Cathel as the mage faced him. 
 
   “Leave her alone,” said Cathel, a warning in his voice. The edge of his sword gleamed dangerously, seeming impossibly bright even for the full sunlight they were standing in. “Or I will kill you.” 
 
   The armored swordsman didn’t stop to consider this, instead rushing towards Cathel. Cathel raised his sword to block it, and Rae heard the scrape of steel on steel, saw, impossibly, Cathel’s sword carve a small notch in the armored man’s dark blade. The armored man stepped back, and Cathel advanced, the point of his sword digging into the man’s armor and cutting a line through it. The blade came away, the tip of it wet with blood. Rae stared in surprise as the armored man straightened up, drawing a knife that had been concealed on his leg and stabbing at Cathel. Cathel raised his sword up in front of him to block the strike, and Rae’s eyes widened as she saw the edge of the sword slam into the knife’s blade, cutting it cleanly in two. 
 
   The swordsman didn’t stagger back this time. Having clearly anticipated this, he drew back his sword, thrusting the black point straight at Cathel’s chest. 
 
   The world slowed down. Rae was on her feet before she knew it, the suddenness of her rising causing Mika to stumble back. She saw the shadows around her hands as a twisting mass, a seething tangle of black coils fueled by anger as they rushed towards the swordsman. They wound tightly around the point of his sword, tugging him backwards sharply and pulling the blade from his hands. 
 
   The action startled the man just enough for Cathel to recover. He took a step back and held his sword tightly in both hands, stabbing viciously at the swordsman’s armor. for a moment, Rae thought that the fight would be over, but the swordsman reacted quickly, sidestepping the blow. He brought his hand down on Cathel’s wrist, pushing the mage’s sword arm out of the way in what would have been a gentle movement, had his free elbow not immediately come up to slam into the side of the mage’s face. 
 
   Cathel stumbled back, and Rae caught sight of blood. She saw red. Her hands moved, and in an instant, the shadow twisted, forming dark blades that hovered in the air briefly before rushing towards the man, point first. The swordsman turned, and Rae could feel him looking at her from beneath his helmet. Time slowed in that moment, and suddenly he was in rushing towards her, his knife in his hand. One of the shadow blades struck him, the magic cutting through the side of his armor, but just one, the others falling harmlessly around him. Rae had a split second to admire what he had done, to realize that in the mere moments before her attack came crashing down, he had evaluated the situation and decided which attack he could safely take, before the full force of him bore down on her, throwing her to the ground. 
 
   She hit her head on the ground on the way down, feeling the impact knocking the wind out of her as her back and shoulders struck the ground as well. In an instant, she was pinned beneath the swordsman, his black knife pressed against her neck. Her eyes were wide as she stared up at him, her breathing heavy. Her heart beat quickly in her chest, her pulse fluttering beneath the knife in his hand. 
 
   He was breathing raggedly too. Rae wouldn’t have been able to notice, if he wasn’t so close to her. She could hear the sound of his breath coming from underneath his helmet, could see the blood trickling from the wounds she and Cathel had inflicted on him. They had both used magic, and he had still won. Was this the power of the Ivali? 
 
   No, Rae realized, her eyes widening in sudden shock as she felt, truly felt for the first time the strength of the man’s presence through Elrithea's Decadal spell, the pulse of his Source fluttering above hers. Because that was what this magic was, in the end, the ability to read a person’s Source, to gain insight into their aura. She had missed it when the man attacked, because honestly, she hadn’t expected to feel it here, so far into the Edgelands, so completely ensconced by the lands of the Ivali. 
 
   She hadn’t expected to feel an aura like this. 
 
   “Y-You’re—You’re human…” 
 
   The world froze for the span of a breath. 
 
   Rae felt his hesitation suddenly, a rippling undercurrent beneath his earlier determination. She felt Mika’s surprise and Cathel’s still seething anger as the mage pulled himself to his feet. She felt the man staring at her from beneath his mask. And then she felt it. 
 
   The sudden pull of recognition. 
 
   Immediately followed by mortification, disbelief and remorse. 
 
   The man pulled the mask from his head, his gray eyes widening as he looked down at Rae. He didn’t look much older than her. In fact, she might have been inclined to say he was either her age or younger, despite the fact that he definitely had her in height. His hair was deep black that matched his armor, his skin fair, but slightly tanned from the sun. She stared. She’d expected him to be older. 
 
   “Arbiter?” he asked, removing the knife slowly from her neck. 
 
   She took a deep breath, now that she could breathe, and nodded once. 
 
   The man immediately scrambled off of her, and Rae got to her feet, still stunned that she had found another human here. “I-I'm so sorry,” he said giving her a rushed bow. His face reddened, and he lowered his head. “I-I was not aware that you would be arriving so soon. The message from High Lord Elrithea—.” He took a deep breath, slowly shaking his head as he regained his composure. “Please forgive the way I treated you. We've—these lands have had bandit trouble lately. When I heard you shout, I thought you were one of them.” 
 
   She hesitated, watching from behind the man as Cathel slowly stood up, Mika immediately going to help him. Cathel’s lip was bleeding, a rapidly darkening bruise starting to form on the side of his face. He held his sword loosely in his hand as he eyed the man. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
   “Forgive me,” said the swordsman, bowing. “My name is Selde Eithel, servant and student of High Lord Berais.” 
 
   “Student?” asked Mika, her eyes wide. “But you’re human!” 
 
   “Uh-yes,” said Selde, turning towards Mika. “My family serves High Lord Berais. He's been known to take human apprentices occasionally.” 
 
   “That’s not the point,” said Cathel. “Where did you come from?” 
 
   Selde gave Cathel a puzzled look, as if trying to figure out what the mage meant to ask. “I'm from Velleter,” he finally said. “It's not far from here.” 
 
   “Not far from here…” repeated Cathel, shaking his head. “That’s impossible. We’re deep inside the Edgelands.”
 
   “…Yes…” said Selde slowly, as if he was talking to a very small child, or someone who didn’t seem to understand a basic concept. “...And?”
 
   “There aren’t supposed to be any humans in the Edgelands!”  
 
   Selde watched Cathel, and then something clicked. Rae noticed his sudden surprise, the way he regarded Cathel with newfound wariness, like a cat that had just discovered the innocent twig he had found in the woods was actually a snake. His hand drifted close to his waist, and Rae had no doubt that he had a weapon hidden in there somewhere. She tensed, ready to intervene in case he attacked. 
 
   “You're...from the Towers?” asked Selde.
 
   “Yes,” said Cathel simply, his eyes meeting Selde’s. “Am I wrong? About humans in the Edgelands?” 
 
   Selde hesitated, and Rae felt him size Cathel up. “…Yes,” he finally said. “You're very wrong. But that isn’t unexpected. We hide ourselves from the Inner Lands, and with good reason.” 
 
   “How many of you are there?” asked Cathel, staring at Selde with a stunned look on his face. 
 
   “Many,” said Selde, shrugging once. “Not as many as those in the Inner Lands, or so I’ve heard, but many. In High Lord Berais’s lands, there are three major cities, one of which is Velleter.” 
 
   “But…how?” asked Cathel. 
 
   “Don't you know your own history?” asked Selde, staring at Cathel. He shook his head, and Rae felt him relax somewhat, although it was clear that he was still suspicious of the mage. “Are you Cathel Tarethan?” 
 
   “Yes,” said Cathel, nodding his head. 
 
   She felt Selde relax fully now, and she relaxed as well, releasing her grip on the shadows. “Then you have nothing to fear from me,” he said. “But you have a lot to learn.” He turned towards Rae, completely overlooking Mika for the moment. “Arbiter, I apologize for my rough treatment. Allow me to lead you and your company to Velleter. We can rest there, and I will take you to the High Lord’s castle in the morning.” 
 
   Rae stared at Selde. She could feel both Mika and Cathel’s eyes fixed firmly on her, and knew that they were waiting for her to decide. She exhaled slowly, wondering  why the decision was always left to her, before extending Elrithea’s power towards Selde. He met her eyes, his own gray eyes firmly fixing hers. 
 
   She couldn’t feel any deceit from him. 
 
   “Fine,” she said with a nod. “We’ll go with you.” 
 
   Selde nodded once, closing his eyes. He took in a breath, and as Rae watched, his armor seemed to recede, folding in on itself and pulling back until there was nothing more than two black bracelets around his wrists. Underneath, he was dressed in a black shirt, simple traveling pants, and boots. It surprised him, how ordinary he looked. One of his shirt sleeves was torn, the blood barely visible against the black of his clothes. Selde frowned as he noticed her staring at it, inspecting the wound. 
 
   “This will have to wait until Velleter,” he said, nodding respectfully at Cathel. “We can treat your injuries there as well.” 
 
   “…Sure,” said Cathel. His eyes drifted from Rae to Selde, before he sheathed his sword. Rae glanced at Mika, but the younger girl wasn’t looking at them anymore, her eyes fixed on the ground. She wondered what sort of teenage angst was bothering Mika now, but decided against asking, nodding at Selde instead. 
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   He nodded once, setting off down the path and letting them follow him. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-seven: Understanding
 
   Velleter, as it turned out, was not only a human settlement in the heart of the Edgelands, but a bustling, prosperous one. As Rae, Mika, and Cathel sat with Selde at a table outside a restaurant in the heart of the city, complete with patio umbrella, Rae couldn’t help but wonder if they had stepped back through the veil into her world. True, there didn’t seem to be any of the technological items that she had come to associate with the Daylight Realm, but the whole time she had been here, the closest thing she had seen to a gathering of humans had been Laria Tower. Everyone else she'd encountered aside from Mika had been Ivali. 
 
   This was different. Almost everyone around her was human—she could tell that much. Small snippets of their thoughts and feelings drifted out towards her from the crowd, as she took a sip of the drink that had been brought out to her. It was bitter and aromatic, reminding her of coffee, but it didn’t quite have the same taste, and instead of being black, it was colored a deep amber. Mika took a sip of it and made a face. 
 
   “You add sugar to it,” offered Selde. “Or milk.”
 
   Mika turned towards Selde, not looking at all pleased by the suggestion. The warrior drank his the way it had been served. Rae reached for the sugar, ignoring Mika and focusing on Cathel. The mage was staring at everything around him with a look of wonder and disbelief in his eyes. There was a blotchy purple bruise on his face from where Selde had struck him, and he wore a bandage, but it looked like both men had gotten out of their battle relatively unscathed.
 
   “How did so many people get here?” he asked. 
 
   Selde took a sip from his drink, slowly setting the cup back down onto its saucer. “We’ve lived here for centuries. At least as far back as any of us can remember. We’ve been living here since the Schism.” 
 
   “The Schism?” Cathel set down his cup and turning towards Selde, an expression of curiosity on his face. 
 
   Selde nodded. “…About five hundred years ago.”
 
   Cathel frowned in thought. “…Five hundred years ago?” he asked. “The Ivali Invasion? The establishment of the barrier?” 
 
   “Invasion? I suppose you could have called it an invasion. Personally, massacre would be the term I’d choose.” 
 
   Cathel stared at Selde. The warrior watched him, as if challenging him to argue. Finally, Cathel shook his head. “Clearly, we have been taught two different versions of the same event. Why don’t you tell me your version first, and then I’ll tell you mine.” 
 
   “Very well,” said Selde. Rae leaned forward slightly, folding her arms on top of the table and preparing herself to listen. She had heard a little bit about this world’s history from Alcian, but she wasn’t afraid to admit that she knew very little. There were a few things she could piece together, but they mostly involved specific people. She did know, however, that it had been over one hundred years since the last Arbiter. 
 
   Whatever had happened five hundred years ago was as much her history as it was Selde’s, and as it was Cathel’s. 
 
   The warrior paused to collect his thoughts, taking another sip of his drink before he began. “…Before the Schism, there was no border. No barrier. Humans—known as the Enteli—and the Ivali interacted freely. They maintained separate governments, but they were not at war. The Enteli Court acted as a force of neutrality, generally letting the High Court and the Dark Court play their games without complaint, until the conflicts became too intense to ignore. The position of Arbiter came out of the Enteli Court, somewhere along the line.” He paused, looking up at Cathel. “Is any of this familiar to you?” 
 
   Cathel nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve heard of the three Courts, but not about the Arbiter.” 
 
   “The Courts each had their own capitals, but there was one location where they could convene and interact peacefully. This place was known as the Threefold Capital, or in the language of the Ivali, Cabentel. Nowadays, I think it’s known simply as Entel.” 
 
   “The human Capital,” said Cathel with a nod. 
 
   Selde shook his head. “Entel was never the human Capital, even though the race was named for it. It was truly neutral ground. It belonged to neither Dark Court, High Court, or Enteli Court. It was inhabited by all sorts of people, from humans to the Ivali. But it was the headquarters of a certain human institution, one you're probably familiar with.” Selde’s eyes hardened as he spoke, and he leaned forward, giving Cathel a look that might have been a glare. 
 
   “…The Council of the Five Towers.”
 
   “The Magic Council,” said Cathel, his tone growing solemn. 
 
   Selde stared at him, meeting his eyes, before nodding. “Yes,” he said. “The Council said that Entel was the most central to their Towers, so that was where they would meet. They also claimed that its neutrality allowed five competing magic institutions to talk on equal grounds. My ancestors lived in Entel as well. We were guards, we swore no loyalty to any Lord but that of the city, although we did have ties to one member of the High Blood—the man who would become High Lord Berais. We became known as the Entelithielen—the swords of the Capital.” 
 
   He clenched his fist. “We…protected the Council,” he said. “In the interest of neutrality, we served them—fought their enemies, protected them from harm when either Court would think to harm them. We believed that they meant the best for the world as a whole, that they would foster the spread of magic among humans and improve the quality of life for everyone. We were naïve…” 
 
   He eyed Cathel carefully, his eyes narrowed. “…If my ancestors knew what would soon take place, they would have killed them.” 
 
   Rae listened intently, interested now. She glanced up at Cathel. The mage was listening to Selde with a hint of trepidation on his face, underneath his growing curiosity. It was clear that he wanted to know the end of the story, even though he knew that it would probably be painful for him. Even Mika was listening now, tapping her spoon idly against her saucer. 
 
   “…It was the barrier,” said Selde. “They were just biding time until they activated the barrier that connected the Five Towers.” 
 
   Cathel’s eyes widened. “But the barrier was placed to keep out the Ivali,” he said. “When they attacked the cities. It wasn’t—.” 
 
   Selde raised a hand, stopping him. “This is my version of the story, tarethan,” he said. “You see the barrier as a shield, something to keep your human lands safe. I see why you would see it that way. But that wasn't what it was created for. Do you know how that barrier works?” 
 
   Cathel nodded once. “I know the basics,” he said. “The barrier…repels any Source that isn’t human. It’s painful for Ivali to venture too far into the barrier, which is how it keeps them out.” 
 
   Selde shook his head. “Not repels, tarethan,” he said. “Destroys. The barrier is poison to the Source of the Ivali. It taps into their magic, leeching it out and using it to fuel itself. It grows stronger as its victim grows weaker. After a while, the Ivali simply dies. Haven't you ever wondered, in all your magical studies, how something so strong as the barrier could be generated from something so weak as human magic?” 
 
   Cathel looked as though he had been struck. He stared at Selde for a long moment, his face pale and a look of sudden shock and horror on his face. His hands trembled slightly on the tabletop, and when he opened his mouth to speak, it seemed as though he could not find his voice. “I…I wondered, obviously. I asked. I was told that it was simply a large number of mages, working in unison. I—I was told that the barrier was a precautionary measure…not…” 
 
   “…You get it now,” said Selde. Mika frowned, glancing from Selde to Cathel. 
 
   “I don't,” she said. “What does the barrier’s strength have to do with anything?” 
 
   Rae looked from Selde’s grim expression to Cathel’s stricken face. She could feel Mika’s genuine confusion, Selde’s certainty, and Cathel’s disbelief. It radiated off of each of them clearly. She hardly had to open her mind to let those feelings in. Her eyes drifted from Selde to Cathel again and suddenly she understood. And she understood Cathel’s horror. 
 
   “…Mika…” began Rae, lowering her eyes to the plate. “…What do you think would have happened if there were Ivali inside the barrier’s range when it was set up?” 
 
   Mika stared at Rae as if considering the question. And then, slowly, Rae felt understanding creep in, and along with it, a cold, underlying, tone of disbelief and fear. Mika’s eyes widened, and she turned towards Selde, looking for confirmation. Selde slowly nodded. 
 
   “The barrier started out as a small, weak thing. More a suggestion than anything else. But it poisoned the weaker Ivali in the Safelands. And it killed them. And as it fed off their Sources, it grew and grew and grew until it became something unstoppable.” He eyed Cathel coldly from across the table. “That thing your masters are so proud of—their impenetrable shield—that thing is built from the Sources of the Ivali that were within the Safelands when it was started. Their Sources, tarethan. Their souls.” 
 
   Cathel stared at Selde for a full ten seconds after he had finished speaking. His face betrayed only his shock, only the numbness he felt after hearing what the warrior had to say. But Rae, through Elrithea’s power, felt something else coming from him. 
 
   It felt too much like breaking.
 
   “Some of us decided to side with the Ivali. We fled to the Edgelands, and we live there today,” finished Selde. 
 
   She didn’t think Cathel heard him. At that moment, it felt almost as if she was Cathel, as if she were seeing from behind his eyes. She heard Selde’s words both clearly as herself and as Cathel heard them—distorted, as if they were coming through water. The mage stared at Selde, and Rae could feel him holding his breath, could feel him gathering the frayed remnants of his thoughts, holding them close as if they were a lifeline and the only thing that could save him. A knot formed in her throat, and her hand trembled, as if it was possessed by the impulse to reach out and grab his. 
 
   Her fingers shook. His hand wasn’t too far from hers. It was simply a few inches away from hers, across the top of the table…
 
   Cathel stood up suddenly and she froze, watching him. Selde watched him as well. The mage kept his eyes on the table in front of him, not looking at anyone in particular. “I—,” he began. “I—I’ll see to rooms. Inside.” 
 
   He didn’t turn back to see if any of them heard. He didn’t wait to see if any of them had objections. He simply turned and left, heading into the inn that Selde had pointed out to them with his pack slung over her shoulder. 
 
   Rae looked away from him, staring down at her hand. It lay useless on the tabletop. 
 
   #
 
   That night, Rae lay awake in bed, staring up at the ceiling. It was odd, being in a town again. She hadn’t been in a town since first coming to this world, not counting the city in Elrithea’s mirror dream. This late at night, Velleter was mostly quiet, but she could still feel countless human presences crowding around the edges of her consciousness, trying to worm their way inwards and force her to acknowledge them. During the day, they weren’t so bad. They were like a soft sound she could tune out, like a radio playing at low volume. 
 
   At night—this night—they overwhelmed her. 
 
   At least, she told herself it was the voices. 
 
   Rae sighed, sitting up in bed and pushing the blankets off of herself. The innkeeper had been Ivali, and had been more than happy to assign them each a room. Apparently, Selde’s status as Berais’s student and servant made him something of the town favorite here, and word had gotten around that he was escorting the Arbiter and one of the tarethain. 
 
   She let her feet land on the cool wood of the inn’s floor and flexed her toes, deciding whether or not she needed to find shoes. She didn’t have flip flops out here, and she wasn’t willing to put on her boots just to go for a walk. After a while, she decided to forget it. The floor had looked clean enough earlier. She slipped her cloak off the hook by the door, letting it fall around her shoulders. As an afterthought, she also grabbed Alcian’s faesteel knife. She didn’t think anyone would harm her here, but she was nothing if not careful. 
 
   Quietly, so as not to wake Mika, Selde, or Cathel, she slipped out of her room, letting the door close behind her as she made her way down the hallway. She headed towards the balcony doors she had seen earlier, the one that overlooked the main street of the city. Rae hesitated as she approached it. The door to the balcony was ajar, moonlight filtering in through the windows. 
 
   She placed her hand on the glass door that led outside, slowly pushing it open. 
 
   The balcony was empty. Rae stepped out into the cool night air, looking around. She glanced from the open door to the empty balcony, then closed her eyes, slowly lowering her barriers and opening herself up to Elrithea’s gift. She quickly opened her eyes, raising the barriers again. There were too many people in the immediate area for her to focus on just one. 
 
   “Up here,” said a voice, causing Rae to look up. 
 
   Cathel sat on the rooftop above her, one arm draped across his knee. Rae’s eyes widened, and she glanced at the smooth stone wall in front of her. 
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” she asked. 
 
   He chuckled darkly in response, moving over slightly. “Should have known you’d come out here. I’m not doing a very good job of avoiding people, am I?” 
 
   “How did you even get up there?” 
 
   The wall in front of her suddenly shifted, the stone moving until it formed a defined set of handholds and footholds, almost like a ladder. When she looked up, Cathel was looking away from her, but she understood the silent invitation. Rae placed her hand on the handhold at eye level, pulling herself up. “If I fall off the building,” she muttered. “I’ll kill you.” 
 
   “You might just be talented enough to manage it,” commented Cathel, the corner of his lip twitching up in a smile. “Falling, I mean.” 
 
   “You’re an ass,” said Rae as she placed one hand on the roof beside him and pulled herself up. 
 
   Cathel gave her a faint smile in response. It didn’t reach his eyes. He reached out a hand, and she took it, letting him pull her onto the roof. Rae took a deep breath as she settled down beside him, sweeping her cloak underneath to give her some comfort against the rooftop’s hard tiles. She drew her knees up to her chest, looking down at the street below. A pair of ghostly gray lights bobbed through the main thoroughfare below them, and only upon closer inspection did she realize that they were Ivali, their small bodies wreathed in pale silver as they talked amongst themselves. After a moment, a man in a black and silver uniform passed them, offering them a polite salute. The Ivali’ laughter reached her even from the top of the building as the man walked on, a spear in one hand. 
 
   Rae slowly turned her eyes towards the mage beside her. Cathel was watching the scene in front of him, and there was an emptiness in his eyes that almost ached for her to look at. She didn’t need the sense she had acquired from Elrithea to know that he was withdrawing, and that knowledge hurt her heart in a way that terrified her. 
 
   “They’re guards,” said Cathel. He never turned towards her, but he spoke as if he noticed her looking. “…The patrols seem to come by this building every half hour or so. It’s fairly regular. I can’t quite work out whether those Ivali are working with them in some capacity, or just off on a midnight stroll.” 
 
   His voice sounded far away as well, as if he had closed himself off in another realm, one of his own making. Her hand splayed awkwardly on the roof between them, adopting the pretense of smoothing out her cloak. She wanted to move towards him, wanted to comfort, wanted to touch, to offer calming words and soothe his wounds, to heal. Her breath caught in her throat. 
 
   She wanted, but she didn’t know how. 
 
   So instead, she looked away, pretending to cough so that she could clear her throat, and wondered how long this mage had been sitting out here, to know that the patrols came every half hour. 
 
   “Had some trouble sleeping?” asked Cathel finally, glancing over at her. 
 
   “…Yeah,” she said, hating the way her voice trembled. She drew the fabric of her cloak between her thumb and forefinger, playing with it slightly as she glanced back at him. “…Elrithea warned me that I’d be uncomfortable in a crowd. There’s too many people thinking all at once. I haven’t figured out how to tune them out and sleep at the same time.” 
 
   “So, you decided to come out here to me?” asked Cathel with a teasing smirk. 
 
   “Well, you’re the only one out here with an empty enough head,” said Rae offhandedly. 
 
   Cathel blinked at her in surprise, and for a moment, she thought she saw a bit of the old Cathel flicker to the surface. “Oh, shut up,” he said. He frowned, as if a thought just occurred to him, and he looked back out at the streets again. “Are you doing it now?” 
 
   “Doing what?” asked Rae.
 
   “Reading my Source.” 
 
   Rae stared at him, confused, before she realized he was talking about Elrithea's spell. She quickly shook her head. “No,” she said. “I can control it when I’m awake. Elrithea taught me how. But when I’m half-asleep…I let all my defenses down. It’s…overwhelming…” 
 
   “…Would you?” he asked. 
 
   “To know what you’re feeling?” 
 
   He nodded once. 
 
   “…Why?” asked Rae, turning away from him. She rested her arms on her knees, wrapping them loosely around herself. “You’ll tell me when you want to.” 
 
   It was an echo, from the first night they spent in Alcian’s glade. An echo of the time she first realized that Cathel understood her, the time she might have started to understand him. And he knew it too, because even through her barriers, she could feel his surprise, immediately tempered by his slight amusement as he turned towards her, the corner of his lip quirking up in a wry smile. 
 
   “That,” he said. “is not fair.” 
 
   “Do you want me to ask?” asked Rae, surprising even herself. 
 
   Cathel didn’t answer. He held her gaze for a long moment. She kept her eyes on his, even as his eyes eventually traveled, moving from her own eyes to her face to the hand that lay on the cloak between them. He sighed. 
 
   “…Can you see dreams?” he asked, turning away and changing the subject again. “When you use Elrithea’s Decadal Spell.” 
 
   “Selde has a thing for blondes,” she mentioned drily. 
 
   “What?” asked Cathel, his head snapping up as he turned towards her. 
 
   “Kidding,” she said. “No, I can’t sense dreams. Or at least, I don’t think I can. I can sense feelings, but I don’t get thoughts, or pictures from them. Or words, really.” She shrugged. “I’m used to looking at people. I think I’m mostly getting by by putting together what I observe with what I can sense.” 
 
   Cathel took a deep breath. “…You don’t really talk to people,” he said. 
 
   She snorted, tightening her hold around herself. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”
 
   Cathel shook his head.“You know what I mean. How did you get so good at reading people if you don’t talk to them?” 
 
   Rae let out a sigh, her fingers digging into her arm. “I spend a lot of time on the outside looking in,” she said. “…I don’t have much better to do but watch, and read, and think. You get good at it, after a while. You realize what makes people tick, and how best to push them away…” 
 
   “…You never tried to push me away…” said Cathel. 
 
   “I did,” said Rae with a shrug. “I wanted to hate you. But you’re a jerk. You wouldn’t let me do even that.” 
 
   “Well…it’s nice to know that you find me so attractive,” teased Cathel. 
 
   Rae gave him a flat look. “…I will push you off this rooftop.” 
 
   “…And then I’ll be dead. And then you’ll be stuck up here until morning. Then you’ll have to explain why the Arbiter climbed the wall of the inn in her nightgown.” 
 
   Rae rolled her eyes, turning away. Her face flushed slightly, and she pulled her cloak tighter around herself. It didn’t bother her, because her nightgown was plenty decent enough for her own realm’s standards, but now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure what Cathel would count as decent. “You’re insufferable,” she said. 
 
   “As you say, Arbiter.” 
 
   She really did have to resist the urge to hit him then. But she felt herself relax slightly, because this was the Cathel she knew. And this was the Cathel she thought she could deal with. The two of them settled into silence for a while, Cathel continuing to watch the road. After a while, Rae turned to watching the stars. There were many of them in the Twilight Realm, and it surprised her that even in a city like this, they were still visible. 
 
   They were beautiful. 
 
   She felt Cathel move and watched as he lowered his hand from his knee to the rooftop between them. for a moment, she thought it was going to cover hers and she tensed, unsure how to deal with that, but instead it settled a few inches away from hers, never even touching her cloak, just resting on the rooftop, inviting her to bridge the gap if she so chose. 
 
   If she chose. 
 
   How very appropriate. 
 
   She snorted at his odd behavior, hugging her knees close to her chest again and looking away from him. He leaned back, and if he was at all upset by her rejection, he didn’t show it. He watched her, before looking back at the city. The silence between them grew comfortable, and Rae realized in that instant that they had just had an entire conversation without either of them saying a word. She looked back up at the sky, and he followed her gaze, finally turning his away from the city as he lay back on the rooftop. She didn’t lie back—that would have been too familiar, but she shared her view of the sky with him, silently allowing him to join this world that had once been just hers. 
 
   “The stars are beautiful, aren’t they?” he commented, after a while. 
 
   “…Mm,” said Rae. “They are.” 
 
   “I would have loved to grow up here, in a place like this…” 
 
   “Yeah…” said Rae, nodding once. The corner of her lip quirked slightly, in what might have been a smile. “I figured.” 
 
   “What Selde said today…made me feel really betrayed. And it made me feel like a fool.” 
 
   She exhaled slowly, lowering her eyes to the city before her. 
 
   “…I know. I understand.” 
 
   She was surprised to find that she did. 
 
   And that was all that needed to be said. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-eight: An Impossible Task
 
   They set out for Berais’s castle early the next day. Selde led the way. He rode a dark horse that he had apparently left at the stables in Velleter, guiding them through the winding path that led out of the grasslands and into the hills that cradled the city. The ground in the hills was rockier than in Alcian’s or Elrithea’s lands, and the forest that grew here was thinner—copses of trees around rivers or lakes and dotting the hilly landscape around them. 
 
   Cathel seemed in better humor than he had been the night before, but it was clear that the things Selde had told him were still affecting him. He seemed alright, at first glance, but once in a while, Rae caught him staring pointedly at the ground or at Rielis’s reins, anger smoldering in his eyes. 
 
   She could see his anger, but she couldn’t feel it. Even when they stopped for the night, even when she lowered her defenses in the moment before she fell asleep, she could feel no anger coming from Cathel. 
 
   No anger. 
 
   But a terrifying calm. 
 
   It worried her, making her wonder how Cathel would react if he ever saw his master again. 
 
   It wasn’t just Cathel that worried her, if she was being honest. Mika had acted odd after Selde first appeared to them, but the teenager seemed to have gotten over whatever it was that had bothered her in the first place. She laughed and made jokes with them as they rode along, even trying to get Cathel and Selde to join in with her. But like Cathel, all wasn’t as it seemed. Because at night, when Rae lowered her barriers to sleep, she felt it—a slowly churning insecurity radiating from their youngest traveling companion, like the emotional equivalent of a swamp. 
 
   The more she thought about it, the more she tried to convince herself it was nothing. So Mika was moody and insecure at times. She was a teenager. What teenager wasn’t moody and insecure? 
 
   And it wasn’t as though Mika didn’t have reason to be, Rae remembered, watching the girl the next morning as she helped Selde break camp, asking her usual litany of questions. After all, she was far from home in a strange and dangerous land traveling with people at least four years older than herself and with her only sibling in a coma. That was enough to break weaker hearts. 
 
   She wasn’t sure it wouldn’t have broken her, or that it hadn’t already. 
 
   Still, she mentioned the thought to Cathel as the two of them went off in search of water when they stopped for lunch, walking along the edges of a shallow stream towards an area where Selde promised it would get deeper and clearer. In the end, talking about her worries for Mika were much easier than talking about how much she worried for him. 
 
   “She’s dealing with her own issues,” said Cathel, idly tossing a stone into the river beside them. It sank into the water with a plop. “As long as you don’t think it’s too serious, I say you leave her be. You know if you point it out to her, she’ll just think you’re patronizing her, or treating her like a kid.”
 
   “I treat her like a kid because she is a kid,” said Rae, folding her arms.
 
   Cathel shot her a pointed look. “She’s only five years younger than you.”
 
   “I never said I was ancient, or even particularly mature,” said Rae, shrugging his comment off. “A thirteen-year-old’s only eight years younger than me, but you’re not going to tell me that that’s old enough to travel like this.” 
 
   “I was eleven when I traveled across the Safelands.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” asked Rae, raising an eyebrow at him. “You meet many High Lords then?” 
 
   “No. But I did have a couple of adventures. We had an issue with bandits in the Southern Dells, and we got stranded for a few weeks in the Capital…” He shrugged. “Admittedly, I didn’t do much. I think I managed to burn one of the bandits when he tried to go for me, but that was more luck than anything else. Still, I was eleven, and I survived.” 
 
   Rae rolled her eyes. “The situation's different now, and you know it. The point still stands. She’s sixteen.” 
 
   “I was seventeen when I was getting ready to go for my mastership,” argued Cathel again. “And I ventured into the Borderlands several times.” 
 
   Rae sighed, exasperated. “Yes, Cathel,” she said. “But you were a fully-trained—fine, almost fully-trained mage, and a freaking genius. And you’d trained with the sword for years by that time. Mika’s a sixteen year old from my world. She might be able to do a little magic now, but she's never had to worry about anything more serious than a sprain. She should be hanging out with friends and worrying about boys, not out here risking her life.” 
 
   “She wants to be here,” said Cathel. “And she’s working hard so that she doesn’t get in the way. Don’t underestimate her resolve.” 
 
   “She’s a kid—,” began Rae. 
 
   “And she’s not gonna get a chance to grow up if you keep treating her like one,” said Cathel, interrupting her. “She’s trying, Rae. The worst thing you can do for her right now is insist that she stop and try and send her home.” 
 
   Rae scowled. “I still think she should go home. And if I could trust Elrithea as far as I could throw her, I would have asked her to do it.” 
 
   The sound of twigs snapping made Rae freeze, her eyes widening as they moved over to the forest beside them. Cathel stopped as well, placing a hand on her arm just as she surged towards it. He pulled her back, wordlessly stopping her from charging into the trees. He placed a hand on his sword and stepped in front of her, then let out the breath he was holding when a deer burst out of the bushes, its white tail visible through the trees as it galloped away from them. He slid his sword back the half-inch that it had been freed from its sheath, glancing back at Rae. 
 
   Her eyes were focused on the forest, one hand clasped around the fabric of her cloak. She opened her mind, sweeping the area surrounding them for presences. She couldn’t feel much. Just her, Cathel, and a handful of Ivali scattered amidst the trees. 
 
   “...Anything?” asked Cathel.  
 
   She shook her head, pulling her power back into herself as if she were rolling up a net. She almost laughed at how paranoid they were. Rae would have said that their journey had made them that way, but she was fairly certain she had been as paranoid before coming here, although she couldn't speak for Cathel. 
 
   “Nothing,” she said. “Some Ivali here and there, nothing of any real power.” 
 
   Cathel continued to walk. “Anything with any real power would be able to hide from you,” he noted. 
 
   “The High Lord knows we’re here,” said Rae. “If he’s the type to sneak around his own forests and watch us from a distance, I’m not gonna call him on it. Selde’s with us, and he’s close to the High Lord, so none of his servants would attack us. And this close to the High Lord’s Castle? Any Ivali with real power would be ten kinds of stupid to attack the High Lord’s student out here.” 
 
   “You’ve thought this through,” remarked Cathel. 
 
   Rae shrugged in response. “I do a lot of it, you know,” she said. “Thinking, I mean. You don’t need to sound so surprised.” She glanced back at him, then turned her eyes back towards the woods. “Anyone who wants to kill me wouldn't come this close to the High Lord’s Castle, and if they had to, they’d probably have the good sense to behave themselves. And the High Lord won’t kill me here.” 
 
   “You sound so convinced,” commented Cathel as Rae walked ahead of him slightly. “That the High Lord doesn’t want you dead.” 
 
   “Oh, I never said the High Lord didn’t want me dead.” Rae the empty bucket she was holding swing from her hand as she walked over to the pool, now visible ahead of them. “I said he wouldn’t kill me here. Why bother?” Gravel crunched underneath her boot, and she frowned, her brown eyes grim.“I’m giving him the perfect opportunity to kill me already. All he has to do is give me an impossible task.” 
 
    
 
   They were four days out of Velleter by the time they finally rode into Berais’s castle. Unlike Elrithea’s castle, which looked like something out a painting and was devoid of inhabitants other than the High Lord herself, Berais’s Castle looked more like a proper fortress. The Castle stood on top of a hill, and against a sheer cliff face. At the bottom of the cliff ran a great river, its waters currently calm. Selde had explained that the river was crossable upstream, where the ground was more level, but that the High Lord had chosen this area for his castle because it was the most defendable. 
 
   It said a lot about Berais’s nature, that he was prepared for a siege in his own lands. 
 
   Servants greeted them as soon as they stepped through the gates, most of them human. This surprised her, because Berais was the first High Lord she had seen with visible servants. Alcian had her wisps, of course, and Elrithea had…whatever she had—but she had never seen any of their servants actually do anything before. And while Berais’s servants were mostly human, they weren’t completely so. She sensed several Ivali presences hovering around the courtyard, including coming from one of the girls that had taken their horses away. 
 
   “Why here?” she asked, turning towards Selde. “Why haven’t we seen any humans in the other lands we’ve been to?” 
 
   Selde turned towards her to respond. 
 
   “High Lord Elrithea and High Lord Alcian both have lands that border the Safelands,” said a voice coming from the palace entryway. The four of them looked up. The man that leaned casually against the courtyard wall couldn’t be anything else but Ivali, despite his relatively human shape. He was dressed in pale blue and black, his arms folded over his chest. The man’s eyes were a cool blue that Rae had never seen before. They reminded her of water, and the sea, and the sky. His hair at first seemed to be deep black, but as he moved, Rae could have sworn that the light reflected off of it somewhat, giving hints of deeper blues and greens. He was handsome, speaking purely objectively, but then again she was quickly learning that most of the Ivali were.
 
   And she was learning that here in the Ivali realm, beauty and danger often went hand in hand.  
 
   The man wore a sword at his waist. That didn’t go unmissed. 
 
   What also didn’t go unmissed was the fact that Rae could not sense him. He offered her a smile, revealing perfectly white teeth. 
 
   “My apologies, Arbiter,” he said. “I have learned to conceal myself from detection. Should I now reveal myself to you?” 
 
   A thought occurred to her, and her eyes narrowed. “Are you reading my mind?” 
 
   He shrugged in response, a single smooth motion. “…I don’t intend to. You simply think too loudly.” 
 
   Rae scowled, staring at him. She didn’t like this man. He reminded her too much of the Reaper. Selde stepped forward from behind her. 
 
   “Don’t tease her, Cienn,” he said. 
 
   The Ivali called Cienn shrugged. “I was just having a bit of fun.” He turned towards Rae, and the smile on his face disappeared, his expression growing momentarily serious. “My apologies, Arbiter. No, I cannot read minds. However, I am capable of sensing the flow of magic, and I do know when someone is trying to detect me. You can stop, by the way. I would rather not let you in.” 
 
   Rae relented, pulling her power back into herself again. Cienn nodded once, before turning towards Cathel. He held out his hand, the smile reappearing on his face.
 
   “It would seem we are well met, brother.” 
 
   Cathel eyed Cienn. “…I’ve never met you before,” he said. “Why address me that way?” 
 
   “We are, both of us, of the tarethain, are we not?” asked Cienn, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk that lit his eyes. Rae folded her arms, looking over at Mika. The girl was openly staring at him. She hadn’t said a word since he made his appearance.
 
   Teenagers…she thought, looking back at Cathel.
 
   At Cienn’s declaration, he seemed to relax, nodding once as he clasped the Ivali’s hand. “Well met indeed,” he said, a faint smile appearing on his face. 
 
   The two of them released each other, and Cienn turned towards Rae again.  
 
   “As I was saying,” he said. “Humans don’t generally live close to the border. And High Lord Elrithea isn’t the type who would take human servants in any case.” He smiled. “Although there are some rumors of…exceptions.” The way he said it made it sound as if he were about to reveal some dark secret, and Rae was curious in spite of herself. She didn’t ask him, though. She had a feeling that that was exactly what he wanted her to do. 
 
   Cienn turned towards her, giving her a polite bow. “Well met, Arbiter,” he said. “I’m glad your journey has brought you here safely, and that you were not overly damaged by this blockhead of an apprentice.” 
 
   Selde scowled. “Cienn!” he said, an angry expression on his face. The icy look Cienn shot him stopped him cold, and Selde took a step back, letting out the breath he was holding as he nodded once. He lowered his eyes to the ground, and for just a moment, Rae sensed his sudden embarrassment. She glanced at him, but he avoided her eyes, shifting uncomfortably. 
 
   “…Well met, Cienn Tarethan,” she said, turning away from Selde. Cienn nodded. He looked around, his eyes landing on Mika, and he smiled again, his too-blue eyes glittering. 
 
   “So,” he said. “Selde I know, the Arbiter I know, and my brother, I know. But you I do not know. What is your name, human girl?” 
 
   Mika tensed, her face flushing as her eyes snapped up to meet Cienn’s. “It’s—uh—Mikaela James,” she said. “But my friends call me Mika.” 
 
   Cienn nodded in response. If he noticed her flustered expression, he didn’t say anything about it, but his smile grew slightly as he turned away from her. 
 
   “As lovely as this conversation seems to be going, the High Lord seeks to meet with the Arbiter, alone. I will show her the way.” His eyes drifted towards Cathel. “Would you like to accompany me, brother? I would love to hear more about the human High Lord Alcian named tarethan.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind,” said Cathel, nodding once. 
 
   “Excellent,” said Cienn, flashing another smile. He turned towards Selde, and his smile faded slightly. “Selde, the High Lord will see you later. In the meantime, you can show the Lady Mikaela to her rooms, and consider what you will say to him when he asks why you nearly killed the Arbiter and the tarethan.” 
 
   Selde's mouth pulled into a grim line at Cienn’s words. Rae felt a small twinge of embarrassment and pain at the memory, quickly masked. She exhaled, slowly unclenching her fists. She wanted to tell the High Lord to go easy on him, but she knew that Selde had acted rashly a few days ago. If Cathel hadn’t been as skilled as he was, they would have been killed. 
 
   “Arbiter?” asked Cienn, tilting his head slightly as he turned towards her. 
 
   Rae nodded. “I’m ready,” she said, following Cienn into the castle. Cathel walked behind her, hovering just over her right shoulder as they followed the mysterious Ivali into the entrance hall. 
 
   Berais’s castle was larger than Elrithea’s, and more inviting. The palace’s walls were mostly bare, aside from the occasional structure or banner, but the castle’s tiled floor was set in an intricate design of colors and patterns. The view from the windows, as Cienn led them through the halls, was breathtaking. This side of the castle overtook the river, and Rae caught sight of mists forming in the gorge below. 
 
   “How old is the castle?” asked Cathel to Cienn as they rounded a corner. 
 
   “The castle is young,” said Cienn. “It was built shortly after the Schism, along with Velleter and the other human settlements. It was the High Lord and his servants that decided to settle here.” 
 
   “I see,” said Cathel. He stepped forward, walking beside Rae as he turned towards Cienn. “And have you been serving High Lord Berais all that time?”
 
   “No, brother,” said Cienn, his smile widening. “My appointment is new. I have been tarethan to Lord Berais for one hundred years now.” 
 
   One hundred years. Rae wondered how old Cienn was, that one hundred years would mean so little to him. The more she thought about it, the more she realized it didn’t really surprise her. Ania, after all, was one hundred and fifty. Her own twenty-two years suddenly seemed so small.
 
   “And this is where we must leave you, Arbiter,” said Cienn, giving her a nod. He turned towards Cathel. “The High Lord will meet you later, I assume. In the meantime, is there anything you would like to see?’
 
   Cathel glanced at Rae. She put what she hoped was a confident expression on her face, nodding at him. “Go on,” she said. “…It’s not the first High Lord I’ve had to deal with.” 
 
   He hesitated, but nodded once, turning towards Cienn. “…Does the castle have a library?” 
 
   “You underestimate us,” said Cienn, his smile widening into a grin. 
 
   Rae watched as the two of them walked away, then took a deep breath as she faced the double doors in front of her. They were wooden, and while they were very large, there wasn’t much about them that seemed terribly imposing. They weren’t the gates of Elrithea’s castle, or the broken ruins of Alcian’s glade, but there was an air about them that urged caution. This was Berais, she reminded herself. The High Lord that Elrithea herself had seen fit to warn Rae about. 
 
   The hammer. 
 
   She exhaled, releasing the tension with her breath and opening the door. 
 
   It opened into a vast empty room, a set of great windows overlooking the canyon beyond them. The walls of the room were lined with weapons of all kinds—wooden and metal swords, spears, knives, bows, and other things Rae couldn’t name. Practice dummies also lined the walls on one side, some of them painted with targets, others simply lumps of straw vaguely shaped like a man. The floor here was completely smooth, and there were no decorations. It wasn’t hard to guess at the room’s purpose. 
 
   The High Lord stood with his back towards her, facing the window. Unlike Elrithea and Alcian, there was nothing immediately otherworldly about him. He was dressed in light blue, the same shade as Cienn had been wearing, and had long brown hair that fell past his shoulders. He was tall, and broad shouldered, and over his blue shirt he wore several links of glittering chain mail. She stared, momentarily surprised by the appearance of so much metal on him, before she raised her eyes to his. His eyes were a steel gray—nothing like Elrithea’s otherworldly gold, and the smile on his face as he turned towards her would almost have been fatherly. If she didn’t know better, she would have said that he was a human knight. A warrior, and dangerous, but still human. 
 
   She knew better, and the great spear that he held loosely in his hand like it weighed nothing reminded her that this was High Lord Berais, and this was someone to be feared. 
 
   The door closed behind her with an ominous click. Rae remained where she stood, not taking a step closer towards him. She felt Berais’s regard keenly, as he took note of her posture and appearance, his eyes finally landing on hers. Slowly, he nodded once. 
 
   “It is good to meet you, Arbiter,” he said. “I apologize for my apprentice’s rough handling.” 
 
   “It is good to meet you as well, High Lord,” she replied, inclining her head in a respectful bow. She didn’t take her eyes off him. He had the weapon, and he was the High Lord. “…Selde didn’t cause any permanent damage.” 
 
   “Regardless, I will have a talk with him about his rash actions later. In the meantime, I understand that you are here with a request.” 
 
   “Yes,” said Rae, not seeing any reason to beat around the bush. “…I need you to teach me Decadal Spell.” 
 
   Berais frowned at her. “You are aware, of course, that I will not simply give my spell to anyone who asks, Arbiter or no. If you want it, you must prove yourself worthy.” 
 
   “…Of course,” said Rae, nodding once. She took a deep breath. She had already been preparing for something like this. At least Berais was being upfront about it. Her experience with Elrithea still weighed heavily on her mind. Rae slowly exhaled, meeting his eyes. “Test me as you see fit.”
 
   “Very well,” said Berais. “Elrithea has informed me that you have some training with the sword.” 
 
   Rae hesitated, thinking back to the lessons Cathel had been giving her. “Some,” she admitted. “But not much, and only with wood.” 
 
   He nodded as though he expected her answer. “It is enough,” he said. He inclined his head towards the wall on her left. “Choose your weapon.” 
 
   Rae glanced at the wall on her left. It held only metal weapons—weapons that Rae was almost certain held a live blade. She took a deep breath, glancing back at the High Lord. He was watching her, waiting expectantly. Rae turned away from him, nodding once and walking over to the wall. She lifted the swords one by one, testing their weight and their grip. At length, she settled on one that was most like Cathel’s, since it was his wooden practice sword that she had been training with. She picked it up, turning towards him. 
 
   Berais had set aside his spear, and was now hefting a heavy metal sword that looked about twice the size of hers. 
 
   She did not like where this was going. 
 
   “This is my test,” said Berais. “Attack me. If you manage to strike me once, I will recognize you as the legitimate Arbiter and give you my Decadal Spell. Ready yourself.”  
 
   Rae took a deep breath, staring at him. He couldn’t be serious. But as he pointed his sword at her, she realized that he was. Rae tensed, slowly drawing the sword she had chosen from its sheath. She held it in both hands, the way Cathel taught her, and faced him. Berais shifted, adjusting his stance and keeping his eyes on her. Images flashed through her mind, memories of Selde weaving through her attacks like they were nothing. 
 
   This is the man who trained Selde…she thought to herself. The man who calls Selde an apprentice…
 
   She felt her heart pound in her chest, her hands growing cold and clammy as she forced herself to keep her eyes on Berais. The Warrior gripped his sword in both hands, watching her. 
 
   “When you are ready, Arbiter.”
 
   This couldn’t be that hard, she thought to herself. One strike. One simple strike. Cathel had drilled her on the simple strike so many times that she was almost sick of it. Sure, the weapon in her hands was heavier, but the principle was still the same. And it was only one strike. It wouldn’t matter. 
 
   It wouldn’t matter.
 
   Berais stared at her, fixing her with eyes the color of steel. 
 
   Rae took a deep breath and charged forward, raising the sword above her head and bringing it down in a strike. 
 
   The clang of metal rang out through the room, immediately followed by a numbness that spread from her hands up her arms to her shoulders. She barely saw Berais move, barely saw him sweep the great sword to the side, knocking her own blade out of her hands with such power that she hadn’t even been able to resist. Her sword flew through the air, spinning end over end before burying itself in the far wall, and suddenly, she was standing in front of him weaponless, her own face reflected at her from the flat of his sword. 
 
   Rae stood frozen, her own hands still holding onto air as she stared at him, her mouth open in shock. 
 
   She could feel pinpricks of feeling returning to her hands now, and with them, a burning sensation. Her hands and shoulders shook. 
 
   Berais stared at her, before simply taking a step back and sheathing his sword. 
 
   “You may train with Selde and Cienn, and you and your companions may stay here until you are ready. When you are ready to try again, you will always be able to find me.” 
 
   He left her there, calmly walking out the door. Rae stared down at her hands, watching them shake, feeling her own heartbeat, feeling fear rise up into her chest. He had moved so quickly that she hadn’t seen him, had struck so fiercely that he had swept her sword from her hands. 
 
   He was the Warrior. 
 
   She would never be good enough to strike Berais. Not in a year, not in ten years.
 
   He had just set her an impossible task. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-nine: Fleeting Light
 
   Selde’s blade snapped through the air, brushing her own sword aside. Rae’s eyes widened, and she quickly stepped back as she had been taught, freeing her sword from his block and thrusting at his stomach. The tip of her sword wavered, and Selde stepped neatly out of the way, exhaling once as he swept his own sword underneath hers. He stepped towards her, slashing out. 
 
   Rae’s breath caught in her throat, Selde’s sword stopping just an inch from her neck. 
 
   She stared down at the point of it, taking deep breaths. Selde’s gray eyes met hers, narrowed in a look of concentration. He wasn’t even out of breath, and he had barely broken a sweat. Rae took in several deep breaths, stepping back and lowering her sword. He stepped back as well, slowly lowering his. The sword he held wasn’t sharp, but she had acquired enough bruises during their week of training to know that it could still hurt, even through the padding that she had been advised to wear.
 
   “Again?” he asked, his eyes traveling up towards her expression. 
 
   Rae nodded once, taking a deep breath as she lifted her sword again. In the past week, her days had been filled with almost nothing but training, and recovering from training. After hearing the story of her deal with the Reaper, Selde seemed to have made it his personal mission to train her, and while he was patient, he wasn’t an easygoing instructor. He looked over her, the frown on his face telling her that he didn’t think she could take another round, but he nodded once, stepping back and raising his sword. 
 
   Her arms and legs felt like rubber, but she rushed at him anyway, raising the sword in a cut that had quickly become a repetitive motion. The feeling of time slipping away spurred her on. It had been two months and two weeks since she had first arrived in the Twilight Realm, and there wasn’t much time. She needed Berais’s Decadal Spell, or she needed to leave without it, but she had to reach the Spire of the Sisters before the year was out. Desperation drove her forward as she swung her sword at Selde. The warrior blocked her attack with his own blade, swords clashing as he looked in her eyes. Selde stepped back, and Rae immediately launched into the offensive, striking out at his side. He raised his sword, catching her blade again. She pulled back, her eyes narrowing as she cut diagonally across him, her blade moving upward. 
 
   Her sword caught his, swatting it to the right and leaving her an opening. Rae took a deep breath and lunged, both hands on the hilt of her sword as she thrust it straight towards his gut. 
 
   Selde stepped to the side in a whirl of metal and cloth, the tip of Rae’s blade thrusting through empty air. Rae had a moment to contemplate the fact that her target had disappeared, a split second to realize the position she was in, before she felt Selde’s practice blade crashing against her padded back, the impact sending her sprawling onto the floor of the practice chamber. Rae sucked in a breath as she hit the ground, her right hand closing around the hilt of her practice sword as her left arm pushed herself up. A dull ache spread from her back where the blade had struck her, and she had a feeling that even with the padding, she would be treating herself to a lovely purple bruise when she next bathed. 
 
   Rae grit her teeth, pushing her head up. A pair of black boots appeared in her vision, and she trailed her eyes upward until she reached their owner’s face. Cienn stood over her, his blue eyes meeting hers as his own face twisted into a frown. 
 
   “Haven’t you given up yet?” he asked. 
 
   She scowled at him in response, pushing herself up on one shaky arm. Cienn had been nothing but polite, if a little teasing, until he heard what Berais’s conditions for her recognition were. Then he had laughed out loud, as if he had heard the best joke in the world. That act alone had immediately put her off to the tarethan. He treated Selde’s training sessions with her as a joke, and Rae was fed up with it. 
 
   “Cienn, leave her alone,” said Selde, sheathing his sword and turning towards the Ivali. “She’s improving.” 
 
   “Not fast enough. Not for the time frame she has to work with.” His mouth turned up in a smirk. “As amusing as your child’s play is, I think we both know how this will end. Or do you mean to make a master out of her in a week, little pup?” 
 
   Rae let out a shaky breath as she pushed herself up into a sitting position, taking her sword with her. Her body no longer seemed to want to comply with her, and she had a feeling that Selde would call a stop to their training soon. She had been running off of desperation, but desperation could only fuel her for so long. Unfortunately, Cienn’s words seemed to have silenced Selde, because when Rae turned towards him, she saw him looking off to the side, his fists clenched and his eyes fixed on the ground. 
 
   She knew that look. 
 
   It was the look she wore when she thought she was beaten. 
 
   She hated it, especially seeing it on him. The only thing he had done was actually try to help her. 
 
   “Cienn, I didn’t think you were bored enough to come watch child’s play,” she said, drawing herself to her feet. She held her sword loosely in her right hand, the point dangling close to the ground as she angled her chin defiantly at Cienn, as if challenging him. 
 
   Cienn’s smirk disappeared. “…Don’t flatter yourself, Arbiter,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “I only came here to tell Selde to stop wasting his master’s time.” His eyes bore into hers, and the blue of them lightened somewhat, becoming almost ice-like. Rae forced herself to not look away. 
 
   “Are all Ivali bipolar?” 
 
   Cienn frowned at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “One week ago, you were scolding Selde for attacking me. Now, you scold him for training me. Make up your mind. Do you want me alive or dead?” 
 
   Cienn shrugged one shoulder elegantly. “Whether the Arbiter survives the matter of her choosing or not is of no consequence to me,” he said. “And the honor of being recognized as Arbiter is not mine to bestow. But hear this, Arbiter or not, I will not tolerate any insult to my Lord.” 
 
   “How exactly am I insulting your Lord?” asked Rae. Selde stepped forward, grabbing hold of her elbow and keeping her from moving closer to Cienn. 
 
   “Arbiter, stop,” he said. “Let him be.” 
 
   Rae almost didn’t hear him. She tugged her arm out of Selde’s grip, but didn’t move any closer towards the tarethan, instead eyeing him from where she stood. “I’m only training. I’m doing what he told me to do! If you ask me, it looks like you’re the one insulting him by trying to stop me from training!” 
 
   Cienn’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and Rae was suddenly struck with the knowledge that she had struck a nerve, even though she had no idea how she had done it. The thought was almost foreign to her. It had been a while since she had made someone angry without meaning to. Normally, she knew exactly what she had done wrong. 
 
   “…You would do well to watch your mouth,” he said, all traces of levity vanishing from his face. “You speak with ignorance, of things you do not understand.” 
 
   “You’re doing a fantastic job of explaining them to me,” she snapped. 
 
   “Rae!” said Selde insistently, dropping her title. He placed a hand on her shoulder. Rae shrugged out of his grasp, her eyes fixed on Cienn.  
 
   The Ivali’s expression hadn’t changed. Perhaps that was the most terrifying part of the whole thing. He simply continued to watch her, calmly. After a while, he nodded once, placing one hand on the hilt of his sword. “Then let me explain.”
 
   “Cienn…” began Selde, his tone a quiet warning. 
 
   “Be silent,” commanded Cienn. “Step aside.” 
 
   Selde clenched his fists, staring resolutely at Cienn from beside Rae. 
 
   “Step aside, Selde,” repeated Cienn in a tone that brooked no room for argument. Selde stared at him for a few seconds more, before slowly exhaling, moving from her side and coming to stand against the wall of the room. Cienn loosened his sword in his scabbard, frowning at Rae. 
 
   “Very well then, Arbiter,” he said. “Show me the result of your training.” 
 
   Rae took a deep breath, holding her sword in both hands as she watched Cienn. He was baiting her, she knew. He wanted to see her walk away, to see her give up. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She rushed forward, and instead of raising her sword and cutting like she had done before, she thrust, gripping the hilt in both hands and pushing it towards his chest. 
 
   Cienn moved. 
 
   Rae’s eyes widened, and she barely registered Cienn stepping to the side, easily sidestepping the blow as he ran past the length of her sword, heading towards her. She caught sight of his eyes as he reached up with his hand. It landed on her elbow, and before she fully realized what was happening, she had hit the ground again, and was staring at the ceiling. She saw Cienn draw his sword, saw the blade momentarily flash through the air, and suddenly it was at her throat. 
 
   Cienn stared at her from the other side of the blade, his blue eyes dangerously narrow. Rae simply stared, her eyes wide as she looked up at him. Her heart thudded in her chest. 
 
   She hadn’t even seen him move…
 
   “Do you understand?” asked Cienn, his face twisting into a mask of anger. He stepped away from her, sliding his sword into his sheath. “This is the skill of one who has struck Berais. This is the skill of one who has proven himself worthy to bear his mark. This is the product of two hundred and fifty years of constant battle, constant loss. If you cannot even strike me, you are a fool—and more than a fool, a disgrace—to think you can strike Berais.” 
 
   He turned away from her, walking out the door. 
 
   “You would do well to remove yourself from my Lord’s home, Arbiter. At your earliest possible convenience.” 
 
   The door slammed shut, the sound, and the echo that followed it, punctuating his statement. Rae stared up at the ceiling for a very long time before she finally dared to move. 
 
    
 
   She found Cathel seated in a secluded corner of the castle courtyard, his sword lying across his lap. He was bent over, his eyes narrowed in concentration as his right hand moved over his sword, tracking small designs into the edge of the blade. She took a deep breath as she approached him, wincing as the bruises from her encounter with Selde and with Cienn made themselves known. 
 
   “…Isn’t that dangerous?” she asked quietly, coming to stand behind him. 
 
   In response, he pressed his thumb firmly onto the blade. Cathel pulled it away and held his hand up in front of her, revealing it to be unharmed. Rae watched him, and he looked up at her, shaking his head. 
 
   “It’s not faesteel,” he said. “But my magic lets me make something like it.” 
 
   She looked down as his hand moved again, realizing that there were symbols carving themselves onto the blade. They were thin engravings, barely noticeable, and they ran from hilt to tip. The ones that Cathel moved over glowed with a bright light, replacing older ones that looked like they had faded away with time. She stepped closer to him to get a better look. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
   “Rewriting the protection runes,” he replied, frowning in concentration as he teased out a particularly difficult looking symbol. “Some of them broke during my fight with Selde last week…” 
 
   Rae stared down at her hands, clasping them loosely together. She remembered the fight with Selde, remembered Cathel’s blade flashing through the air, cutting through armor and flesh alike, and severing Selde’s knife in two…
 
   “Protection runes?” she repeated. 
 
   “Mm…” said Cathel. “To keep it from breaking.” His hands stilled, and he looked up at her. She could see him watching her out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t turn towards him fully. If she had to admit it to herself, she would say she was afraid. She didn’t want to see the look in his green eyes—for fear it would tell her what he saw in her then. 
 
   But whatever it was he saw, he sighed, setting his sword aside on the bench top beside him. “I’m not much of a rune writer,” he said. “But I put it through a lot of abuse. So I figured it would be best to learn the runes for durability and protection, so that I don’t have to keep breaking in a new sword every time I have to get serious.” 
 
   “Serious?” asked Rae, her eyes slowly meeting his. He nodded once, glancing back at the sword next to him. 
 
   “…You asked me why I carried a sword, before we left the Tower,” said Cathel. 
 
   Rae nodded once. She remembered that day. 
 
   “My magic might seem powerful, but it only works when I have something on hand that’s willing to work with me. I can strong arm things into doing what I want sometimes, but if they fight me too hard, I’d only end up hurting myself. And things don’t usually like to follow my orders when they belong to someone else. Sometimes, I don’t have time to negotiate, to find the heart of something or to establish a contract. Sometimes I’m in a hurry.” 
 
   “So you use your sword,” finished Rae. 
 
   Cathel nodded once. “It’s mine. It’s loyal to me, so it takes almost no energy for me to alter it. I can order it to cut. It’s a sword. That doesn’t go against its nature. But my making it sharper doesn’t increase its durability. If I’m not careful, I could easily break it.” 
 
   “…If you broke it…couldn’t you fix it?” asked Rae. She didn’t always understand how Cathel’s magic worked, and sometimes, it amazed her that he could. He smiled softly, shaking his head. 
 
   “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” he asked. “But a sword is a sword. It’s made of steel, but its nature is to be a weapon. A broken sword is no longer a sword. It’s simply steel. I can manipulate steel, but I cannot order steel to become a sword. I can use it to form the shape of a sword, but I have no idea how to forge a sword, so it’s not a sword.” He shrugged, picking up the blade again and turning it over in his hand, as if to inspect the other side of it. 
 
   “…It’s complicated, and hard to explain,” he said. “I don’t always understand the distinctions either. But I’m an Edictal Mage. My Source has been modified to do this one thing. So I know when something is a thing and when it’s not.” 
 
   “…Bet you see the world a lot differently from how I see it,” said Rae fixing her eyes on one of the trees in front of her. There were no decorative plants in Berais’s garden—just trees. Tall, lofty shade trees.
 
   Cathel inclined his head towards the tree in front of them. “What do you see when you look at that?” he asked. 
 
   Rae shrugged. “…A tree.”
 
   “…I see a tree,” said Cathel. “And a branch. And leaves, and roots, and life. I see wood, and energy and growth. I see will. I know that I could ask that tree to lower a branch for me, but I couldn’t ask it to give me firewood, or to cut off a branch so I could form something, or to die. But…if I saw a dead branch in the forest, I could ask it to change its shape for me. That’s how I see the world.” 
 
   “Because of your Series,” said Rae. “…It changed you. When it altered your Source, it changed what you see.” 
 
   “Maybe,” said Cathel. “Or maybe it just increased my scope. My master—Alyan and I saw very different things when we looked at the same world…with the same magic.” He glanced at Rae out of the corner of his eye. “And you see something different too, when you look at the world.” 
 
   She didn't answer that, mostly because it was true. She knew without even thinking about it that the moon was still waning, that it was three days to the next new moon, that the two of them were alone in the garden and that Cathel was in a quiet, contemplative mood. His thoughts seemed to surround the both of them, his concern for her draping over her like a blanket. It should have been a soft touch, but Cienn’s words had rubbed her raw today, and instead it burned. She immediately threw up her mental barriers, before their closeness could overwhelm her. 
 
   “…What do you see…when you look at me?” she asked. 
 
   She felt his surprise—a dull throb from behind the veil she had drawn over his presence. He turned towards her, watching her, before she heard him let out a ragged sigh. 
 
   “…Do I have to answer that?” 
 
   Rae shook her head numbly, unsure why she had even asked. “Only if you want to…” 
 
   “…It’s forbidden to use Edictal Magic against another human,” said Cathel quietly. “And it’s just as taboo to ask them what they see when they look at someone else.” 
 
   She said nothing, keeping her eyes on the ground. for a moment, she thought that was it—that that was the extent of her conversation. But then, Cathel sighed. “…You’re very…bright…” 
 
   “Bright?” 
 
   “…I don’t know how to describe it. I don’t…have the same sense of people as you do. You get feelings and emotions from them—temporary conditions. I get…natures…almost. More permanent things…but also more abstract ones. They don’t change with mood, only with time.” 
 
   “I’m bright?” asked Rae, attempting to inject some levity into her voice. She managed to quirk a small half-smile, shaking her head. “You need your eyes checked. Mika’s the bright one.” 
 
   “Mika is…bright,” he agreed after a while. “…Bright like a firework. Like…like something that’s there one minute and gone the next. It’s…a weak brightness. You’re…Yours is harsher. It’s colder. It burns. It clings to everything it touches so that it almost hurts to look at you. I could never get you to do anything. Not if you didn’t want to do it.”
 
   “I don’t see it…” he added. “But I know that it’s there because I can feel it. But you keep it locked up, for some reason…like you don’t want anyone to see. So it’s obscured, even though it shouldn’t be. It’s something I see out of the corner of my eye sometimes, when I’m with you. I think they see it too.” He gestured at the castle. “I think that’s why every High Lord we’ve come across knows who you are.” 
 
   “…The Arbiter, said Rae quietly. She saw Cienn’s blade again, saw it move through the air like a flash of light, before coming to stop just inches from her throat. “But that’s not…someone I can be.”  
 
   “…Maybe not…” said Cathel. “But no one can tell you that either.” 
 
   Rae stared at him, surprised. She studied him, trying to gauge how much she knew, but Cathel’s expression was deliberately neutral. “…I believe you’ll make the right choice,” he said quietly. “But not because you’re the Arbiter. I believe it because of who you are.” 
 
   She sat there, speechless. She had dealt with insults before. She had dealt with challenges and threats before. She had dealt with doubt and tests before. But Cathel’s simple statement, and the amount of trust that it implied was different, and she had no idea how to respond to it. She had no words. How could she tell Cathel that his trust in her was unfounded, when by his own admission, he could see into the very nature of things? How could she deny it, but how could she accept it? 
 
   It only occurred to her a long while after Cathel left that he had referred to her problem as a choice. 
 
   #
 
   For the past week, Mika’s life had settled into a sort of routine. She barely saw Rae these days. The other girl was always training, and the fact that the High Lord had given each of them their own rooms meant that she hardly ever had to see her. Cathel wasn’t around a whole lot either. When he wasn’t watching Rae training, he was studying something in the library, or chatting with Selde, Cienn, or one of the servants. He really only came around when it was time for their magic lessons, and those only happened at night after dinner. 
 
   So she had kept herself entertained by doing what any curious teenager would do given a large building with many rooms and enough time. She had set about exploring Berais’s castle. Of course, there were some rooms that were off-limits, and others that were accessible only through passages that happened to be restricted to staff. 
 
   But if Mika was good at anything, it was being where she wasn’t supposed to be. 
 
   The girl braced her hands on the balcony in front of her, feeling the cool stone beneath her fingertips. She took in a deep breath, breathing in the misty air that surrounded them. The sun was beginning to set, and mists were beginning to form in the gorge below, obscuring the river from view. Most of the balconies were on the river side of the castle, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. 
 
   The view was breathtaking from out here. 
 
   “You have some nerve to sneak into my wing of the castle,” said a voice from behind her. 
 
   Mika turned her head slightly. Cienn stood behind her, his arms folded as he leaned against the balcony door, but he didn’t sound angry. If anything, he only sounded amused. 
 
   “Didn’t know it was yours,” she said, looking back out over the ravine. 
 
   “An easy mistake to make, one that will no doubt never be repeated,” said Cienn. He stepped forward, his boots making little noise on the balcony floor. “…Does the Arbiter know, little bird?” 
 
   “Does Rae know what?” asked Mika, her fingers tightening their grip on the balcony railing. 
 
   “…That you spy on her,” replied Cienn casually, as if he were discussing the weather. Mika turned towards him. He leaned against the railing off to her left, his arms folded and a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “That’s a remarkably strong Source you have there.” 
 
   The response was almost automatic. “Not as strong as hers.”
 
   “No, not as strong,” agreed Cienn. “But remarkable still. Rare…in someone so young. And especially rare in the untrained is the ability to hide yourself from a spell of perception. I can’t imagine Cathel teaching you that. Did you figure it out all on your own?” 
 
   Mika’s eyes narrowed. “And what if I did?”
 
   Cienn shrugged a shoulder lazily. “As I’ve said. Remarkable. But little birds should be careful of what they hear, lest they find themselves accidentally clipping their own wings.” 
 
   Mika’s eyes widened, her mind going back to that day in the forest. The day with Rae and Cathel, the day the two of them had gone off to find water. 
 
   “…You heard…?” she asked, lowering her eyes. 
 
   “You are not the only one with the ability to remain undetected,” said Cienn. He smiled, shaking his head slightly. His eyes captured hers, and she was suddenly struck with the notion that she was being searched, that he was testing her somehow. It was hard to not look away from his eyes. 
 
   At length, he turned away, shrugging casually as he made his way towards the door. 
 
   “I value my privacy,” he said. “Do not enter my wing again.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty: Of Dogs, Swords and Monsters
 
   Her deeper conversations with Cathel always had paradoxical results. On one hand, they often gave her new insight into herself and her behavior, a fresh perspective on the problem she was considering. On the other hand, they usually made her feel moody and irritable, and had caused her to seek out solitude more than normal. Cathel had a way of knowing her, of understanding her problem and delivering his own perspective in a way that—while not impolite—did nothing to spare her feelings on the issue. He told things as they were, and while her mind appreciated him for his forthrightness, in execution it was maddening. 
 
   And more maddening still, to her, was the idea that someone she had only known for two and a half months could know her so well, could claim to see her nature, could place in her so much implicit trust. It made her want to yell, scream, rail at him, remind him that she was only human and could not be given this responsibility, remind him that it was more than was in her power to bear. On some days, she wanted to shatter his trust in her, shatter all their trusts in her, so that they would finally leave her alone and realize that she didn’t have all of the answers, and she couldn’t make all of the choices. 
 
   But they trusted her. And Rae was not so cruel as that. 
 
   So she would withdraw from them, and sit by herself, and brood, and turn over these thoughts in her mind, and slowly begin to fight through her irritation and her irrational anger against Cathel and consider the truth of his words. And slowly she would realize that his words had an ounce of wisdom in them. And she would mull it over a bit more and come to a decision. 
 
   And thereby refute her own claim that she was unable to choose, proving Cathel right on both counts. 
 
   It was at a moment like that that Rae found herself sitting at the edge of the cliff, her feet dangling off the side as she overlooked the river. It continued to churn beneath her, the sound of rushing water a constant companion now that she had entered Berais’s mountain castle. She had her glove off, and was staring quietly at the silver crescent marks on the back of her hand, glowing faintly in the waning moonlight. They were the marks from Alcian, the geis whose sole purpose was to make sure that no matter what she was doing, she was doing it towards an end, towards a decision. 
 
   To see this through to the end, no matter what that end may be. 
 
   To never give up.
 
   Had she given up? Had Berais’s task done that to her? Sure, she was still doing something, attempting to fulfill the High Lord’s mad request, but it didn’t feel like she was continuing forward. It felt like she had stopped, like her training with Selde was just an excuse. An excuse to say she was doing something, to trick even herself into believing that she was moving forward, when in truth, all she was doing was running in place. She lowered her hand, raising her eyes as she stared at the moon, a faint, fading sliver in the sky, reflected vaguely in the mists that had gathered in the gorge below her. 
 
   Alcian had said that she saw everything that occurred beneath her eye. Was she watching now? 
 
   “This is a precarious position, for someone of your station,” said a voice from behind her. 
 
   Rae turned her head slightly, although she already knew who it would be. She only knew of one person who was able to hide his presence from her completely, when she was actively searching for it. She had no doubt that Berais could, but he didn’t. She knew exactly where the High Lord was, almost as if he was taunting her, waiting for her to come willingly to him. 
 
   Cienn stood a small distance away, his blue eyes falling on her. The tarethan wore a contemplative expression on his face, watching her as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. He tilted his head slightly towards her, looking out at the river. 
 
   “Someone who wished you ill could push you over before you had a chance to defend yourself.” 
 
   “Are you going to?” asked Rae. 
 
   Cienn laughed. It was a beautiful sound, but terrifying in its beauty, because it belied something else, something far more sinister. Something wild.
 
   Yes, she realized as she watched him. There was a wildness to Cienn—something almost mad. It was a hard-edged madness, like lightning, like the blade of a knife—mercurial moods like water tossed in a storm, and all hidden behind a beautiful face and beautiful eyes and a beautiful laugh. 
 
   And she realized that even without her perception, she was starting to understand Cienn a little bit. But also not at all. 
 
   “No, Arbiter,” said Cienn, smirking as he looked at her. He shook his head, as though he found the very idea amusing. “No, Arbiter,” he repeated. “If I wanted you dead, you would already be.” 
 
   “I can’t sense you,” said Rae.
 
   “No,” said Cienn. “I am of the High Blood. You would never be able to sense me, unless I allowed you to. The only reason you can sense the High Lord at all is because he allows you to.” 
 
   “But you could come out here and find me.”
 
   Cienn shrugged. She saw the movement out of the corner of her eye—he had come closer to her. “I have my ways.”
 
   “So that means you came out here looking for me,” she said, not wanting to beat around the bush. “Why?” 
 
   “I wished to know what would bring the Arbiter out to such a dangerous place at such an unreasonable hour of the evening.”
 
   In response, she held up her hand, turning the back of it towards him. Cienn's eyes focused on the back of her hand, before moving towards her. “That isn’t a mark of the tarethan,” he said. 
 
   “No,” replied Rae. She moved her leg, striking the heel of her boot against the wall of the cliff and watching as a loose rock tumbled down to the river below. “It’s a geis. From High Lord Alcian.” 
 
   “I expected as much. It would be improper for any Lord of either Court to mark the Arbiter in another way.” 
 
   “Because the Arbiter must be impartial,” she finished, lowering her hand and staring down at the river. It wasn’t a question. 
 
   She heard Cienn shift and turned her head slightly to watch him. He had come to stand next to her, his eyes fixed on the river as well. Although he was standing, he seemed unmindful of the fall in front of him. That didn’t surprise her. He probably had some way of surviving a fall from this height. That, or he was just insane. That wouldn’t have surprised her either. 
 
   “That is true,” he said. “So, then. What compulsion as High Lord Alcian placed on you? What task gives you such trouble tonight?” 
 
   Rae didn’t answer. In part, because she had a feeling that he already knew, and in part because answering would mean conceding something to him. Instead, she drew her legs up, pulling them close and resting her arms on top of her knees. “I’ve been considering the things you told me.”
 
   He quirked an eyebrow towards her, and when he spoke, there was no mockery in his voice. “And?” he asked. 
 
   “Selde still wants to train me.” 
 
   “So like that dog,” said Cienn casually. Rae’s eyes narrowed in anger, and she looked up at him. 
 
   “Don’t talk about him that way.”
 
   “What could you do to stop me?” asked the Ivali, looking her in the eye. Rae met his gaze, tilting her head back slightly as if in challenge. “You know what I just realized, tarethan?” she asked. “I’m not the only one in a precarious position.” 
 
   Cienn laughed, his blue eyes sparkling with mirth. “Oh, that’s rich,” he said. “You would, what? Throw me off the cliff? Attempt to drown me in the river? Girl, you truly have no idea of the powers you are dealing with.” 
 
   Rae scowled. She hated to admit it, but Cienn had a point. She had no idea what his nature was, or what his own abilities were, besides the fact that he was unnaturally beautiful, partially insane, and skilled with a sword. She had a fifth of the Decadal Series at her disposal, two months of sword training, and a knife barely longer than her middle finger. The odds were painfully, ridiculously stacked against her. But then again, the odds had been stacked against her since the beginning. 
 
   She relented, lowering her head again. There was a pause, and after one moment, Rae heard the sound of shifting fabric. She glanced to her left. To her surprise, Cienn had crouched down next to her, pulling his knees close as well. “I do not mean to insult, Arbiter,” he said, his tone was serious and almost apologetic. “You have no idea of the power you wield either. And that is your weakness. You have been beaten so many times that you have forgotten your fire. You’re a sword without purpose. A walking corpse. A wanderer that drifts without purpose, moving simply for the sake of moving without a destination.” 
 
   “You talk to all girls like this?” she asked.
 
   Cienn gave her a playful smirk in response. “I am unaccustomed to using conversation to gain a woman’s attention,” he said. “Normally, my presence is enough.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’re a pig.”
 
   “There may be some truth to that,” said Cienn, unfazed. “But please, Arbiter, if you must insult me, call me a snake or a rat. That implies a certain degree of cunning.” 
 
   Rae snorted, deciding against expressing what she really thought about his cunning. When Cienn next spoke, his tone was serious again. 
 
   “I did not jest, when I spoke about Selde. Nor did I mean it as an insult. He is very much like a dog. He is a fierce fighter, for a human, and unfailingly loyal. He is also a kind and honorable man who would die for his master. I have known him since he was a boy, and I have never known him to place his loyalty in the wrong hands. But for all this, his greatest strength is the thing that blinds him the most. He does not see the truth of things. How could he see that he is doing you more harm than good?”
 
   The Ivali's voice grew quiet. “His father was such a man. Despite what you may think of me, I still mourn him.” 
 
   Rae stared at Cienn, trying to gauge whether or not he was telling the truth. She didn’t want to trust him—this Ivali with the strange eyes. He reminded her too much of the Reaper. Or at least, he had at first. But the Reaper would not sit here with her and speak to her. The Reaper would not be attempting to comfort her in his own way. And the Reaper would certainly not mourn a human.
 
   “I'm a directionless sword and Selde is a dog,” she said, repeating what he had said earlier. “What are you?” 
 
   She had expected a mocking answer from him, or for him to turn her question aside and use it as another way to tease her. She hadn’t expected his eyes to suddenly grow serious, nor had she expected the way he suddenly looked at her, holding her gaze with a quiet expression of old pain. At length, he stood. 
 
   “I wish to show you something,” he said. 
 
   Rae nodded, getting to her feet as well. She stepped away from the sheer drop, no longer comfortable with being so close to it. Cienn led her a few paces away from the cliff, then stopped, his back towards her. As she watched, he reached up, unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
   The fabric fell away from his skin with a whisper, the pale blue shirt coming to land on the ground. Rae stared. Cienn was handsome, yes, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. What caught her eye the most was the black mark on his side, curling upwards from his waist. She couldn’t identify the design of it, unlike the mark on the back of her hand, but if she looked at it closely enough, she thought she saw fire, or smoke, or water, or a sword. 
 
   “Among the tarethain, the placement of the mark is significant,” said Cienn. “This is where I struck Berais, one hundred years ago. I struck his side.” 
 
   He turned away from her, his eyes fixing on the castle that lay spread in front of them, a stately figure of stone against the dark sky. She thought he was going to leave it at that, but then Rae saw his shoulders move, a tremor going from them down his back like an almost imperceptible sigh. 
 
   “You asked me what I am. I am not a stray dog like Selde, lovingly picked up off the stones of the courtyard and brought into this home. Nor am I a sword without an edge, like you are, sharpened by harsh words and harsher tests. I am something that deserves to die. I am a thing that once unearthed, should be immediately destroyed, should be buried forever. I am a horror, an abomination. I am held in this realm of sanity by a single thread. Freed of that leash, I am something that can only destroy. I am a monster.” 
 
   “For two hundred and fifty or so years, I was the scourge of Berais’s existence. I hated him. I devoted all of my time and energy to killing him. I killed his servants, I killed his men. I killed the Entelithielen, the men who would become the Eithels. I killed ancestors Selde no longer remembers. I fought the High Lord a number of times, but each time I fought him, I never managed to strike him, and each time, he allowed me to live. Until eventually my thirst for blood was whetted. I no longer bothered his humans. Only him.” 
 
   “One hundred years ago, Berais and I fought, and my sword struck his side. He bled. The sword tasted blood. To this day, he still has a scar. I remember that day. I remember him raising his sword towards me. I remember thinking then that at least I would die fulfilled—that at least in all of my wretched existence I had managed to strike the Warrior. I was five-hundred and thirty-three years old on that day, Arbiter. Young for one of the High Blood, barely more than an adolescent.” 
 
   “I was young. And for the entire century before that, I had already been waiting to die. But he did not kill me. The High Lord looked at me, and…” His voice caught, just barely. She wouldn’t have noticed it if she hadn’t been listening so intently. “congratulated me. He said that anyone with the skill to strike him deserved to learn some more. And so the lion pitied the monster. And took the monster into his home and marked the monster as friend.” 
 
   He looked over his shoulder again, meeting Rae’s eyes. What she saw in his own eyes transfixed her, rooting her to the spot. 
 
   “This is why I cannot allow you to insult him, Arbiter,” he said. “This is what I am.” 
 
   “Cienn...”
 
   She wanted to say something. She knew she had to say something after that, but the words wouldn’t come. What could she say? 
 
   He held her eyes briefly before turning away, crouching down and picking up his shirt. “I say this not so that you will pity me, or so that you will fear me, but so that you will understand,” he said, shrugging the shirt back on and hiding the mark of the tarethan from view. “And there is something else you must understand.” 
 
   She looked up at him again, his eyes meeting hers. She didn’t know what he saw in her expression, but whatever it was made his own expression soften somewhat, his eyes holding hers as his hands quickly buttoned up his shirt again. “The High Lord does not want you to fail,” he said. “But neither will he allow you to pass without you proving yourself. It is clear to me that you will never manage to strike him. So you should consider that there is something more to his test. Berais values more than combat skill.” 
 
   He met her eyes, and his gaze burned. “He values strength of character.” 
 
   Rae stared, watching as Cienn finished collecting himself. He offered her an elegant bow. “Good night to you, Arbiter.” 
 
   It was only after he had left and disappeared from sight that she realized what he saw in her eyes that had affected him so much. 
 
   She had been crying. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-one: In the Dead of Night
 
   After her conversation with Cienn, it was impossible to sleep. Rae let out a small shout of frustration as she turned over in bed for what seemed like the hundredth time, grabbing her pillow in her hand and throwing it at the wall. It bounced off of the stone wall with a rather unsatisfying thud, landing in a heap on the carpeted floor. She stared at it, then sat up, running her hands over her face and pushing back her tangled hair. 
 
   It was no use. Cienn’s words were still running through her mind, along with the last bit of advice he had given her. Her mind whirled with the implications of what he had said, constant failed attempts to work out his meaning. She sighed, falling back on her remaining pillows and staring at the ceiling above her bed. Her eyes moved, tracing the swirling patterns of colored stone. 
 
   What was she doing here anyway? She wasn't a swordsman. She wasn't a warrior. 
 
   Cienn was right. She was just a sword with no purpose. She couldn't fulfill Berais's task. She couldn't do anything. 
 
   She should leave. They had wasted enough time. Forget being the Arbiter. Forget the Decadal Series. Just head straight for the Spire of the Sisters, get Kaeltharin, and be done with it. 
 
   A sharp pain tore through the back of her right hand, and Rae grimaced. She lifted her hand to her face. Alcian's mark glowed with a faint silver light. It burned slightly, tracing its way across the back of her hand in cold fire. Alcian's words still echoed in her mind. See this through to the end. She clenched her right hand into a fist, squeezing her eyes shut as she felt moisture gather up in them. Even with her eyes closed, she could see the mark, its silver lines burned into the back of her eyelids. 
 
   I'm sorry, High Lord. I can't do this. 
 
   I'm not...strong enough...
 
   The lines flared one more time with her admission. And then they started to fade. She could feel them retreat into her skin, the heat and the light slowly fading away and leaving a frigid emptiness in its place. She could feel her Source breaking, the power she had gained shattering and fading into the night, and with it, her awareness of the world. 
 
   She could stop it. All she needed to do was say the word. 
 
   But it was better this way. Wasn't it? 
 
   Wasn't it? 
 
   Tears tracked their way down her cheeks. The mark grew fainter and fainter, continuing to fade. Her power left with each heartbeat. 
 
   And then she heard a sound. 
 
   Rae's eyes snapped open, the mark on the back of her hand flaring back into existence, and with it, her power. It rushed into her, and she breathed it in like a man saved from drowning. All of a sudden, the world became so much clearer, so much more vibrant, everything around her snapping back into sudden focus. She stared down at her hand, her eyes wide and her heart thudding in her chest as she traced the lines of Alcian's mark with a shaky finger. 
 
   What had she been about to do? 
 
   She shook her head, hurriedly wiping tears from her eyes and focusing on the sound. It had been odd, out of place in the quiet of Berais's castle. It wasn't the sound of footsteps. She would have ignored footsteps—there was always someone up and about in the Warrior's home—but this was a different sound. It had been a whooshing, whistling sound, a faint sound like the first gusts that signaled a storm. On any other day, she wouldn't have heard it. It was amazing to her that she had heard it then. 
 
   Either way, it was a sound that didn't belong here. 
 
   She glanced at her window, but the curtains remained still. The night was calm. Whatever it was hadn't come from outside. Rae closed her eyes, grabbing hold of Elrithea's gift in her mind. She expanded her senses, feeling out into the hallway. There was no mistake. Something other was out there, and it was moving. 
 
   Her eyes traveled across the room, landing on her sword. The blade was propped up in the corner, its dark leather sheath faintly reflecting moonlight. She felt for the presence again. Her heart thudded in her chest, her cold fingers tangling in her blankets. This time, it was just outside her door. She held her breath. 
 
   It hovered in front of her door for a moment, and she could sense its quiet regard. But a few seconds later, it turned away, continuing to creep down the hallway.
 
   She slowly exhaled, gripping her blankets tighter. Rae's eyes moved towards the sword again. 
 
   She made a decision. 
 
   Slowly, and as stealthily as she could manage, she extricated herself from her blankets, getting up. She crept over to the far wall, reaching out and grabbing her sword. Rae took hold of it by its sheath, holding it at her left side. She placed her hand on the doorknob, pulling it open a crack and peering down the hallway. 
 
   The hallway was dark, lit only by the faint light coming from the window at one end of it, and an unnatural pale light from further on. She trailed her eyes towards it, staring at the figure that stood at the other end of the hall. It looked like it was made entirely out of swirling black smoke, a silvery white orb hovering at its center and holding it together. 
 
   She reached out with her mind again, feeling for it. At first, she felt nothing, but as her mind touched it, she felt it cautiously studying the hallway ahead of her, as though it was deciding which direction to turn in. She held her breath, tightening her grip on her sword and inching closer to the door as she prodded at it with her mind, trying to tease out its motive. 
 
   Its perception changed, and suddenly it was very aware of her. 
 
   Rae tensed, withdrawing her senses back into herself and quickly shutting the door, springing back into the corner. She waited for several heartbeats, her right hand on the hilt of her sword as she prepared to draw it and attack, but no attack came. Rae hesitantly stretched out her mind again, feeling out into the hallway. 
 
   The hallway was empty. The presence was gone. 
 
   She swallowed, staring down at her shaking hands. Whatever it was was clearly up to nothing good. And this was the guest wing of Berais's castle. There were only three people residing in this area. 
 
   Herself, Mika, and Cathel. 
 
   She glanced back at the moon outside and at the sword in her hand, then made her decision. Rae slid the sword out of its sheath, dropping the leather sheath to the ground and holding the hilt in her right hand. In her left, she reached for the desk drawer behind her, grabbing one of her iron talismans and holding it in her hand. She felt the runes on the strip of metal flare into life, and she tightened her grip around it, making sure to conceal it. She threw up her mental barriers, keeping Elrithea's gift locked up deep inside her mind as she reached for the shadow around her. It enveloped her, twisting around her body and concealing her and the sword in its depths. She opened the door, quietly slipping out and into the hallway. 
 
   The creature was gone, but there were only two directions where it might have disappeared of to. One was the exit, leading back into the castle proper, and the other led deeper into the guest wing, towards the other rooms. She realized with a sinking feeling that she already knew which way it had gone. 
 
   Rae stretched out her hand, summoning Larin. The wisp came, a tendril of smoky light that snaked out of her finger before growing and forming the small orb. It hovered in front of her face, awaiting orders. 
 
   “Find Berais,” she whispered, transferring the image of the creature she had seen to it. “Show him.” 
 
   As always, Larin hovered in front of her briefly, before folding into itself and disappearing from sight. Larin would find Berais quickly, and if it was anything to worry about, the Warrior would be on his way, but Rae didn't have the time to wait for him. If the creature was after Cathel, he would be alright. He could hold his own for a little bit—better than she could. But if it was after Mika...
 
   She drew the shadow tighter around herself, creeping down the hallway after it. Just to be sure, she looked down at the exit. It wasn't there. She turned her eyes towards the hall that led to Cathel and Mika's rooms. Sure enough, the creature hovered a few feet ahead of her, pausing in front of Cathel's door. She tensed, tightening her grip on her sword as she watched it. It remained in front of Cathel's door for a few moments more, before continuing down the hallway. Rae crept along behind it, watching it. 
 
   It stopped in front of Mika's door. 
 
   Rae stopped as well, a few feet from it. She tensed, watching. The creature hovered in front of Mika's door as it had with Cathel's, studying it. It seemed to hover there for much longer than it had anywhere else, the orb at its center pulsing with faint light. It didn't move. 
 
   Move on...she thought towards it. 
 
   The creature remained. 
 
   Move on...
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   Keep moving, damn you! 
 
   Rae's breath caught in her throat as the creature bobbed forward, towards the door. She looked around, but the hallway was empty. The creature reached out, a single tendril of smoke curling around the doorknob. There was no sign of Berais or his guards. The doorknob turned. 
 
   There was no time. 
 
   Rae stepped forward, dropping the cloak of shadow around her. She pulled back her left arm, shouting with effort and rage as she hurled her talisman directly at the creature's center with all her might. 
 
   There was a flash of bright light as the talisman struck the orb at its center, the runes engraved onto it flaring into life. The light was accompanied by the sound of something splintering in two, and a blast of concussive force that Rae could feel even from where she stood. She instinctively threw up her arm to guard against it, the blast of force blowing her hair back and tugging at the loose fabric of her clothes. The creature recoiled from the blow, the smoke around it seeming to dissipate outward before coalescing inward again. Her talisman glowed a final time before shattering completely, fine shards of metal peppering the hallway. Rae threw up her left hand quickly, forming a shield of shadow in front of herself. Behind it, she gripped her sword tightly in both hands, shadow twisting around the blade.
 
   Rae ran forward as the light cleared, stabbing her shadow-infused sword directly at its center. The orb at its center pulsed, and the smoke around it reached out, twisting around her blade and catching it in the air. The smoke pushed outwards, throwing her back. Rae's eyes widened as she stumbled, crashing onto the ground. The creature immediately threw itself towards her, billows of smoke twisting into spines in the air above her. Rae pushed herself up with one arm, reaching for shadow with the other. The spines fell. 
 
   And were blocked by water. 
 
   Water rushed into the hallway, coming from what seemed like out of nowhere. Two rivers of water twisted in the air above her, forming a shield. Rae blinked in surprise, the shadow around her falling away as she turned her head. Cienn ran past her, leaping over the shield with his blade in hand. He raised it above his head, water trailing behind him as he brought it down over the creature. His blue eyes were shining. 
 
   Rae stared, then quickly remembered where she was and slid out from underneath the shield, grabbing hold of her sword and getting to her feet. The creature twisted around, sending twisting billows of smoke Cienn's way as the smoke in front of it solidified, blocking his sword. The water around Cienn parted as the smoke curled, rivulets of  water blocking each of the strikes easily. Cienn took a step back, and the water continued to trail behind him, draping over his shoulders like a cloak. 
 
   Rae couldn't tear her eyes away as he stepped back, each movement fluid and precise as he blocked the creature's strikes, then responded with a barrage of his own. The tendrils of water around him twisted into little spears, each trailing a ribbon of water as they bombarded the creature, looking for an opening. Cienn moved like he was the water, like it was a part of him.
 
   Like he was made of it. 
 
   But the creature was winning. 
 
   It was difficult to see at first, but the moment she started watching closely, she saw it. None of Cienn's attacks were doing anything. Each time Cienn moved, the creature simply summoned more smoke, forming a shield and blocking his attacks. The orb at its center, so tantalizingly exposed, was untouched. It was focused entirely on Cienn. Even through her mental barriers, she could feel it. Each time Cienn made a move for its heart, the creature shunted more smoke in that direction, exposing it for a brief amount of time in another. But it was like trying to catch a beam of light in the mist—as soon as Cienn turned his attention in that direction, the opening disappeared.
 
   No, Rae realized. It disappeared before Cienn could attack. As if the creature already knew which direction the attack would come from, and which direction to guard against.It disappeared because it was watching Cienn. It had sensed her earlier, when she had used her own mental abilities against it. And it hadn't entered hers or Cathel's rooms. It had just stayed by the door, searching and waiting. 
 
   Did it have the same ability she had? Could it read minds? Sense presences? If so, then it was predicting Cienn's attacks. But she had been able to land a blow earlier. A small one, to be sure, with the talisman, but a significant feat nonetheless. How? Why could she attack it, but not Cienn? 
 
   Because it wasn't aware of her. Because she had caught it by surprise. 
 
   Surprise...
 
   Rae glanced down at her blade, and at the orb of light at the creature's heart. Cienn bombarded the creature's left side, and sure enough, the creature shifted its smoke towards that side, blocking the attacks. On its right, a small sliver of light opened up. It was narrow, and present only for a brief moment, but it was enough. Rae gripped her sword tightly in both hands and ran towards it, pulling her blade back. 
 
   Cienn's eyes widened, and he turned in her direction, stretching an arm out. 
 
   “Arbiter!” he called. “Stay back!” 
 
   The creature turned as well, regarding her. But it was too late. She could feel its surprise, and its sudden realization, could feel it shift the smoke around it in an attempt to block her. 
 
   A smile of grim satisfaction appeared on her face, her sword sliding directly into the opening, and straight through the orb at the creature's heart. Rae heard a sound much like glass breaking as the orb shattered, sending plumes of smoke outwards. A current ran up the length of her sword, and she let out a strangled cry as she was thrown back, slamming into the castle's stone wall along with a flash of bright light. The sharp tang of ozone filled the room, and her vision blurred as she slid back down onto the ground, the sword falling out of her numb fingers. 
 
   She heard a splash as the water surrounding Cienn fell away, and he ran over to her, crouching down beside her and placing one hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Arbiter,” he said. “Arbiter, are you alright?” 
 
   She stared up at him, but he seemed to blur in her eyes, fading in and out of vision. His voice sounded distorted, as though she were underwater. Her head lolled to the side as he began to shake her. 
 
   “Arbiter—,” 
 
   She toppled over onto her side, the world fading into black.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-two: Emissary
 
   “It was definitely an assassination attempt. Nothing else I've considered makes sense.” 
 
   “But here? Within my lands? In the heart of my castle?” 
 
   “I am sorry, my lord. The lapse in security was mine...” 
 
   Rae woke slowly, as though she were rising from a deep dream. She kept her eyes closed, listening to the voices. There were two of them, speaking in hushed tones somewhere not too far from her. Beyond them, the place she was lying in was quiet. There was a crisp, clean smell in the air, the smell of newly washed linen. A steady warmth spread over her face, like sunlight coming in through a window. She was covered by a thin blanket, solid enough to keep the wind off of her but just thin enough to breathe.  She experimentally flexed the fingers of her right hand, splaying them out against the mattress beneath her before slowly curling the hand into a fist. Her body moved sluggishly, even that much was a great effort. Rae did the same thing with her toes, wiggling them slightly. Her feet were bare. Someone had taken the time to remove her boots. 
 
   She relaxed, the energy flowing out of her as she lay in bed. Sleep called to her again. The darkness beckoned, attempting to reel her back into its warm embrace. Rae fought it, bringing herself back to the brink of consciousness. 
 
   She opened her eyes. 
 
   She was lying in a room she hadn't visited before, but one that was obviously in Berais's castle. The ceiling rose high above her, an expanse of gray stone. Sunlight drifted in through a window at her right, warming her side underneath the white blankets. Someone had changed her, dressing her in a thin white robe. She tilted her head to the left slowly, studying the rest of the room. It was a large room, filled with two rows of white beds, each bed accompanied by a wooden end table. The other beds in the room were empty. Someone had left a silver tray by her end table, with a pitcher of water and a glass on top of it. She stared at it. Her throat was dry, but she doubted she had the energy to sit up and pour a glass for herself. 
 
   Two figures stood in the center of the room near her bed, facing each other—High Lord Berais and Cienn. Berais wore his armor like he always did, his great spear in his hand. The butt of it rested on the room's tiled floor, the blade gleaming in the sunlight. The High Lord had always cut an impressive figure, but today Berais looked like he was prepared to go to war. Cienn too looked serious, although he wore no armor. He was dressed, as always, in blue, although this time, he had pulled back his hair. It fell down his back in a neat braid. Neither of them noticed her. 
 
   “Do not blame yourself,” Berais was saying. “You could not have predicted this. And from what I understand, this enemy did not cross water.” 
 
   “No,” said Cienn. “Nor did it touch stone. I'm not entirely convinced it even had a form.” 
 
   “Yet it possessed some modicum of sentience.” said Berais. “Do you know who sent it?” 
 
   “It was a servant of the Stormlord,” replied Cienn. 
 
   “Natul?” asked Berais, scowling. “His lands are leagues away. How would he even know who was in my company?”
 
   “I wouldn't have said it if I hadn't considered everything else,” said Cienn. “No other Courtlord...” He trailed off, noticing Rae for the first time. Berais stopped as well, turning his head. His eyes landed on her, and a small smile appeared on his face. 
 
   “Arbiter,” he said. “It is good to see you awake. You had many of us worried. How do you feel?” 
 
   “Dizzy,” she admitted, her voice cracking slightly as she spoke. “And weak.”  Cienn moved smoothly to her side, pouring her a glass of water. She accepted it gratefully, struggling to sit up. Berais slid an arm behind her, supporting her and allowing her to lean against the headboard. He drew back when she was stable, sitting down on a stool that had been placed beside her bed. 
 
   “To be expected,” said Berais, as she drank. “You've had a long night.” He looked up. “Leave us, Cienn. Send for the healer. As for the rest, you know what to do.” 
 
   Cienn nodded, bowing deeply to Berais. He inclined his head slightly towards Rae out of respect, turning and leaving the room without a word. She watched as the door closed behind him, then turned to Berais. The High Lord's expression was one of concern. 
 
   He really was worried, she realized, surprised. She hadn't expected that an Ivali Lord would ever concern himself with her welfare. Even Alcian had seemed unconcerned as to whether Rae would ultimately live or die. 
 
   “Cienn told me what you did last night,” he said. “That was foolish. But very brave. He asks me to inform you that next time, he would appreciate it if you left the fighting to him.”
 
   “He was having a hard time,” said Rae. “I saw an opening. The thing didn't notice me.” 
 
   “He would have prevailed in the end,” said Berais. “Cienn's strength is not to be trifled with. But, he also, indirectly, expressed his gratitude.” 
 
   “Cienn did?” she asked, surprised. Berais smiled faintly, his eyes twinkling. 
 
   “I did say indirectly,” he said. His eyes drifted towards her end table. Rae followed his gaze, noticing for the first time that someone had left a book beside her bed, a strip of cloth poking out of it to hold his place. “You have very loyal friends.” 
 
   Her stomach blossomed with warmth she couldn't explain. “Cathel?” she asked. “He was here?” 
 
   “I sent him away once it was clear that you were out of danger,” said Berais. “After he dozed off and nearly fell out of his chair. I was slightly worried that he might have joined you in the infirmary.” 
 
   “And Mika?” asked Rae. “How is she?” 
 
   “She is well,” said Berais. “Selde is watching her now.” 
 
   “She was the target, wasn't she?” asked Rae. “The assassination attempt that you and Cienn were talking about...” 
 
   “She was,” replied Berais. “As near as we can tell, at any rate. Do you know why anyone would want Mikaela James dead?” 
 
   Rae thought about it, but shook her head. “I...no,” she said. “No, I can't think of anything. Mika...in my world she was a high school student. A...” 
 
   “A child,” said Berais. “Equivalent to an apprentice. A young woman with no history, and of little import in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
   “...Yes,” said Rae, nodding. Put that way, it sounded harsh, but it was the truth. Besides the fact that Mika had been sent here, she couldn't imagine why anyone would want her dead. “I don't think she was ever involved in anything otherworldly before this.” 
 
   “Well clearly, someone had a reason,” said Berais. “I've asked Mikaela herself, but she does not know why anyone would want her dead either. If anything, she was surprised that you weren't the target.” 
 
   “That surprised me as well,” said Rae. She frowned, thinking it over. “...This Lord that you and Cienn were talking about...” 
 
   “Dark Lord Natul,” said Berais. “The Stormlord. His lands are on the other side of the Safelands from mine.” 
 
   “Has he ever caused you trouble before?” asked Rae. 
 
   “No, never,” replied Berais. “Although he has always been odd, prone to strange actions. It's possible that this was another of his eccentricities.” 
 
   “But you don't think so,” said Rae. 
 
   “No,” said Berais, shaking his head. “No, I don't. In fact, I am inclined to think that he has been watching you for a long time.” 
 
   “What?” asked Rae. 
 
   Berais looked at her, meeting her eyes. “You have enemies, Arbiter,” he said. “Surely you know this.” 
 
   “I...” began Rae. She paused. She had been about to say that she wasn't aware of any enemies, that her only enemy was the Reaper. But then she remembered. She had killed Skor, firithan to a Lord of the Dark Court. And back in the beginning, before this quest had even started, someone had tampered with the maps in Laria Tower, forcing her and Cathel to enter the Edgelands virtually blind. 
 
   She felt cold, suddenly, numb. She had spent all her time focusing on the Reaper. She hadn't even stopped to consider that there might be others who wanted her dead, or that the other members of their group might have enemies of their own. Why had Mika been sent here anyway? Was it simply because of her brother? Or was there something else? 
 
   How could she have missed this? 
 
   She looked up at Berais. “Do you—?” 
 
   The High Lord held up a hand, interrupting her. “I have theories,” he said. “But that is all they are. Theories. And I will discuss them with the young lady herself.” 
 
   Rae hesitated, but nodded once. Who was she to argue with the High Lord? Berais placed a hand on his knee and rose from his seat, his armor clanking as he did. “For now,” he said. “Rest. A healer will see to you soon. Your training is suspended until you recover.” 
 
   “I...of course, High Lord,” she said, bowing her head in defeat. She didn't watch him as he left the room, the door closing behind him. 
 
   She stared down at her lap, her hands closing into fists. She was injured and weakened from a battle she apparently didn't need to fight, a Dark Lord was trying to kill Mika, for reasons she couldn't even begin to guess at because she hadn't been paying enough attention, and she was now even further away from passing Berais's test than she had been in the beginning. 
 
   What was she thinking? She couldn't protect anyone. 
 
   Rae turned her right hand, angling the back of it towards her. Alcian's mark still shone, the two crescent moons gleaming faintly in the morning sun. She had been about to give it up then. She still wasn't sure that she shouldn't. But the thought of losing everything now, of going back to the way she was, sickened her. She couldn't do it. 
 
   Not strong enough to keep fighting, and not strong enough to give up. 
 
   Not strong enough to decide at all. 
 
   She lay back onto the bed, throwing the blanket over herself and turning onto her side, away from the window. Rae squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
   You might have put your trust in the wrong person, Alcian...she thought, drifting back into sleep once more. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-three: Crossroads
 
   Rae sat up in bed on the third day since the attack, watching the birds outside of her window. Her white hospital robe hung over her shoulders. Maira, one of Berais's human healers, had been in to see her many times since the attack, checking on her and occasionally bringing her food. During those times, Rae had learned that the blast that struck her wasn't an ordinary lightning blast, but something else, a magical attack. The attack had done something to her Source, suppressing it and affecting her body as well. She didn't fully understand the mechanics of it, only that she was apparently sick and needed her rest. Considering the weak feeling that had plagued her over the past few days, she wasn't going to argue with that. 
 
   She tapped the fingers of her right hand on the windowsill, trying to quell the feelings of restlessness and frustration welling up inside of her. Three days without any training. Three days without any movement at all. It felt like the longer she spent here, the closer she got to her inevitable meeting with the Reaper, and she was sick of it. She wanted to be up, wanted to be moving, wanted to be doing anything if it meant that she wasn't lying in bed thinking about him. 
 
   “What are you worrying about this time?” 
 
   She looked up at the sound of the voice. Cathel strode into the room, a small basket slung over one arm. He carried another book with him. 
 
   Rae glanced down at the book in her lap. She didn't bother asking him how he knew that she had just finished reading it. Cathel seemed determined to use her stay in the infirmary as an opportunity to fill in the gaps in her literary education. 
 
   “I wasn't,” she said, setting the book aside. 
 
   “Liar.” 
 
   He placed his basket down, pulling up his chair and coming to sit next to her. Rae glanced inside the basket. Her brows rose. “Raspberries?” she asked. 
 
   “They're in season,” replied Cathel. “Mika and I picked some. We thought you'd like them.” 
 
   Rae picked a single red berry out of the basket, popping it into her mouth. She ignored the way the gesture made her feel unreasonably giddy. “Thank you,” she said, lowering her eyes. Because it was easier, she looked at the book in his hands. “What's that?” she asked. “Another Berell?” 
 
   “This?” asked Cathel. “No, it's a book I just finished reading. It was one of the novels written in the Edgelands.” 
 
   “Is it any good?” she asked. 
 
   “Would I bring it here if it wasn't?” 
 
   Rae popped another berry into her mouth. “Fair enough.” 
 
   “How are you feeling?” asked Cathel, his expression growing concerned. 
 
   Rae shook her head, leaning back against the pillows propped up behind her. “Bored,” she admitted. “Tired. Nervous. Frustrated.” She shrugged her shoulders. “...The usual.” 
 
   He smiled slightly. “I meant physically.” 
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Better. How's Mika?” 
 
   “She's scared,” said Cathel. “But she's working through it.” 
 
   “Has the High Lord—?” 
 
   He shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not as far as I know. Although I'm not sure Mika would tell me if she had spoken with him.” 
 
   “We should leave her here,” said Rae, frowning. It had been something she had been thinking about for a long time. “With Berais. She'll be safer here if someone else tries something like this. She'll have Selde and Cienn with her.” 
 
   “Leave her here?” repeated Cathel. “...So you're planning on leaving?” 
 
   Rae stared down at her hands, twining her fingers together. As always, Alcian's mark continued to shine, quietly taunting her, admonishing her for her weakness. She forced herself to look at it, to remember her agreement with the High Lord, Alcian's words. They all blended together in her mind—Alcian, Elrithea, Berais. 
 
   “I'm running out of time,” she said.
 
   “What about Berais's acknowledgment?” asked Cathel. “I thought Elrithea told you that you needed it, to become Arbiter.” 
 
   “I don't know if I can be Arbiter,” said Rae, quietly. “I never did.” 
 
   Cathel stared at her in silence. Rae turned her head away further, so that she didn't have to see him, but it didn't help. She could still feel his presence, brushing against the very edge of her mind, strong even with her barriers up. Cathel had a way of creeping past her defenses. It made her think things. Dangerous things. She couldn't afford that right now. 
 
   “...On the night of the attack, I nearly gave it up. My magic. My position. All of it. If it hadn't been for that creature, I would have.” 
 
   “And now?” asked Cathel. 
 
   “Now?” repeated Rae. A bitter smile appeared on her face. “I can't decide. Which tells me that I should give it up. The Ivali deserve better.” 
 
   “They don't have better,” said Cathel. “They have you.” 
 
   Rae fell silent, staring down at her hands again. At length, Cathel sighed, setting the book he was carrying down on her end table. “It's a good novel,” he said, getting up. “It heavily features one of the Arbiters. She reminded me of you.” 
 
   She said nothing, watching as Cathel walked past her and headed towards the door. When he was far enough away, she looked up, turning towards him. 
 
   “What would you do?” she asked. “If I decided to not become Arbiter? If I left, to head straight for the Spire?” 
 
   Cathel stopped walking, keeping his back towards her. “I'd follow you,” he said. 
 
   “Why?” asked Rae. “Is it about your orders from the Tower? You don't need to follow those anymore, Cathel. You can have a life here. You aren't bound to them anymore.” 
 
   “It's not about the Tower,” he said. “Not anymore.” Cathel shook his head, and Rae could feel his uncertainty, could feel him grasping for the right words. “You...frustrate me to no end. But I care about you. Arbiter or not, I wouldn't leave you to go alone.” He continued to walk. 
 
   “What do you think I should do?” asked Rae, making him stop again. “What can I do?” 
 
   “It's not my place,” said Cathel.
 
   “I'm asking for your opinion,” said Rae. “As my friend. What should I do?” 
 
   He glanced over his shoulder at her, and Rae could feel the weight of his gaze, the sudden, sharp intensity of his regard. 
 
   “Decide.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-four: Arbiter's Choice
 
   Lyan felt as though time were standing still, as though every creature in the Realm were holding their collective breaths. The Queen stood before her, resplendent in colorful robes that reflected their own inner light. The light was the only bright spot in the large cavernous hall, so deep and dark that the lights of Rielen through the windows seemed like stars in the distant sky. The Queen was speaking, her voice like music. It filled the room, like her light. In her presence, Lyan found that she couldn't speak, not because the Queen was so radiant, which she was, but because from her wrists and ankles extended faint, silvered chains. They draped over her, weighing her down and rattling as she moved, with the sound of tinkling bells.
 
   “Do you understand?” she asked. “This is the difference between us, Lyan Arrowborn—we who are bound and you who are free. For our path, from the moment we are born, is set in stone. Our choices mean little. Our Sources do not change. But you, so ephemeral, so fleeting, are defined by the choices you make, and the world around you feels the effect...” 
 
   Rae sighed, closing the book. She let it rest in her lap, rubbing at her tired eyes. Outside, the night was dark, the moon barely even present in the sky. The new moon had come and gone, and she read by her own light, a bright orb of golden light hovering over her shoulder and illuminating the book in her hands. She had been reading for hours, and was almost done with it. All that was left was to read the ending. But she couldn't bring herself to do that. What did Lyan choose in the end? Did she become Arbiter, or did she abandon her title, giving it to someone else? 
 
   She had a feeling she knew the answer, and that reading it wouldn't do much to help her make a decision of her own. 
 
   Cathel would make a better Arbiter than me...she thought, tracing her finger slowly down the book's spine. He wouldn't be so indecisive. 
 
   Or would he? It was difficult to tell. Cathel did seem conflicted by some of the choices he had made in the past. But no...he didn't regret them. He accepted them for what they were and continued to forge ahead, making his own way. She envied him for that, probably more than he knew. 
 
   They deserve better. 
 
   Cathel's words came back to her. 
 
   They don't have better. They have me. 
 
   Her finger moved over the book's cover, tracing over the raised text of the title. Arbiter's Choice. 
 
   We are defined by the choices we make...
 
   Rae took a deep breath, setting the book aside. She stared across from her, at the infirmary's sole clock. It was late. She should sleep. 
 
   But she already knew without trying that that would be a futile endeavor. Sleep wasn't coming tonight. 
 
   She hesitated, her hands closing around the blankets. Rae tightened her grip on them and made her decision. She pushed them off of herself, sliding out of bed and planting her feet firmly on the tired floor. Rae rose, bracing herself against the wall for support, before the feeling returned to her body. She slowly straightened up until she was able to bear her own weight, walking over to the foot of her bed. 
 
   Everything she had been wearing when she first arrived at the infirmary had been placed there, no doubt by Maira herself, along with some of the things she had requested from her quarters. Everything, including her sword. 
 
   Her robe slipped from her shoulders. 
 
   Rae dressed as quickly as she could manage in the faint light, slipping on her shirt and a pair of pants and lacing up her boots. She belted her sword to her side, brushing her hair and tying it back with a leather strap. As she dressed, she unfolded the mental awareness Elrithea had gifted her with, seeking out any presences in the area. The hallway was empty. There was no sign of any visitors or healers, nor was their any sign of Cienn or the High Lord. 
 
   Good enough. 
 
   Rae straightened up, resting one hand on the hilt of her sword. She ignored her own weakness for the moment, striding towards the door. 
 
   The halls of the palace were empty at this time of night, lit only by the occasional torch that lined the walls. Rae walked with Larin hovering over her shoulder, the little wisp lighting her way as she walked the now-familiar path to the practice room. She set Larin to keep watch by the door, the wisp’s light illuminating the room just enough so that she could see. Rae took a deep breath, grasping the hilt of her sword her shaky hands. She drew it, closing her eyes and tightening her grip. Rae breathed in, taking in the feeling of the blade in her hands, taking in its weight and the feeling of Berais's castle, the lives and presences that intertwined inside of it. She let it soothe away her own worries, her own frustrations, throwing herself into her task. 
 
   Rae opened her eyes, and her hands stopped shaking. 
 
   She went through the basic practice drills that Selde had taught her, her sword swinging through the empty air of the chamber as she drilled through practice strikes and blocks, her mind filling the gaps with imaginary opponents. As she became more comfortable with the routine, her thoughts began to drift, going from the dull ache in her shoulders to Cienn’s words, Cathel's promises, Berais’s task, and her own decision. 
 
   Decision, she realized, stabbing a point in the air with marked frustration. She blinked sweat-soaked hair out of her eyes, taking a deep breath and swinging her sword again. 
 
   What was it that she had to decide? To be Arbiter or not? 
 
   No. No, it ran deeper than that. 
 
   She wasn't truly worried about becoming the Arbiter. She never had been. It was always what came with it that frightened her. 
 
   The Reaper. At the core of her fear, it was always the Reaper. 
 
   Her mind held onto that scene, onto the sight of the Reaper by the window, his scythe gleaming in non-existent light, of his eyes, of his smirk. That goddamned twisted smirk. 
 
   She could hardly remember a time when she hadn't been afraid of the Reaper. She knew that a time like that existed, after all, she had just enough memories of her parents and happy carefree childhood days for their loss to be felt, but those things were almost meaningless to her. It had always been like she was looking at a painting, a movie, at someone else's life. 
 
   That girl hadn't been her. The girl who could smile and laugh and cry in her mother's arms was nothing like the twisted creature that had emerged out of the Reaper's shadow. Growing up, she had always thought like that. It was like the Rae that was left was a shade of the real thing—the real thing had died that day the Reaper took her parents. 
 
   She stepped forward, swinging her sword in a downward slash with a little more force than was needed.
 
   And she wasn't alone. 
 
   Her eyes drifted to Alcian's crescent marks on her hand, shining faintly Larin's light.
 
   She wasn't the only twisted thing that had sprouted in the Reaper's wake. 
 
   He had hurt them all. 
 
   Mika. Cathel. Alcian. Ania. Nathan. Her family. Hallie. 
 
   He had hurt them all.
 
   If it wasn't for him, Mika would have a brother. If it wasn't for him, Cathel wouldn't be out traversing the ends of the earth helping her. 
 
   And if it wasn't for him, she...
 
   She would have been whole. 
 
    A lunge this time, her dark hair falling like a rope behind her. Her sword point shook, her eyes shining with a sudden rush of anger. She didn't think she had enough left in her for anger or hatred anymore. But it looked like every time she thought she had been beaten, she could find a spark inside of her—something that didn't want to roll over and die. Not for the Reaper. Not for anyone. 
 
   Her anger flared. And for the first time in a long time, Rae felt no fear. Instead, she looked at the world with a sudden hard-edged clarity, several things suddenly snapping back into focus. 
 
   She spun around, lashing out at an imaginary opponent with a shout that echoed through the practice chamber. Her lungs burned. Why was she afraid? What could he do? Kill her? She was already as good as dead. A quarter of a year had passed since she arrived in the Twilight Realm. If she didn't start moving soon, she would be dead anyway. And if she didn't start moving soon, there would be no one left to avenge them. 
 
   Another spin, another shout. The blade veered too far to the right, nearly upsetting her balance. She quickly righted herself, her eyes wide as she pulled back. 
 
   No one left to avenge Ania or Alcian. No one left to protect Cathel and Mika. No one left to remember the people that had died, the people he had taken. No one left to tell their stories. 
 
   No one left to make a Ruling. 
 
   She stepped forward, giving the air a final stab before freezing in place. Now that she had returned to her senses, she realized that she was breathing hard, her clothes soaked with sweat, and her shoulders and arms burning dully. She took in the silence of the room, gulping down huge breaths of air before it finally struck her that she wasn’t alone. 
 
   It was Larin that alerted her in the end. The wisp’s soft light had flared into a brighter illumination, the signal for alarm—or at least it would have been, if Rae could be bothered to pay attention to it. She straightened up, wiping the sweat from her brow with her forehead and letting her sword fall to her side as her eyes fixed on her unexpected visitor. A moment of tense silence passed as the two regarded each other, before Rae relented, lowering her eyes.
 
   “High Lord Berais,” she said, inclining her head in a gesture that was almost a bow. He gave her a polite nod in response. 
 
   “Arbiter.”
 
   As an experiment, she slowly lowered her mental barriers, opening herself up to his presence. She felt nothing—certainly nothing of the brilliant presence she had associated with High Lord Berais. Cienn was right. He was showing himself to her on purpose, so that she would always be able to find him. She quickly raised her barriers again, keeping her expression composed. Her years of experience with the Reaper had taught her how to keep her feelings shuttered behind her face. 
 
   “You should be in bed,” commented Berais. “I don't believe my healers have released you from the infirmary.” 
 
   “They haven't,” said Rae. “I took the liberty of releasing myself.” She sheathed her practice sword, trying to disguise the fact that her arms were trembling. Her body burned, both from the exertion and from the sudden strength and force of her decision. Her choice, she realized. How could she think that she could ever do anything less? 
 
   Berais noticed too. His eyes met hers, studying her carefully. “I see something has changed,” he said. 
 
   “Yes,” said Rae. “I've been considering many things.” 
 
   “And?” 
 
   She felt strong. For the first time in what felt like forever, she felt like she was capable of doing this. Like she could protect them. The feeling scared her. A part of her mind warned her, telling her that the fall would only be that much more painful. But she didn't want to do it anymore. She was tired of giving up, tired of this constant cycle. 
 
   One last time. She had nothing left to lose. 
 
   “I've made my decision,” she said. 
 
   Berais stared at her, his gray eyes leveled on her as if measuring her. At length, he took a step back, placing one hand on his sword. “Then nothing else needs to be said,” he said. 
 
   Rae nodded, drawing her sword and holding it tightly in her hands. The High Lord drew his sword, holding it in front of her as well and watching her carefully. 
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   She nodded once. Yes. 
 
   Without waiting for him to respond, Rae charged forward, her blade sliding alongside his to keep it in check as she aimed straight for his chest. Berais sidestepped her blow, his own sword rushing towards hers to swipe it out of her hands. This time, Rae was ready. She took a step back, her heart thudding in her chest as Berais’s powerful blow moved within inches of her face. She gripped her sword tightly, raising it over her head and rushing towards him. 
 
   He moved, removing himself from the path of her blade. Rae stumbled forward, led by the momentum of her own sword, as Berais turned, his blade in hand. 
 
   Silence filled the practice room again, broken only by Rae’s breathing. After a moment, she lifted her head, looking around. The High Lord stood beside her, his expression impassive as he pointed his blade at her neck. Their eyes met, his stern, hers defiant.
 
   And light flared up from beneath them, beautiful, radiant, and overwhelming. 
 
   The light twisted into a coil, striking him in the center of his breastplate. The clang of metal sounded through the practice room, and Rae took a step back, sheathing her sword. 
 
   “One strike,” she said, meeting Berais's eyes as the light faded. 
 
   Berais frowned at her, but sheathed his sword as well. “That was not a strike with the sword,” he said. 
 
   “It was,” said Rae. “It was my sword. My weapon. As Arbiter.” 
 
   Berais stared at her for a long while, sizing her up. Rae kept her chin up, enduring his scrutiny. After a few long moments, he nodded. 
 
   “Come with me,” he said, turning towards the door. “There is something I want you to see.” 
 
   She hurried to follow as he walked towards the door, catching up with him. The two of them left the room, walking down the long palace halls and into the night. 
 
   #
 
   Berais led her a good distance from the castle, down a sloping rode that wound down the hillside, and alongside a small stream that eventually fed into the great river that flowed beside his castle. They rode in silence, the way lit only by Larin and the mage light that Rae had summoned once they moved out of the reach of the lights of the courtyard. Neither Berais nor his horse seemed to need anything to see by, and Rae had a good feeling that Naraisel didn’t either, but the light made her feel better about where she was going. She didn’t know how much time had passed—perhaps an hour, perhaps less, but eventually Berais stopped, dismounting and leading his horse up a small hill by the reins. Rae followed suit, dismounting in a less composed manner than the High Lord. Naraisel snorted at her, and Rae rolled her eyes at him, taking the horse by his black reins and walking up the hillside. 
 
   The High Lord waited for her, his hand on the reins of his own horse. She walked over to him, looking out over the crest of the hill. A collection of stone ruins stood clustered around the river, the faint light lending the stones an eerie pallor. She rested one hand on Naraisel’s neck as she looked up at Berais. Their entire ride, the High Lord had said nothing about his Decadal Spell. Her experience with Alcian taught her better than to ask. 
 
   “Ruins?” 
 
   “Correct,” said Berais with a nod. “Can you tell of what?” 
 
   She studied them more closely. The ruins seemed to be made up of a collection of buildings. If she squinted, she thought she could make out the outline of old farmhouses dotting the landscape, along with what looked like a defunct water wheel. She glanced back at the High Lord. 
 
   “…A village?” 
 
   He nodded once, his expression grave. “A human settlement. In its prime it consisted of around one hundred and thirty people, mostly farmers and retired servants of my castle. These lands were under my protection.” 
 
   “What happened?” asked Rae, looking out over the desolate village again. 
 
   Berais glanced at her, before turning his eyes back to the scene before him. “Selde has told you the story of the Schism?” 
 
   “Yes,” said Rae, nodding her head. “Five hundred years ago, right?” 
 
   “About,” said Berais with a nod. “The Schism had thrown both the High Court and the Dark Court into disarray. Three High Lords and two Dark Lords were killed in the making of the barrier, as well as some members of the High and Dark Blood, and their deaths and powerful Sources no doubt contributed exponentially to the barrier’s power. There was grieving on both sides, and both Courts returned to their capitals to evaluate their situation and make their plans. One of the dead High Lords was my predecessor—the former High Lord of this land. In his grief, his eldest son became consumed with hatred and thoughts of revenge, and disappeared into the lands of the Dark Court. His younger brother was considered too young to lead. He was a child at the time of the Schism, and a wild one at that. Because of that, the lands were handed over to me.” 
 
   Berais’s face broke into a somewhat sad smile at that. “I imagine he still resents me, sometimes.”
 
   Rae turned towards Berais, realization suddenly dawning on her. “…Cienn?”
 
   “Cienn’s family is tied to the land in ways that run deeper than blood, ways that you are only beginning to understand.” replied Berais, his eyes fixed on the village. “Had he not grown into someone so unpredictable, and so filled with hate, he may have been granted my position by virtue of heritage alone. But he was wild and enraged. The loss of his father and brother hurt him dearly. Anyone could see that he was unfit to rule, when every word that spilled from his mouth was war.” 
 
   Rae considered that, burying her fingers in Naraisel’s mane. Her mind went back to the conversation she had had with Cienn a few days ago, just before the attack, back to the image of the tarethan standing there, and the look in his eyes as he spoke about his past. 
 
   “…For what it’s worth,” she said. “I don’t think he resents you anymore.” 
 
   “Your opinion means much, Arbiter,” said Berais, in a neutral tone that made her uncertain whether or not he was being facetious. “But Cienn was not the only one who spoke of war.  And unfortunately, one of the most vocal of them actually had power.” 
 
   Rae tensed, her fingers curling lightly around a patch of Naraisel’s mane. She resisted the urge to pull, knowing the horse well enough by now to know that that was a good way to get bitten. She had a feeling she knew where this was going. 
 
   “…There was a time where he was simply known as a Dark Lord,” said Berais quietly, glancing at Rae. “But you know him better as the Reaper.” 
 
   She let out the breath she was holding, nodding once. 
 
   “We were all grieved by the tragedy of the Schism,” said Berais. “We were all angry, and the anger of the Ivali does not easily fade. But we moved on. Within two hundred years, we learned, in our own way, to move past that hate. Within two hundred years the humans that had caused this tragedy were all dead, and in our own way, we coped.” His tone grew solemn as he watched the village. “The Reaper did not.” 
 
   Berais paused, and Rae hesitated. 
 
   “What…?” she finally asked. “…did the Reaper do?”
 
   “For the first two hundred years, he tried and failed to incite the High Court and the Dark Court to war. In the last fifty years of his reign, his hatred turned inward. He decided then that if the Courts would not support him, he would go to war on his own. He vowed to destroy the human lands, no matter what the other Lords thought. He decided that he was going to make a weapon, and with it, he would attack the Safelands.” 
 
   “He was stopped,” said Berais. “by a High Lord. High Lord Saviel. The two of them had been friends before the Schism—as close as brothers. It was Saviel who managed to deter the Reaper from acting for the first few centuries of the Schism, before he lost himself completely, and it is Saviel who knows the truth about why the Reaper decided to act on that day, one hundred fifty years ago. I do not. Regardless, the Reaper acted, and Saviel stopped him, and the two fought. They fought a battle the likes of which neither Court had seen in millennia. These fields were alight on that day, Arbiter. With blood and fire and lightning, with the fury of the heavens and the grave.” 
 
   Rae looked around. Now, she saw only a hilltop, but she could tell that Berais did not see the same thing. He seemed almost in a trance as he spoke to her, as if his mind was still on those events, one hundred and fifty years ago. 
 
   “Who won?” she asked. 
 
   “Neither,” said Berais. “Or neither would have, had the High Lords not intervened to help Saviel and the Dark Court not quietly left the Reaper to their mercy. But the Reaper was subdued, and a human was brought in to judge, in the presence of both the High Queen and the Dark Queen.” 
 
   “The Arbiter,” supplied Rae. 
 
   “Yes,” said Berais, his eyes fixing on her. “The Arbiter. The last Arbiter…present company excluded, of course. Enden Calveirn.” The High Lord looked at her, before looking back over the village. “Predictably, he Ruled that the Reaper was guilty. But he declined to participate in the sentencing, not wanting the Reaper's life on his conscience. He turned the case over to the Queens.” 
 
   “In any other case, he would have been executed immediately for his blatant attack on both myself and High Lord Saviel. But he was a Lord of the Dark Court, and because of this, he was shown leniency. They considered sentencing him to exile—indefinite banishment to the Daylight Realm. But for reasons you know well, they knew they could not let him loose on a defenseless realm unchecked, so they decided that someone must go into exile with him—someone they could trust. They argued this point for a while, until it started to look like the Reaper would not be exiled after all, but then the unthinkable happened. A High Lord volunteered—Saviel.” 
 
   “Saviel stepped forward, and in full view of the council, declared that this was partially his fault. He had seen the darkness in the Reaper’s heart and had ignored it. He would claim responsibility for his error and follow the Reaper into the Daylight Realm. The Queens agreed. All that was left was for the Arbiter to declare the Ruling just.” 
 
   A small smile appeared on Berais’s face, and the High Lord shook his head. “…But this was not so simple. The Arbiter at the time was a great friend of Saviel’s, and to hear his friend say such things grieved him terribly. He refused to make the Ruling. Saviel and the Arbiter argued, in full view of the council. They shouted. The Arbiter pleaded. Saviel refused to back down. And in the end, the Arbiter made his Ruling. He allowed Saviel to enter the Daylight Realm, but only on the condition that he accompany him. He would not leave his friend to suffer alone, for as long as he was alive.” 
 
   Berais glanced at Rae. “Perhaps you understand, Arbiter,” he said. “It was a terrible existence that The Reaper and Saviel were thrust into. Practically immortal, unable to be seen by most except by those with the strongest Sources, and with no other Ivali company but each other. I imagine that it has been a very trying one hundred and fifty years for both of them.” 
 
   Rae almost wasn’t listening. Her mind was still filled with images from the story, the hazy image of Saviel that Berais had given her being slowly filled in by another, one more concrete. A blond man, wearing white, one that had appeared to her in her dream. The same man that had sent Mika. 
 
   “…The moon lost her sun that day,” added Berais quietly, looking up at the sky. “She still mourns.” 
 
   She felt like he had just doused her in cold water. The pieces of the puzzle clicked in her mind, falling into place one after another. The blond man, Mika's benefactor, Alcian’s Consort, Ania’s father…
 
   High Lord Saviel. 
 
   She felt suddenly weak, and pressed her palm flat against Naraisel for support. There was more, she could tell. She looked up at Berais. 
 
   “I…I don’t see what that has to do with the village.”
 
   “Don’t you?” asked Berais, eyeing her. “…You’re a smart girl, Arbiter. Have you ever wondered why the Reaper came to be known as the Thief of Souls?” 
 
   Rae stared at the village. Understanding dawned on her, and with it horror. It was almost the same horror she had felt when Selde recounted his story about the barrier, but it was somewhat different. It cut deeper, reaching around her chest with cold fingers and squeezing it tight until she felt like she could no longer breathe. The Reaper’s eyes flashed into her mind, his face, his smirk, the scythe he carried…
 
   “His weapon…” she said, “The thing he was creating…” 
 
   “The Source of a human works just as well to fuel a spell as does the Source of the Ivali,” said Berais grimly. “The Reaper would have thought it poetic justice. I called it slaughter, myself. He spared the children, at least. If he hadn't, Selde would perhaps not be alive.” 
 
   Her eyes fixed on the village, and in that moment, she thought she could see it. She thought she could see the hundred and thirty men and women that lived there, in the moments before the Reaper’s scythe came down, killing, stealing, burning...
 
   “It was Cienn’s brother,” said Berais. “The one that led the Reaper here. Melrien had always held a little bit of a grudge against me. Cienn killed him. I doubt Cienn even thought about what he was doing at the time…but it certainly affected him afterward…” 
 
   She almost didn’t hear. A thought occurred to her then, one suddenly more terrifying, and more personal than the knowledge that the Reaper had killed one hundred and thirty people for their Sources. A thought brought on by one single observation, one single fact that had driven all of her life to this point. 
 
   He was still killing. 
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Rae took a deep breath, trying to find her voice. “My family,” she said. “My friends.” 
 
   Berais looked at her, his gray eyes suddenly sympathetic. She heard him take deep breath. “It is…not unlikely that the Reaper is doing the same thing now, that he is stealing Sources from humans to create a new weapon. It is not unlikely that he has been doing this for the past hundred and fifty years, despite Saviel’s best efforts, but he probably would have started rushing the process a bit more.” 
 
   It felt as though something large was stepping on her chest, but she could manage one word, one question. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you were born,” said Berais. “A child with a Source so strong that she could see him. And more than that, a child who could track him, could detect his movements and tell where he was striking next. Almost as if such a child had been born to…say, complete an incomplete Ruling…He saw in you his opportunity to come back, Arbiter. And he realized that his time to prepare was growing short. I also wouldn’t deny that he probably targeted you because he hated you.” 
 
   “…Because the last Arbiter—this Enden—banished him?” 
 
   Berais didn’t answer immediately. When he did, it was a roundabout way, a way that brought more questions with it than it did answers.
 
   “I’ve always found it curious that your surname is Miller,” he said. “In the language of the Ivali, the word for miller is calveirn.” 
 
   Rae stared at Berais, her heart pounding in her chest as her mind worked through those implications. Her parents. Her family. The Reaper. Saviel. Those threads began winding together in her mind, weaving into each other in a way she never suspected they could. At length, she lowered her eyes from his, looking back at the village. 
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” she asked. 
 
   “Because you need to know,” said Berais. “If this is your decision, the path you choose, then you need to know why. As Arbiter—as who you are—you need to understand this. And you need to learn the Reaper's story. He has one, Rae Miller, despite what you might think, and despite how you see him. And understanding that, righting this wrong, will be part of your role, and part of your destiny.” 
 
   “You want me to understand?” asked Rae. The thought seemed utterly foreign to her. Understand the Reaper? He couldn't be understood. He wasn't human. 
 
   But neither was Cienn. Neither was Alcian. Neither was Elrithea. And in some way, in some manner, she understood them. 
 
   “I want you to consider it,” said Berais. “But what you ultimately do is your decision. I can give you power. I will give you power. But you need the conviction and the knowledge to see it through, or all of this will be in vain. Do you understand me?” 
 
   “I...I think I do.” 
 
   “Then I gift my Decadal Spell to you,” said Berais. “As a gift. Freely given. Take what you will.” 
 
   He held out an armored hand towards her. Rae paused, looking in Berais's eyes. There was no hesitation there, no trace of deceit. She clasped his hand with both of hers, closing her eyes and lowering herself into his Source. It rose up around her, welcoming her, rushing at her, nearly overwhelming her. And in that moment, she understood Berais, and she understood his nature. 
 
   Cienn had told her he valued strength of character. Because he was the Warrior. He was conviction. He was the leader who strode into battle, unafraid and head held high. And he valued people who were resolute, who were determined, who had something to fight for. 
 
   He valued those who could decide. 
 
   The ability to decide. An Arbiter's most valuable quality. 
 
   His Source filled her, and she grasped at it, taking a portion of it into herself. She let go of his hand, withdrawing slowly from him. At once, her perception of the world began to change, her senses growing sharper, the world around her coming into deeper focus. 
 
   Or had it always been this way? She couldn't tell anymore. 
 
   There was still so much she was unsure of, so much she didn't know. Was she strong enough to protect Mika and Cathel? Who was trying to kill Mika? How many others were trying to interfere with their quest? Could she make her deadline in time, or would she be leading them all to their deaths? She still had a lot to think through, a lot of decisions to make. 
 
   But she had made hers now. 
 
   Berais smiled at her, and she smiled back, a tentative hesitant smile as she breathed in this new strength, this new resolve. 
 
   And this was enough. 
 
   For now, this was enough. 
 
   


  
 

Epilogue: Shadows Gather
 
   It was like waking from a long dream. There was a sensation of getting pulled back, of getting rudely thrust through a veil. One moment, she was falling asleep in her bed in Berais's castle, and in the next, she was stirring. 
 
   The first thing she noticed as she came to was that it was cold, colder than it should have been in the summer time. There was a whirring noise in the vicinity that was suddenly both foreign and familiar, and the air smelled antiseptic and clean. Berais's infirmary? No. She was somewhere else. Something beeped constantly to her right, and she slowly began to stir, feeling something slightly heavy on her index finger. 
 
   Slowly, she opened her eyes. The world around her blurred, before her eyes focused on the space where wall met ceiling. She blinked. There were lights in the ceiling, although they were currently inactivated. Fluorescent lights.
 
   The hospital. She was in the hospital. 
 
   Rae struggled to sit up, grimacing. The movement was more difficult than it should have been, and she had to brace her arm on one of the hand rails beside the bed. She was dressed in a thin hospital gown, and she shivered in the cold night air. As she did, she realized she couldn't feel it—the same sense of day or night that she had felt ever since receiving Alcian's gift that first week in the woods. 
 
   Alcian. Elrithea. Berais. 
 
   Had she been dreaming? 
 
   “Need some help?” asked a voice to her left. 
 
   Rae's eyes narrowed at the sound of the voice, and she immediately turned her head. The Reaper stood against the wall, watching her. He had his arms folded, his usual smirk on her face. She fought down a sudden surge of fear, forcing herself to sit still and glare at him as he walked up to her, her eyes never leaving his. She shrank back as he reached the bed, giving him a murderous look. 
 
   “Such spirit,” said the Reaper. “I only called you here to talk. You're remarkably hard to get a hold of, little Rae.” 
 
   “What the hell is this?” she asked, one of her hands gripping the sheets tighter. She glanced at the heart monitor beside her, but even though her heart was pounding in her chest from his nearness, it stayed stable, never giving any indication. He shrugged his shoulder once, looking back at her. 
 
   “Wouldn't want them to interrupt us,” he said. “You won't be awake for long.” 
 
   “Why am I here?” asked Rae, glaring at the Reaper. “How did you bring me here?” 
 
   The Reaper frowned at her. “Do you really think I'd send you off into the Twilight Realm without any sort of insurance?” he asked. “I said I gave you a tether, didn't I?” 
 
   Rae stared at him, the pieces suddenly clicking together in her mind. “My body--,” she said, looking around her at the hospital room.
 
   “Has been sleeping quite nicely here,” said the Reaper. He smiled at her. “Don't worry, dearest. I haven't touched your friend. I always keep my word.” 
 
   “Were you keeping your word when you destroyed Berais's village?” she asked heatedly. The Reaper blinked in surprise, the smirk sliding off of his face as his eyes fixed on her again. 
 
   “Ah, I see,” he said, his tone changing. Gone was the teasing voice of earlier. The voice he used now was a killer's voice, sharp with an edge of restrained anger. “You've encountered the Warrior. That's much out of your way, Rae.”
 
   “What does it matter?” asked Rae, forcing herself to keep her eyes on his. This is my enemy, she told herself. I have to fight him. I am not afraid. It was easier to think that way when she had her sword and the powers of the Decadal Spells in her hands. Now, though, she was weak, and he had the scythe. Her eyes trailed towards it, before looking back at him. 
 
   He looked her straight in the eye as if he couldn't believe what he found there. “Why shouldn't I be concerned?” he asked. “You've used a quarter of the year. How is the errand I tasked you with going?” 
 
   “It's going,” she said flatly. 
 
   “For your sake,” said the Reaper, walking up to her. She tried not to flinch as he reached out a hand, cupping her face in his and turning it towards him, but it was hard not to. She tried to pull away, and his fingers left bruises on the underside of her face as he glared down at her. “I hope so. I also hope that you are not seriously considering fighting me.”
 
   Rae's only response was to glare. He held her gaze, before pushing her roughly away. She hit her back on the railing of the bed, and couldn't help the sound that left her mouth upon impact. 
 
   “I must warn you, Arbiter,” said the Reaper, his tone serious. The world around her began to fade again, and she fought to hold on, to keep this world of shifting colors and sounds in focus for a moment longer. His eyes met hers, piercing through the chaos as she fell back. 
 
   “If you choose to live like a fool, you will die like a fool. I will see you in nine months, assuming, of course, that you manage to survive...” 
 
   She fell back into the darkness, his words ringing in her head as she opened her eyes with a start, her heart beating quickly in her chest and her sleeping clothes soaked with sweat. 
 
   Rae stared at the roof of her bedroom in Berais's castle, taking several deep breaths. 
 
   Survive...
 
   She listened to the sound of her heart beating for a few moments, feeling the steady shift of shadows and light across the wall of her bedchamber. The window was open, letting in the warm summer breeze. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Assuming she managed to survive. 
 
   She closed her eyes again, and outside of her small space in the castle, the world continued to turn. 
 
   A warrior dressed in black stood against the door of the practice room, his gray eyes serious as he silently watched the teenage girl within. She moved in several rapid, desperate motions, the practice sword in her hand slamming into the side of the straw training dummy over and over again as her shouts grew louder and louder. The moonlight filtered in through the window as she moved, and he forced himself to watch her form and ignore the clear evidence of tear tracks down her face. 
 
   Further away, an army camped just barely within sight of Berais's castle, their forms blending easily into the nighttime shadows as though they were born of it. A single human girl stood on top of a rocky outcropping over a small stream, her eyes fixed on the white fortress and her daggers heavy in her hand. A black mark curled its way underneath her eye, branching out onto her temple—a knife, and a river, and crawling shadows. 
 
   Kieri Firithan raised her hand, declaring the attack. 
 
   And from the stream beside her, a figure vanished, Cienn melting back into the water as he hurried towards the castle to sound the alarm. 
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SYNOPSIS
 
   The Reaper always gets what he wants. 
 
   Rae Miller should know this by heart. Born with the ability to see the Grim Reaper and track his passing, and cursed by being the object of his ire, Rae has spent most of her life avoiding people around her, trying not to get close to those that will eventually die. But when the Reaper offers her a deal, a chance to be free of him, she takes it. The Reaper's deal sends her into the Twilight Realm, a land torn between the powerful, ancient Ivali, and the men and women that have claimed a small portion of it for their own. Rae's task is to search for the Shard of the Star, a legendary weapon from a bygone age. 
 
   Unfortunately, it seems as though fate has other plans, because Rae is the Arbiter, a human meant to mediate disputes between the Ivali's High and Dark Courts, and although Rae wants nothing to do with her position, the Courts have no desire to let her go so easily. Rae must decide between obtaining the Shard and giving it to the Reaper, or risking her life and other lives that hang in the balance to fight him. 
 
   But all is not as it seems. Rae travels the Ivali lands known as the Edgelands, seeking out the Lords of the High Court. Each one gives her a test and a gift, a spell from the legendary Decadal Series. And from each Lord, Rae learns something new about the real story behind the Reaper, and behind the realm itself, behind the mysterious barrier that separates humanity from the Ivali.
 
   The lands are broken. Can Rae set them right? 
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