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PROLOGUE

			“… Eternal darkness is the least of our troubles! You hear me? If Savrin gets her hands on that ivoryl flower... She’s coming, Ada. Don’t give me that ‘This is your fault’ look. I know it is. But now our plans must be accelerated. Leave the city. Hide in one of the villages and perform the deed - and fast. 

			“Listen to me! Savrin must not acquire that flower! Not even a seed! Even if it means harnessing Hatred – the First Witch does not find that flower!”  

			—From Trezoss’ last words to Adrienne,
nine months prior to Union Day

			486 AMC (After Mazriv Count)

			The plan had collapsed. Adrienne was compelled to admit it when a clamoring mob gathered outside her cabin. Dozens of villagers were waving torches and makeshift weapons while chanting about burning witches. 

			“I deserve that,” Adrienne whispered to Ivy, the infant in the crib. “You know, Trezoss, Savrin, and I… we killed a lot of people. Harmless people. I suppose I really am the witch these villagers think I am.”

			The cold colors of twilight shone through the window. The Sun hurried down, a few seconds earlier than yesterday. Nothing out of the ordinary about that. Days had been getting shorter and shorter for centuries in the land of Huravoth, but according to Adrienne’s calculations, this process had accelerated recently. Every swift dusk became a herald of imminent danger. A mere couple of decades separated the world from eternal darkness unless someone acted to stop it.

			With guidance from her master, Trezoss, Adrienne had conceived a plan to prevent the nights from stretching and restore daylight. The waiting stage of the plan had concluded with Ivy’s birth, but the villagers of Trenn, apparently, had schemes of their own. 

			We should have prepared for that, Adrienne thought, straightening up from Ivy’s crib. Giving birth to the child in a village bereft of Senspiriters sounded too safe. It weighed upon her heart that conflict with the villagers had become inevitable. 

			Stilling herself, Adrienne regarded her newborn with one final, honest smile, catching the starry glint in Ivy’s eyes. At least one part of the plan had worked out, she noted, hanging to a bittersweet drop of hope.

			Ivy may have inherited her round face, but this peculiar sheen in her eyes – it looked nothing like Adrienne’s. Nor did the hair. It sparked with silver-looking roots on Ivy’s head, with no trace of Adrienne’s black curls.

			The divine origin did seep in her, if only just a little.

			Centuries of study, jealousy, disloyalty, and homicide had, at long last, borne fruit – a rather celestial, yet playful one. But a baby could not stop these savage villagers, never mind that she was destined to stop the night itself.

			Outside the window, the mob seemed to have organized around a leader – a child in a man’s costume, standing on a box down the track to the hovel. “When I go to bed tonight,” his voice escalated into shouts, “I don’t want to feel nervous for my neighbor’s safety! And I don’t mean just me, or my sister or my friends, I mean all of you!” He basked in their vulgar cheers and continued. “We can vanquish the nightmare among us! We can slay the witch! Together!”

			Ivy could have ended this popular resentment of witches, too, given time to counteract the darkness. But the villagers of Trenn – little could they know. They’d simply obeyed King Alliddar Vice’s decree to purge witches.

			“I’m trying to save you,” Adrienne murmured, glaring out of the window. “Drowning idiots. I’m trying to save the world.” She watched them, her fists joined – a meditative stance devised to maintain Calm. 

			Among the ten Senspiritic emotions of power, she’d never quite mastered any except that one. When harnessed for Senspiritic power, Calm provided an impenetrable, protective shield, while also preventing the Senspiriter from harming others. 

			However, if harnessed for too long, it dimmed one’s senses, making everything addictively quiet. Admittedly, this habit of harnessing Calm had buried Adrienne in this mess in the first place. Trezoss had often stressed that harnessing Calm for too long would darken her with indifference and allow adversaries to sneak up and corner her. Evidently, she should have listened. 

			“Purge her!” The mob of villagers were shouting outside. “Purge the witch! Purge the witch!”

			Cornered indeed, Adrienne thought, gritting her teeth. But not beaten. Not yet. She broke her stance, shivering at the quick loss of Calm. Its magical shield - a white radiance attached to her skin - disappeared. But the reach of Senspiritic magic extended far beyond shields and protection, and with the fate of the world lying in the crib behind her, Adrienne prepared to unleash any power necessary to defend it. 

			***

			“I want us to prosper!” Meeno called through cupped hands from atop his box. The crowd cheered, and more came streaming from across the village. “We cannot prosper in the shadow of horror!”

			Their numbers had increased well beyond Meeno’s expectations. People knew him throughout Trenn as the carpenter’s charismatic son, but he’d expected no more than minimal heed. This gathering of hardworking villagers… they looked like true unity, right there. Everyone wanted the witch Fat Adrienne gone. 

			The village had waited only for a piece of evidence, an opportunity or an excuse. Meeno’s sister provided all three of those in one afternoon when she’d spotted Fat Adrienne giving birth in the woods. She said that some kind of a white aura was involved, and when several witnesses confirmed having seen Adrienne radiating such an aura in the past, it left no room for doubt. 

			Fat Adrienne was, indeed, a witch. A female Senspiriter. An outlaw punishable by execution according to King Alliddar’s decree.

			“So, should we wait for the king?!” Meeno shouted. His fellow villagers replied with an uproar, lifting pitchforks and torches. They had sent word to Scarlet Mountain, where King Alliddar engaged in his final battle against Savrin, the fiercest witch in all of Huravoth. He had thousands of soldiers and Senspiriters at his command, but Fat Adrienne would be long gone before any of them could get here to reinforce the village. 

			“We can protect our own!” Meeno continued, brandishing his hammer toward the evening sky. A rather humble choice of arms, that one, more a carpentry tool than a weapon, but he knew his hammer better than most warriors knew their blades. “And King Alliddar will commend us for our fealty!”

			The crowd counted well over a hundred now: farmers, stable masters, smiths, tailors. Even a witch could not engage with all of them and live through it. By Meeno’s reckoning, Fat Adrienne wouldn’t even bother to try. She’d been nothing but quiet and timid since she joined their community a few months ago. This woman had no fight in her. She’d beg for a quick end and he would deliver. 

			“It’s the witches’ fault that the nights are getting longer!” he quoted from one of Alliddar’s speeches. “We do what we have to do to survive! To stop the darkness!”

			Turning his back on the racket of shouts and ringing metal, Meeno hopped off the box and started for the door of the derelict hovel. Fright froze his legs for a moment, along with a wave of regret for not engaging in the study of emotions and Senspirity himself. Those were better weapons than any woodwork tools, but stories of men that had tried this magic often ended in unfortunate misadventure, both physically and mentally. He’d chosen sanity over power, and he owned this decision. 

			Besides, they did not take kindly to Senspiriters in the village of Trenn – not even men. Emittar, the king’s brother, promoted this agenda. He said hard work provided a better future for humanity, rather than magic, and Meeno agreed.

			Knock or kick? he pondered, arriving at the entrance of the witch’s residence. 

			Knock, he decided in a flash of lucidity. It’ll sound better when they tell the tale as I campaign to be mayor.

			***

			When crowding up, the common intelligence drops to zero. Adrienne had never agreed with that lesson more than she did at the sound of that knock.

			He knocked five times, the young fool. Adrienne spent that time locking the vault under the trapdoor, throwing the necklace with the fake emerald into Ivy’s crib, and strategizing what to say when the leader of the mob would burst into her house. His singular knocks turned into a sequence of thumps. 

			Every wind is turning against us, Adrienne thought, clutching her fists so hard that her arms quivered. But at least we need not worry about Savrin’s side. That jealous old hag is occupied with Alliddar’s army at Scarlet Mountain. Courtesy of Trezoss, that. He had orchestrated this elegant diversion by worming his way into an advisory position and guaranteeing that Alliddar’s force would clash with Savrin’s on this specific evening.

			“Ivy belongs to me,” Adrienne whispered to herself, pacing back to the crib. “Not to you, Savrin. And when this loathsome mob is dealt with, she’ll grow to win the battles that neither of us ever could.”

			A grunt escaped her mouth, and Adrienne realized she’d stumbled into Anger. A powerful emotion, but dangerous. Her veins seethed with heat. Her fingers itched to harness it and unleash a tempest of flames at the mob of brutes. But Anger blurred the mind, too. She’d never learned to control it properly. She could end up hurting Ivy. Besides, Adrienne noted, taking deep breaths and joining her fists, those were the old days. We’re not like that anymore. We save people now.

			She summoned Calm instead, shining with faint white radiance that would shield her from any harm. It couldn’t shield Ivy, though, serenity being a rather solitary sentiment, and this pale aura would give away the truth that she really was using Senspirity. That wouldn’t matter now. The village had already determined that she was a witch.

			Thumps turned into pounds, and pounds into raucous thrusts. Ivy began to cry, and before long, a small hammer burst through the door in a shower of splinters. The man followed inside. 

			“I built that door,” he said, confirming his identity in Adrienne’s memory. Meeno, the carpenter’s son. Broad arms and wide shoulders were showing through the rips in his shirt. “I know how to break it,” he added, slamming shut what remained of the door to the sound of wood creaking against wood. 

			We have one drowning chance at this, Adrienne noted, glancing back at the helpless baby. One chance. 

			“Fat Adrienne…” He greeted her with a smirk while banging the flat iron weight against his open palm in a gesture of threat. “Your nose is a hundred measures smaller than I expected. You must have looked gorgeous before that pregnant belly, minus thirty years or so.”

			Adrienne held back an urge to mock his miscalculation. She was nearing her fifth century, hiding in the skin of a normal, middle-aged adult, her looks preserved by Trezoss’ healing abilities. His skills also prevented her from dying: his Senspiritic powers transcended that of normal Empaths, allowing him to break the limits of mortality itself. 

			“Hm,” Meeno tilted his head to catch a glimpse of the baby behind her. “I built this crib, too. I recognize that ebony timber. Funny, I heard you witches spawn from swamps, but I always scoffed at that. I suspected you reproduce just like we do.”

			This provoked her. Words pierced Calm-shields like voices through thin walls. “Get out of my house, boy,” she quivered, losing control. It had seldom happened before, but with her newborn at stake, with the fate of all remaining life in Huravoth teetering on the brink of darkness, instinct prevailed over logic, resentment over inner peace, and Adrienne’s shield faded out of existence, having no Calm to sustain it. “This child here,” she hissed through gritted teeth, “is the world’s best chance at salvation. You don’t wish her demise, nor mine. Out of my house. Now.”

			“I’ll only leave this cabin when it’s burning,” Meeno said, taking up a meager excuse for a battle stance. His hammer was raised up high, but his legs, though thick, lacked balance.

			“I am trying –” Adrienne’s voice betrayed her, shattering into murmurs, “I’m trying to save you hoodlums. Get out.” 

			Meeno started strutting to his right, circling her as if to test her reaction. He passed an old drawing of Adrienne and Savrin together, which was hanging at a slant. From there, he paced on around the room, between the table and the armchair. His boots thudded right on the trapdoor, unaware of the treasure beneath it. Adrienne curbed her lifelong murderous instincts, and kept pace with him, sticking to Ivy’s crib, keeping between Meeno and her daughter.

			“My father has this joke,” Meeno said, leaning sideways to catch another glimpse of Ivy. “He says ‘Witches be witches’ whenever my mother annoys him. But, Ocean’s mercy, I think I’m starting to honestly relate. You really are all witches.”

			How is this worth saving? Adrienne couldn’t help thinking. Back in Irentia, before Trezoss had recruited her, she’d never imagined people could be so primitive. But, admittedly, even this senseless misogyny prevailed over the Irentian apathy back home. The Irentians had definitely deserved their annihilation. 

			These people, though… doubts were stirring up nausea in Adrienne’s stomach. Maybe they deserve that, too. The sting of queasiness climbed to her throat. She could give up. She could let Huravoth to be claimed by eternal night or drown in Ocean’s domain. She could also summon Hatred and burn them all in phantom fire, just as Trezoss and Savrin had burned the Irentians.

			But I’m not like Savrin, Adrienne insisted, choosing to listen to Ivy’s cry instead of the mob’s racket outside. I am not the stuff of nightmares. I am not what they think I am.

			“Trying to save you...” she murmured, drifting, her voice fading. 

			“Listen, witch,” Meeno picked up on her moment of weakness and grinned with a set of perfectly white teeth, “if I don’t get out of here, the others will set your miserable little house on fire. I’ll leave only when the two of you are dead, and then we’ll still torch it.”

			“Lousy bargain,” Adrienne blurted out, and the sinister path of summoning Hatred crossed her mind again. “And I don’t bargain from a position of weakness.”

			Meeno chuckled at that. He glanced at her one last time, bloodlust flashing in his widened eyes. 

			“The village of Trenn has spoken!” 

			He lifted his hammer, aiming for the crib. Adrienne leaped, grabbed his hammer-wielding arm with both of hers and pushed him back. Unprepared for her weight, Meeno stumbled and hit the wall with a bump, just as smoke started floating from cracks in the floorboards.

			Adrienne tensed in alarm. Fumes came flooding into the room from several directions. Flames appeared from every corner. Those thugs! They’re everywhere! 

			Memories hit her in a wave of screams – the genocide of her people in the mountains, Trezoss, Savrin and her, partners in destruction. The wickedness had proved its worth back then. It would prove its worth now, as well. With that in mind, Adrienne summoned Hatred. 

			In her master’s absence, she could embrace its power without his scolding. He often warned against this Senspiritic power, calling it untamable. Silly exaggeration, that. 

			Her muscles tensed in sudden dread. A moment of eerie quiet conquered her ears.

			Then it happened and - Ocean’s mercy - Trezoss had never prepared her for that! 

			Flames of odium fed on her soul like acid-crunching stone from within. Memories, qualities, knowledge, sentiments… her Hatred devoured it all. It boiled inside, sounding a phantom screech as it consumed her. Filled with regret, Adrienne found herself powerless to deplete it. Drowning fool... she cursed with what little sanity she had left. Centuries old, and this is how you end.

			Her skin rippled like glass, stretched, exploding from within. Pulse after pulse, it washed over her arms, spreading pain like fangs tearing her flesh from underneath. 

			Meeno roared and charged for the crib, his hammer swinging high to slam at the infant. 

			Save... Adrienne held onto her sanity by a thread. Save Ivy... 

			She gave up. 

			A burst of azure fire surged from her hands, sounding a shrill screech, hungry to destroy. The torrent of blue flames devoured Meeno on his charge, pulverizing his body as he screamed in heart-piercing agony. The boy’s ashes piled up by the side of Ivy’s crib. 

			Fumes and crackling fire were now climbing the walls of Adrienne’s home. The second floor started to tremor and moan in its final moments. Amidst it all, Adrienne stood like an effigy, burning in bright blue. The fires of Hatred obeyed her, feasting on her raw soul for sustenance, and seeking to obliterate things and people that she despised.

			Save Ivy. She focused on protecting this part of her. Save the world. Stop the night. The upstairs floor shuddered with a final creak and snapped, raining debris all over the room. Blazing in a howling inferno, Adrienne threw her arms up and offered the collapsing rubble to the fire. The top of her house was consumed in an instant.

			Seeing that nothing hit Ivy - neither debris nor azure flames - Adrienne cast her hands wide and unleashed it all. Blue flames shot from her in an eerie squeal, blasting off the walls and tearing out through the villagers and the streets. It ravaged and destroyed everything. Houses were torn asunder by the all-consuming blue flames. Families burnt from inside out as the Hatred-infused fire struck them, leaving dust in its wake.The carpenter’s family, old Lance’s workshop, the apothecary. The entire village of Trenn, even the animals.

			In one fleeting moment, Adrienne sensed them all: the frightened villagers outside with their meager weapons, the blacksmith and the gardener and their families. Meeno’s nine-year-old sister who burned in her bed. Old, misogynistic Lance, along with his fair assistant who screamed and burned, dreaming of unfulfilled opportunities.

			Massacre alone, however, failed to satiate her Hatred. Massive waves of blue flames washed over the streets, leaving heaps of ash wherever they touched, the boulevards were ruined, the markets devoured, even the soil itself burnt clean of life and color. A successful community of craftsmen not too far from the capital city of Olyanath was reduced to street after street of ash piles across a gray, barren wasteland.

			With this funeral complete, the phantom fire of Adrienne’s Hatred turned on her. It converged and consumed her in a human-size, flaming tornado. 

			She screamed in a storm of fright and shame, feeling her bones disintegrate first. The fire burnt her throat next, leaving her only the will to scream.

			At last, with a surge of regret, Adrienne was reduced to an ash pile, one of many. 

			***

			A single, wrecked cabin, lonesome and remote, remained between the rows of ash. There, between the burnt walls and floating cinders, comfortable in her crib, little Ivy shut her star-like eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of her destiny to stop the night. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			“Beat, please, oh heart of false and mold 

			Longing for your warmth, and truth is so cold

			Guard us, lies, make us strong and bold

			Oh the blessed nature we are cursed to hold

			 

			The voice of the darkness, it speaks true

			Words of torment, refusing to subdue

			Serenity’s late, it won’t make through

			Beat please, oh false heart. The key is you

			 

			Spirit of truth, show us mercy

			Guide us away from the glittering light

			Oh yes! The shadow now leads

			And I am caged alone in the dark

			 

			An unfamiliar beat, calm and thrilled

			Bars broken by a soul now freed

			Power is granted, vanquish the truth

			A heart beats again, and the enemy is crushed and burnt

			 

			Written by Neoro / Harbinger Nye, in dedication to my beloved Nova – who was the harmony of inconsistency incarnated in human form. 
501 AMC
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CHAPTER 1 
Nye
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			“Forever, imagination and reality shall mix in your mind, youngling dear, and this illness is getting worse. I’m afraid you will never be sane again.

			“With no separation between the conscious and the subconscious, you attain similar clarity for both. You may hear phantom voices sometimes, but, curiously, it comes with unprecedented control of your emotions. 

			“This illness is not a bane, youngling dear, but a boon that only kings are blessed with.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson One

			506 AMC (After Mazriv Count) 
Twenty years after the destruction of Trenn.

			“Let’s just burn him and be done with it.” The voice echoed in Nye’s ears. It sounded uncharacteristically sincere.

			We’ve been over this, Nye replied in his head as he marched through the hall of the king’s throne room. Killing him now gains us little. We need his position, too.

			Tapestries the size of a building were hanging from the ceiling, adding color to King Alliddar Vice’s silvery hall. The images on them shared the theme of landscapes, the most dreadful of which were placed closest to the entrance. The tapestry on Nye’s left depicted the Crack, where King Alliddar fought Savrin – The First Witch, one of the fiercest. Legend had it that he broke the Scarlet Mountain and a flood of lava claimed everyone, on his side and hers, leaving Alliddar the sole survivor. The tapestry showed the Crack after the eruption as a forsaken boneyard, adorned with obsidian spikes that pinned the armored corpses like notes on a board. The crevice was filled with skulls and shattered weapons.

			As grim as this image was, it shone in comparison to the nearby image of Trenn. 

			Some claimed the villagers of Trenn had hidden witches, and Alliddar, a young leader at the time - twenty years ago - was forced to eradicate the place to verify the extermination of the vermin. Others speculated that the good people of the village had disappointed him, and so he’d made an example of them to his unified kingdom. 

			Both conjectures had it wrong. 

			Fear, Nye noted, glowering at the Trenn tapestry that portrayed a barren, gray wasteland with thick mists that were hiding the Sun. On Union Day, twenty years ago, he destroyed Trenn to simply gain it, to show the world he’d found a way to control the phantom fires of Hatred.

			“I like Fear, killer,” the voice buzzed in his ear. “It birthed me, in a way.”

			All the more reason I shouldn’t like it, Nye mouthed, though the conversation was taking place in his mind alone.

			Marching onward, Nye passed by more depictions of victories, Alliddar’s flag of the emerald crown embedded and highlighted in every image. One tapestry showed the victory on the western shore, another portrayed Dinjen Forest, and there was even one of the Ocean, which probably marked the victory over the port city of Breeze. “These are not landscapes,” the voice whispered in its typical, eerie softness, like the trickle of water drops in a spacious cave, “these are achievements.”

			He boasts in his cruelty, Nye realized. King Alliddar seldom pretended to be a moral person, what with his conquest and that witch hunt that had become more of a massacre. But commemorating these events - his drowning achievements - in his interior decor, he might as well have painted the word “villain” on his sleeve.

			“Same as you, killer.”

			Nye twitched at that and summoned Calm to repress the irritating comment. Of the ten Senspiritic powers, he favored Calm the most.

			The king sat straight ahead, wearing an outfit that resembled Nye’s uniform – basalt black leather armor, refined with silvery ivoryn stitches and a pallid mantle buttoned to the shoulders. Alliddar’s cape was longer, reaching his ankles, and unlike Nye’s blank cape, the king’s had the symbol of the emerald crown embroidered in the white fabric.

			“Emerald crown, not ivoryn,” the phantom voice noted, drifting along with him like a companion, sharing his doubts. “A new model?”

			It doesn’t matter. Nye cut the voice’s chat, inhaling with emotional effort while taking in how tall Alliddar was. He sported a majestic, thick beard, which compensated for the thinning hair on his head.

			Nye smoothed his own hair on his approach. Well into the fourth decade of his life, it hadn’t lost a drop of richness – a result of his tendency for Calm, probably, as distress often led to hair loss.

			The king carried no weapon. The man whose face was deadlier than any sword and all that… the face of the man who dared to kill his allies to achieve his goals. The Breaker of Mountains. The Eradicator. The only Senspiriter in the world capable of harnessing Hatred and depleting it without harming himself, as he had proved when he destroyed the village of Trenn. 

			Alliddar had trained in other Senspiritic powers as well, and rumor had it that he had even mastered Fervoring: harnessing Passion to bend nature to his will. But even the combined power of all Senspiritic branches, including Fervoring, paled in comparison to the ability to control Hatred fire. The ruins of Trenn lingered as evidence of that.

			“Kill him!” the voice whispered in Nye’s mind. “Avenge her! Kill him!”

			Nye shook his head. Calm would protect him from most threats, but it barely managed to subdue Madness, the name he gave to the mortifying voice in the back of his head. Some of Madness’ corruptive influence slipped through despite the shield that Nye’s Calm had erected.

			“You smoke in my halls, Blackrook?” King Alliddar opened, pinning Nye with a judgmental stare. His words echoed between the tapestries and the silvery columns.

			“I like Blackrook,” the voice chuckled while Nye inhaled from his pipe, “Even though it’s mostly used by our enemies. It fits us.”

			Nye exhaled a puff of smoke, pumped with assurance. Smoking pipeweed helped him relax on such stressful days. Maintaining Calm involved body language, self-deceit and indifference, and smoking combined all three, proving itself to be even more efficient than joining his fists in the meditation pose. Besides, he thought it might earn him Alliddar’s grace, which, in fact, did happen. 

			“Might as well share it,” the king said, approaching and gesturing for Nye to hand over the small pipe.

			“Poor Alliddar,” the voice giggled. “Having no one to smoke with since Trezoss left him. Such a loner.”

			“As you wish, Your Majesty,” Nye said, straining to feign a smile as he handed over the wooden instrument. The word “Majesty” left an uncomfortable aftertaste, like seawater, salt mixed with filth. 

			They stood in front of a corner tapestry. It showed Alliddar over a desert background, tall and broad-shouldered in his regal uniform, pointing toward the desert as an inferior man is crying at his feet. The odor of ink and new linen outdid that of the burning weed; this piece must have been brand new. 

			“What are we looking at?” Nye asked, eyeing the large picture up and down.

			“This?” Alliddar remarked. “This is my brother’s banishment, of course.” His voice softened, and smoke streamed out of his lips. 

			“Prince Emittar’s banishment?” 

			Alliddar nodded, turning to examine Nye with an unfavorable eye. Searching for defects, perhaps? Nye couldn’t help thinking. Surprised at my small build? Unlikely. Alliddar would know that a Sun Harbinger’s virtues, as well as his flaws, existed deep beneath the surface of skin and muscles. “Your artists are quick, then,” Nye said, rubbing the bristles of his chin. “It’s only been what? Two years?” 

			“Sixteen months,” Alliddar corrected him absentmindedly as he frowned at Nye’s face, recognizing his twisted eyes. He grimaced the way people usually did when they realized just how sick Nye looked – the whites of his eyes riddled with tiny black webs that extended to the brow above and the cheek below, bestowing his appearance with a sinister shroud. It was a scar from when he’d burned, along with that cursed phantom voice.

			“I assumed this would mend with time,” Alliddar said, his finger hovered near Nye’s eye. 

			“This is what I look like when I’m healed,” Nye replied. “Harnessing Care doesn’t help, so time won’t either.” 

			Alliddar inhaled through the pipe and clasped his hands behind his back. “I have a mission for you, Blackrook,” he said after a pause, smoke flowing from his nostrils. “It is quite unorthodox,” he added, handing back the pipe, “and complicated to its core.” 

			“I can tell,” Nye said, pulling his dagger from its sheath, just to fidget with it. “Usually you have Kerak brief us on the targets.” He tossed the dagger a few inches into the air, grabbed it by the crow-shaped handle and tossed it again. “I assume you want him in the dark on this one?”

			“Please tell us to kill Kerak!” the voice pleaded repeatedly. “Please say the next target is Kerak!” Nye shrugged at that, ignoring the voice’s inanity. Kerak served as Head of the Sun Harbingers, and, admittedly, was the stronger Senspiriter of the two of them – the fiercest in all of Huravoth, by most accounts. No one wanted that man dead more than Nye, but crossing blades with Kerak… I’m not too keen to return to ash just yet. 

			“In fact,” Alliddar said, “It was Kerak who recommended you for this mission. I told him I require a Sun Harbinger, one of the most ruthless among you, but one that is also flawed.”

			Flawed?

			“Well,” the voice echoed in response, “you’re not exactly keeping me a secret.”

			Indeed, Nye hadn’t bothered hiding his sickness. Rumors of him talking to himself had spread throughout the Sun Temple and beyond. Back in his house, too, Diane, Grin and Mother knew he often couldn’t tell what was real and what was imaginary. 

			“Are you ruthless, Blackrook?” Alliddar asked, lifting a brow at him. “And flawed?”

			Nye sheathed his weapon and bowed his head. “If illness of the mind matches Your Majesty’s opinion of flaws. Who’s the target?”

			“My daughter.” 

			Nye frowned, but he managed to maintain a tranquil posture without much strain. Curiosity flooded him, hearing a man ordering the assassination of his only child. No shock, Calm prevented such radical sentiments, but a mission that involved the princess did sound intriguing. 

			“She’s twenty,” the voice sounded indistinct. “I noticed you wanted to ask.”

			Twenty years old is fairly mature to be persecuted for witchcraft but… drown me. Not only the worst king but also the worst father?

			“You look like I am assigning you to kill her,” Alliddar said, pulling a stone chess piece - a white queen - from his pocket and studying its detailed features.

			“Aren’t you?” Nye asked. 

			“Not at the moment.”

			“Well, seeing as I’ve spent the last fifteen years as a Sun Harbinger’s assassin employed in your command to destroy witches, I hope you understand my perplexity.”

			Alliddar chuckled and patted Nye on the back with his free hand. With the other, he brought the chess piece closer, between their faces. 

			“Vivien is no witch yet,” Alliddar explained. “She does not practice Senspirity. But she might, if left unsupervised. Moreover, dare I say, she is unique… an Ocean onto herself, within the Ocean of the world.” 

			He spun the queen in front of Nye and a curious glint revealed itself in its middle – a dot of ivoryn embedded in the stone. This luxurious metal had seeped into many roles across the world, now that Alliddar managed its mining operations. Breezian sailors ventured out to sea to mine raw ivoryn from the depths. It was then brought to the capital for refinement and classification under the king's supervision. It served best in weapons, proving harder and more time-tolerant than iron, steel, and plates. They’d applied it in construction for the wealthy as well, but embedding ivoryn in chess pieces - toys, really - was a sign of plenty. 

			“Unique, you say?” Nye asked, snatching the piece from the king’s fingers. 

			“She gabbled her name on her first birthday,” Alliddar explained with a concerned sigh. “And she learns fast. Very fast. She learned to run before she was two, to dance the next day, and to read the next year. She’s difficult to wound, as if her skin and bones are hardened. Then there’s her hair and eyes –”

			“How hardened?” Nye cut him off. “Invulnerable?” His hand found its way to the handle of his dagger. Witches who harnessed Calm to make their bodies invulnerable to damage - Mesmers was the formal term - were the worst kind. The mere mention of one alerted his instincts. 

			Fortunately, Alliddar shook his head. “Her skin is just oddly tough,” he said. “Nothing Senspiritic about it. I checked. She can be wounded.”

			Strange, Nye noted, grimacing. Senspirity - harnessing emotions for power - was the only type of magic in Huravoth. Trezoss, his master and the king’s last advisor, mentioned a possible connection between Senspirity and a deity that may have existed within all humans. He had disappeared before elaborating on that lesson, leaving Nye doubtful about divinity and any other possible types of magic. Hardened skin. Nothing Senspiritic about it. Strange. 

			“Learning fast is even more disturbing,” the voice added, sounding concerned. “And gabbling her name? Presumably it was Ivy she said, not her full name, Vivien? But before she even had teeth? Did she murmur I-ey? How quaint.” 

			Hands clutched behind his back, Alliddar started sauntering up the steps to his throne. He gestured for Nye to follow, and explained further, his words echoing in the spacious hall. “You see, I dread her. I have since the beginning. I look into my daughter’s eyes and I see Savrin, or even more powerful witches. I do what I have to –”

			“Savrin is not the mother, is she?”

			“My mortal enemy is not the mother of my child, Harbinger,” the king replied, making a sound that could pass as either a grunt or a titter.

			“I had to ask,” Nye said, gulping back an urge to laugh. “It could explain things,” he chuckled, catching up with the king as he reached the thrones. The queen’s regal chair, in contrast to that of the king, looked abandoned, dusty, and had spider webs all over the armrests. No surprise there, as Olyanath had no queen. Alliddar despised women, avoiding them whenever he could. This exaggerated distrust had given birth to the anti-witch law, which decreed that every woman practicing Senspirity was to be purged by the Sun Harbingers.

			Nye, however, had joined the Sun Harbingers only to destroy them from the inside – Kerak, the king, the Order, the law, all of it. Their mission was drownright evil. The king insisted that slaughtering witches would prepare them for facing the witch who was lengthening the night, but killing contributed little to Senspiritic skills in comparison to peaceful studies. Moreover, fifteen years of witch hunting had taught Nye that morality had little to do with gender. Most witches weren’t all that evil, or dangerous. 

			Few, however, shared Nye’s conception. The king had successfully manipulated the people, either with Senspiritic powers or not. Nightology researchers supported Alliddar’s claim that a witch was stealing the Sun, and that became the consensual truth.

			“I harbor no doubts that Ivy’s virtues come from my blood,” Alliddar said. “My blood alone. The mother is dead and of no significance. Unwilling to butcher Vivien, I… trammel her instead.”

			“Hmm?”

			“I harness her Love, Harbinger,” Alliddar explained, sitting beside a stone slab with a chessboard on it. “It allows me to control her emotions and invoke Confusion to suppress any Senspiritic potential. Any challenge can be met with the correct instrument, you see. But it is a burden. Strings bind me, just as they bind her. Controlling her drains the larger portion of my attention.”

			Disturbed by that notion, Nye digested it while pretending to examine the queen piece. The king controlled his daughter’s mind by harnessing her Love, referring to this emotion as a tool and to binding his child as a challenge. 

			“Never met a worse father,” the voice said. “You?”

			Disregarding it, Nye’s eyes widened as his mission became clearer. Ocean’s mercy. Yes, it is complicated to its core. And Love did simplify it. Drown that man.

			“You want me to succeed you,” Nye murmured. “You want me to make the princess fall in Love with me so I can harness it to restrain her the way you do.”

			Alliddar’s lip curved into a satisfied smile, a gesture that has been identified with the greatest cataclysm Huravoth had seen since The Mazriv. “Yes,” he said, offering an open palm, demanding the chess piece back. 

			Nye bypassed him and placed the piece with a thud in its square behind the pawns. 

			Alliddar leaned back in his chair, radiating the faint white aura of Calm-shield, not unlike Nye himself. 

			“Then I can devote myself to governing my kingdom again. We have a war brewing with my brother in the south, and meanwhile, the Breezian miners are causing no small degree of headache. I need to know that my daughter is in safe hands with someone I can trust to protect the world from her. Preferably without killing her.”

			Nye switched Calm for Anger, harnessing a drop of it to kindle a flame at the tip of his finger. He pointed it toward the pipe and inhaled a profound breath of burnt weeds. 

			His Calm restored along with the smoke filling his lungs – and it felt like becoming the center of the world. Everything moved around him in chaos, screams, wind, and fire, and he just stood still. A mountain amidst the universe. He sat down next to the white pieces and marched a pawn toward Alliddar’s side of the board. 

			“You want me to make certain she doesn’t become a witch,” Nye said. “To ensure her quick learning skills do not find their way to learning Senspirity.”

			“And you will succeed me,“ Alliddar said, responding with a similar move on the game board, “when my days are over. She is less than human, Blackrook. But she has the potential to become so much more… a gamble this world is unprepared to take.” 

			Playing the next few moves in silence, Nye reviewed the conversation in his mind. Alliddar must have realized that while Senspirity was accessible to anyone, the majority couldn’t obtain it without a teacher. To control one’s own emotions - to harness power from them and summon the right sentiment at the right time - one often needed to defy nature, in a sense. It was no simple matter without guidance from an expert. This alone had pushed people away from Senspiritic powers, people like Prince Emittar, who claimed humanity should allow nature’s law to rule their heart, instead of trying to control it themselves.

			Even with a teacher and a willing zeal to defy nature, few had managed to master a single emotion of power - to summon and deplete it at will - and even fewer mastered more than one. Growing older had often blocked their advancement. Once a Senspiriter’s personality became fixed, which happened with age, one couldn’t acquire new powers.

			“So we only have to control the princess for a few years,” the voice said, sounding indistinct, far away behind Nye’s shield of Calm. “Until her learning loses fertility –”

			You can never tell when someone is truly done changing, Nye replied, marching his rook left to guard his king, especially in such a unique case, when someone has been controlled their entire life. We can’t know who or what she really is. And the king mentioned that she learns fast.

			“Maybe we can set her free and find out.”

			Maybe.

			“Maybe we can use her against him.”

			Maybe.

			“If I may, Your Majesty,” Nye said, waiting for Alliddar to make his move, “what are you so afraid of? She’s just an inexperienced girl, almost too old to begin learning Senspirity, while you are the Breaker of Mountains.”

			“While it is thrilling to hear of such faith in me,” he answered, repositioning a bishop at a threatening angle, “I admit any potential witch has the capacity to frighten me. Any witch might be capable of bringing a second Mazriv and drowning the remains of the world in despair.”

			You really believe these mucktalks, Nye noted, feeling uncomfortable in his stomach. He boiled underneath, his Calm-shield repelling his inner urge to burst. Bringing a second Mazriv – this sort of talk had ended up in him burning fifteen years ago. The fire had taken Nye’s family, his identity, his eyes, and his sanity. It was a miracle he’d stayed alive at all. 

			“Avenge them! Burn his face!”

			Ignoring the voice, Nye focused on his options. The gravity of this situation did sound dire. Whether or not a mythological witch really did drown the world in The Mazriv didn’t matter. One could only speculate on the princess’ rage if she found out that she’d been manipulated and controlled her entire life. While Alliddar’s general take on witches was nothing but misogynistic and daft, his view on his daughter sounded rather well-based.

			Remember that silvery hair of hers? Nye asked the voice. Something is really strange about that girl. 

			“I tell Ivy her isolation is for her own protection,” Alliddar said, “but to be perfectly candid, I try to protect the world from her. Your move, Blackrook.” 

			“So you want me to take the reins of her heart,” Nye said, moving his knight to block the path to his queen. “Keep her Confused, I assume? Like you do?” Confusion prevented the clarity of mind that harnessing a Senspiritic emotion required – a weakness all Senspiriters shared. Even the king. 

			Alliddar nodded, taking Nye’s knight with his bishop. Nye responded quickly by taking the latter with his queen. 

			“Kerak is rather fond of her,” Alliddar added, rubbing his beard as he considered the status of the game. He took his crown off and placed it on the corner of the slab. The emerald gem in its center reflected the board. “You are to keep her away from him as well.”

			“This reminds me… “ Nye started and paused. He stretched his arms and flexed his neck – Calm could make a man rather rigid. Harnessing Calm for so long had also started to shroud Nye’s perception of the world. The color of the chess pieces lost their vividness, and the sound of Alliddar’s breath dimmed as if an obstacle was blocking it. Nye depleted his Calm for a moment until these subsidiary effects had faded, and summoned it back out of habit. As easily as imagining himself Calm, he actually became Calm – the blessing of his illness. Mixing imaginary and real emotions proved itself as an incredibly useful tool in controlling Senspirity. 

			“Too bad it makes you hear voices.”

			Shut the Chasms up.

			“Reminds you?” the king asked, raising a brow. 

			“Yes,” Nye said, stirring out of his daydream. “Why me? Why not Kerak himself? If he’s already invested in the princess –”

			“I cannot have an heir who thinks he is stronger than I am.” Alliddar leaned in closer to stare into Nye’s eyes. “It might have an adverse influence on my life expectancy, I hear. Which is why I asked Kerak to find me a flawed, ruthless Harbinger, someone with the will to annihilate Ivy if she becomes a witch, but not nearly strong enough to make me feel threatened in my position.”

			It pinched Nye’s chest to be referred to as some immaterial weakling, but the facts sided with Alliddar. His illness may have made it easier to switch between emotions, but it also cost him the intensity of those emotions, resulting in inferior powers. Weaker Anger meant smaller flames, just as weaker Confidence and Valor did similarly for speed and strength. Healing with Care took him longer than others as well, but, fortunately, Calm provided fierce invulnerability, regardless of the emotion’s intensity. 

			“And you trust me?” Nye asked, striding a pawn forward to try and mount a new attack. 

			“I do not trust anyone with even the remotest of links to Trezoss,” Alliddar said, rubbing his chin. He focused on the board, somewhat absentminded. “You can imagine how I strained to hide my daughter from that wily snake.” 

			Nye couldn’t help sharing this sentiment about Trezoss. The old Empath had abandoned him just as he had abandoned the king, robbing Nye of his faith in mentors and robbing the king of his faith in advisors. 

			“But,” the king added, a sly grin appearing behind his beard, “someone ought to look after Ivy while I focus on Olyanath’s economy and safety. And of all my options, you are the least likely to betray me. Checkmate.” He knocked down Nye’s king, stood up, and approached a nearby tapestry. Nye followed, chortling at the trap that the king had set for him on the game board. 

			“He’s not that wrong,” the voice reverberated in high-pitched tones. “Anyone strong enough would surely supplant him. Anyone too weak cannot be trusted to properly manage the princess. We’re exactly in the middle.”

			How unfortunate for him, Nye replied, quite content for the first time in years. 

			They stopped by a tapestry of the capital, a near-accurate map depicting the circular city of Olyanath in detail: districts in the shape of circles around the palace and moving outward in expanding layers. Nye could pinpoint the tiny illustration of his house. East, near the wall, not too far from the Ivoryl Gate, the spot where his plotting companions - Diane, Grin and Mother - had made home.

			“Bathe the city with Alliddar’s blood and shame.” The voice spoke in a stomach-churning singsong. Nye dismissed it, joining his fists in a meditation pose as he engaged Diane’s voice to reply to the phantom’s words. 

			Assassinating the king prematurely would devastate the entire plan, she would have said. It wouldn’t improve the situation of women in Huravoth. 

			The phantom voice faded, creeping away. It often wouldn’t, but things had changed. It took fifteen years but, finally, a path to replacing the king had revealed itself in the form of a pairing with his daughter. Even Madness couldn’t argue with that.

			“Just don’t forget to kill him when we’re finished,” it hissed. 

			I won’t, Nye replied, firmer than ever. 

			“Any questions?” Alliddar asked, nudging Nye at his side with the elbow. “I believe you should have many.”

			Such a Sisandus savant, you are, Nye noted, rolling his eyes. Sisandus’ philosophy suggested knowledge was power when it was shared, while his opposite, Quithron, insisted that knowledge was power when kept a secret. Neither was perfectly correct, of course, but Sisandus’ followers were comfortably talkative, offering costless knowledge as commonly as handshakes.

			“I’m wondering whether I can harness Love to make her Love me more,” Nye admitted. “And how am I supposed to avoid her suspicions? You did mention she’s rather brainy.”

			Alliddar pursed his lips and paused in a ponderous pose, which gave Nye time to recall one of Trezoss’ lessons about Love. He said that, in the previous era, before The Mazriv, Senspiriters used to harness each other’s Love to make their partner feel what they needed to feel. They worked and fought in pairs, invoking the best power for each other, instead of each for himself. 

			“Romantic,” the voice giggled.

			“Yes, you can,” Alliddar said at last, blissfully cutting the voice’s sarcasm. “Love enables a stronger influence than Fear. It can, in fact, be harnessed to inflate itself. As for avoiding suspicion, try wrapping the lie with truth. Court her like an ordinary person while I control her mind to make her Love you regardless. I will back down as soon as your control is established – by the end of your first day, hopefully.” 

			Alliddar paled at that last statement, possibly realizing for the first time the great extent of trust this mission required of him. He would be handing over a powerful, one-of-a-kind weapon, not to mention his only child. 

			“I should ask though, Blackrook. What steers you? What are you after?” 

			Nye hesitated, letting out a chuckle that ended with a shrug. “You,” he said, smoking the last weeds in his pipe and putting it back in its pocket. “You steer me, Your Majesty.”

			See, this is how you wrap a lie with truths.

			“Witty,” the voice added. “I’m so proud of us.”

			Alliddar accepted that with a pleased grin. 

			“Do you mind me asking,” Nye murmured, almost inaudibly, “why not beat her?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Beat her,” Nye repeated, elevated and clear now. 

			“There’s the Nye I know!” The phantom voice surged in force like a tidal wave of thrilled noise. “Beat her like we beat Diane!” 

			“You would have me maltreat my daughter?” Alliddar asked, raising a brow. “I realize you’ve been an urchin for a while, but that is not how parenting works.” 

			And controlling her mind is better? Nye stopped himself from asking. “Beating can help in dominating a person,” he explained, “and if her skin and bones are extraordinarily hardened, it might be easier to inflict pain without damage. This way, she would at least retain some degree of freedom, Your Majesty.”

			“Ruthless, indeed,” the king said, smiling and patting his shoulder. “I do not forbid it, Harbinger, but I trust my method better. You may resort to hitting her if harnessing her Love fails.”

			Nye nodded, and their eyes met. Alliddar’s gaze reflected experience and weariness to which Nye found himself relating. His own eyes were forged through experience as well – through loss, flame and steel. Twisted things now lay in his eye sockets, interwoven with horrifying blight and affliction. 

			“Makes you look like a mutilated crow,” the voice hissed.

			You sound like one.

			It answered with a phantom chuckle. “Fifteen years we wasted, infiltrating the ranks,” it said, suddenly sounding sincere. “Fifteen years pretending to play the obedient Harbinger, slaughtering witches and saving the few we could. Now, at long last, here’s an opportunity to make things different. We can use the princess against him! Use her against him! Use her against him!” It chanted the refrain repeatedly. Nye stirred himself out of it with a quick shake of his head.

			It would be cruel to confine Ivy like a singing bird, never to be taught to fly. She would never even realize that she was caged in the first place. Perhaps I could teach her a little anyway, he thought, cheering himself. Do a little good amidst all the bad.

			“Any servants or maids I need to get acquainted with?” Nye asked, retreating with his stare.

			“I let them go. Assuming Ivy can wash herself and cut her own nails, I don’t need to fund handmaidens now that I have you. For her safety, and for everyone else’s, I want her either with you, or in my vicinity. Together, we can offer her a semi-normal life without becoming a danger to Huravoth.” The king’s tone altered, becoming deep and formal. “You will meet her in the morning, and I will play her emotions for your benefit. With some luck and a lot of skill, she will fall for you in no time, and I will feel safe to give up her strings to you and finally be able to focus on more important tasks. Now, go.”

			Nye bowed, his cape fluttering behind him as he turned to leave. More horrifying pictures will be painted, he thought as he passed the tapestries, once King Alliddar Vice returns to the world.

			“We can’t delay more than a few weeks, then,” the voice hissed, and Nye concurred. 

			We should establish control over the princess and plan how to use her against the king as soon as possible. Every day wasted brings us closer to war and death.

			The mere idea of controlling a human being like that gave him the chills. Nova would have never approved, had she still lived. But his conscience already bore the echoes of beating his friends, along with the bloodstains of dozens of victims.

			It would endure the weight of one more life destroyed.  

		

	

CHAPTER 2 
The Black Acropolis 
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			“Awareness of an emotion is a key element in harnessing it for power, true. Clarity is a central component of Senspirity. But deducing that Awareness in itself is a sentient divine entity - as Irentian mythology claims - is south of ridiculous. No alleged deities of the ancient world have my faith. I suggest dedicating your faith to everyday men and women instead.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Six

			Ivy dreamed she was God. She saw everything. She knew everything. But, despite her ineffable capacity, she could not stop the gigantic wave. She watched in helplessness from the heavens while the Ocean devoured her land. The waters had drowned the terrain without mercy and never cleared. To this day, Huravoth remained this meager portion of earth that stayed safe and dry, and the survivors had struggled to rebuild civilization ever since.

			The corpse of the old world, with its technologies and substantial ivoryn agriculture, were laid to rest beneath the waters of Ocean’s domain. 

			People called this cataclysmic wave The Mazriv, and she’d wanted to finish painting it for a while now. Tonight, inspiration finally hit her. 

			“I could never have stopped it even if I was there,” Ivy reminded herself, painting outlines of urban ruins underneath a layer of water. “And I’m nowhere close to being a god, anyway.” Painting, though, felt somewhat godlike.

			Prepared from head to toe, Ivy faced the longest stretch of wall in the palace. She set her silver hair in a bun, pulled the brush from the pocket of her pinafore, and started filling the sea area of the painting with blue tones. 

			Servants were passing behind her, crossing the hall back and forth. Some lingered to offer a compliment on the details. One group muttered about how her colorful paintings devastated the Black Acropolis’ interior with juvenile musings. She shrugged off the criticism and continued, rather satisfied with the results. 

			Her painting depicted this immense tidal wave - The Mazriv - looming over coastal cities to its left. Behind it, on the right side of the painting, shattered towers and silver ivoryn fields were sunken under the Ocean. Back on the left, on the mainland, where The Mazriv hit, Ivy had just finished painting a hooded shape with shadowy tendrils for fingers. The shadow gestured, and The Mazriv hit to its command. 

			“Would this shadow be the Ocean Sprite?” a servant asked behind her. “She’s just a silly personification that sailors make for the Ocean, you know. She’s not a real person.” 

			“I know,” Ivy said, focusing on the dark character in the painting. “Ivoryn merchants talk about her as if she actually is the Ocean, having a will of its own. I realize how silly it sounds, but since this painting is all about the dramatic, I figured it might fit –” She smelled something peculiar and turned. 

			This was no servant. He wore the Sun Harbinger’s uniform – a black armor of hardened leather and a white cape, with a sun-shaped pin that indicated he’d finished his training. He smoked a pipe, impertinently ignoring the house rules. 

			“The king doesn’t mind you tainting his precious palace with so much color?” he asked, breathing out a puff of smoke with a sour scent. “And wearing a painter’s pinny over your fine clothes while you’re at it?”

			“My father endorses anything that keeps my nose out of books,” Ivy said, regarding her painting, scrutinizing it from side to side. It felt right at last. Complete. Drownright breathtaking with its width. There was nothing tainting about bringing some character into the boring, gray halls of the Black Acropolis.

			“He says it’s in everyone’s best interest if I focus on art, rather than studies,” she added absentmindedly, measuring the picture’s size. She made a rectangle with her fingers and looked through it with one eye closed. Yes. At least eighty inches wider than the one of the Sun Temple I painted in the dining room. 

			“Fair enough,” the Harbinger said, strolling across the hall to the spot where her painting ended, next to the entrance to her chamber. “Thirst for knowledge gets women killed more often than not nowadays. The king must rate your safety as being of the highest importance, I should think.” 

			She raised a brow at that and glanced at his face. Something seemed very wrong with the man’s eyes, like an infection or even necrosis. He stood too far away to make out the details, but even from a distance she spotted traces of black in the white of his eye and purple veins bulging in sick shapes all around it. 

			“What’s this red part?” the Harbinger asked, pointing to the extreme right of the picture, beyond the wave and the ruins. 

			“The Crimson Cascades?” she asked, blushing at her own uncertainty. This red part originated in that dream of hers in which she was God, but it remained a big red smear in the corner of her eye while entire cities disappeared under the vicious tidal wave. 

			The Harbinger snorted, smoke escaping from his nose. “Don’t believe anything those sailors and merchants tell you, Princess,” he said. “Hell isn’t necessarily beyond the Ocean. The Red Abyss, The Bleeding Chasms, or The Crimson Cascades - if that’s what you call it - may be where souls go when people die, but it’s not exactly a place.” 

			“It’s art,” Ivy said, staring at the red piece to the far right of the expanse. “It doesn’t have to be necessary or exactly anything.”

			The Harbinger fell quiet and took out fresh weeds to refill his pipe. A small fire kindled at the tip of his finger – nothing out of the ordinary for a Sun Harbinger. They had all kinds of powers, and igniting fire was among the most common. His cape flapped with the motion, and Ivy caught a glimpse of the dagger strapped to his hip. It shone with a particular ivoryn luster. Most Harbingers were equipped with weapons of this prestigious metal.

			“Where’s your handmaiden, Princess?” He eyed the tiny spark at his fingertip and blew a puff of smoke. The fiery spark burst into a dancing twirl around his wrist and between the fingers. 

			“It’s a big palace,” she said. The bastion was a hollow space built for height, with the main staircase in the middle and a few rooms on each floor. Alliddar had added halls, war rooms, armories, and dungeons when he conquered the place. “Could be anywhere.” 

			None of her staff had shown up today, which became rather usual. Her father disparaged her need for servants. He preferred her alone, and often sent them away on surprise vacations. The less contact she made with outsiders, the better.

			“Blackrook!” A familiar voice called from below, followed by the sound of his typically slow tread on the marble steps – Kerak, head of the Sun Harbingers. Ivy rolled her eyes at his arrival. 

			“I take it Huravoth is cleared of witches,” Kerak said, “if you can spare the time to smoke and appreciate children’s drawings.” He wore the same uniform, black with a white cape, but his presence was looming almost as large as the king’s, with his even stouter build and broader shoulders. 

			“Every man needs a hobby,” the Harbinger - Blackrook - replied. “I smoke weed and you lick regal butt cheeks, so let’s agree not to pass judgment.” 

			Ivy chuckled at that. Harbinger Kerak was a toady one, always trailing behind her father. He never missed an opportunity to flirt with her, either. Her handmaiden knew how to drive him away, but she was absent.

			“Aren’t you swift?” Kerak remarked, absorbing the slur with folded arms. His elbow was resting on the hilt of his sword. He towered over the other Harbinger, completely obstructing him from Ivy with that bulky build of his.

			Smoke engulfed Kerak’s head and dispersed over his shoulder. He coughed and started to radiate a thin, white aura, blurring the outlines of his body with a mild shimmer. Ivy recognized that power. Some sort of shield. Her father often radiated with it. It had to do with one emotion or another. She didn’t know and was prohibited from learning it, for obvious reasons.

			“The king charged me with a new assignment,” Blackrook said, winking at her from over Kerak’s side. 

			Ocean’s mercy, those eyes are haunting, she thought, biting her lip and struggling not to look away. Blood vessels blackened the vicinity of Blackrook’s eyes, like an exotic disease of some kind. In contrast with his pale skin, it made him look like a phantom from horror stories. 

			“You’ll have to exterminate my lists yourself,” Blackrook added, “until you finish training someone in my stead.”

			“Delightful,” Kerak said, pulling out a coin from his pocket and flipping it between his fingers. “But I’m certain you wouldn’t mind spending the night on one final... um…” he glanced at Ivy, “… visit.” 

			“I’m not a child, Kerak,” Ivy protested. She stuffed her hands in the pockets of the pinafore and grabbed her mother’s jewel in the left one. She’d put it there for safekeeping while she painted. “You can call a witch hunt by its name in my presence.” 

			“Of course, Your Highness.” He turned and graced her with a slight bow. She scoffed at that, feeling his tongue almost physically licking her “regal butt cheeks.”

			“Blackrook,” Kerak regarded him. “Await me in the Temple. I’ll debrief you there.” 

			Blackrook. That epithet suddenly rang a bell. Harbinger Nye was his name, right? The ill-minded one? She narrowed her eyes at him as he hesitated, his lips were moving as if he murmured something inaudibly to himself. 

			Rumors of the man suggested that it would be wise to keep her distance, especially as a woman. Merely suspecting a woman of being a witch permitted the Sun Harbingers to execute her, and Blackrook was, by reputation, one of the most vicious of their ranks. He never refused an opportunity for a mission, and his numbers had almost surpassed those of Kerak himself.

			“Fine,” Nye said at last. He put out his pipe, enclosed it in a box, and returned it to the folds of his mantle. Then he shook his head and crossed the hall to the stairs leading below. 

			He sounds normal enough, Ivy noted, but recoiled out of instinct as he passed by.

			“Just do me a favor,” Nye threw over his shoulder, “wash your mouth after you’ve finished with his majesty’s posterior.” 

			No normal man speaks to Kerak like that, though. She swallowed a laugh and covered her smile. Nye leaned his head back on folded hands and whistled as he went. The sound echoed through the palace as he reached the lower floors.

			“This one is almost not worth the headache,” Kerak said, leaning his hand against the painted wall and facing her.

			“Wha –” Ivy yelled and stormed at him. “Get off of that!” She pushed him away from the fresh paint, but the damage was done. “You’re the one that’s not worth the headache, Kerak!” She examined the hand mark on the painting. Fortunately, Kerak had picked the depiction of the Crimson Cascades to lean on, which wasn’t more than red brushwork – nothing she couldn’t easily fix.

			Kerak snorted, glaring at the paint on his hand. He flattened his palm and it erupted into a brief fireburst. It reeked of burnt paint but ended in a moment.

			“You should enforce harder discipline upon your men,” Ivy said, waving off the remains of the stench. “You’re supposed to be their leader.”

			“The Sun Harbingers are not an army, Princess –”

			“Yet all you do is battle.” 

			“I merely deliver your father’s commands,” He dismissed her with a half-grunt, half-chuckle. “The Harbingers are my arrows. I shoot them, but I don’t command them. Besides, respect doesn’t mean power, Your Highness.” He spoke with this irritating attitude, acting as if life was a game that he had already won. “Power means power.”

			Ocean’s mercy… his pretentiousness hurt her ears.

			Kerak clasped his coin in one fist and started radiating with a white glow again. It stood out in contrast to his black hair and dark skin.

			“For example,” he stepped up to her and launched into a monologue, “you, Princess, have the respect of Alliddar’s entire kingdom. You boss his servants around. You draw favorable gazes from subjects. Yet you have no actual power. You could never initiate a campaign of your own, like I do. See, I don’t need the respect of men like Blackrook. So long as they realize their inferiority in the power chain, my system works.”

			“You’re a real charmer, Kerak,” Ivy sniggered, shaking her head in dismissal. “I’ll have you know I actually request things from servants, while restraining the bossing around to haughtier subjects, like certain Harbingers.”

			He rolled his eyes at that. 

			“Now,” Ivy went on, “explain. What do you mean by system?” 

			“My system,” Kerak replied with an extravagant ear-to-ear smile. “My campaign as Head of the Order. We have Harbingers in every major city and every village. They listen, collect information, and call out the targets. We have faster Harbingers who deliver messages from distant places. Then we have Harbingers like Blackrook or myself, who execute dangerous assassinations. So, my position is hardly one of leadership. I just assign them their tasks, and converse with the king once in a while. Effectively, he is our leader. Not me.”

			“How modest of you,” Ivy said, “but all I’m hearing are excuses.” Deep down, she couldn’t help agreeing. When it came to actions, respect paled in comparison to raw power, and Kerak was a walking proof of that. He could do anything, command anything, simply by wearing that I’m-the-fiercest-Senspiriter-in-Huravoth grin on his face. Even her father tended to avoid confrontation with the man.

			Ivy shrugged and put the brush in the pocket of her pinafore. She unraveled her hair, letting it slide over her shoulder. It glistened and reflected Kerak’s face like a metal mirror. People around her had been compelled to adapt to this quality. 

			“Perhaps,” Kerak said, grinning and nodding to himself. “But it’s unlikely that engendering respect would prevent the night from lengthening.” He grimaced at that and breathed out a heavy sigh. It had been 500 years - since The Mazriv, in fact - that the nights in Huravoth has been growing longer. Defeating The First Witch was supposed to put an end to that phenomenon, but the king admitted he must have mistaken the identity of the witch who was prolonging the night. 

			After all, Savrin was defeated and driven out of Olyanath - out of this very palace - more than twenty years ago. But, despite that, nightologists’ measurements showed that the nights were still starting earlier. 

			“Just brainstorming,” Ivy whispered, glancing sideways to verify no one was listening. “What happens if the night never stops? I mean, we could live in eternal night. It’s not impossible.”

			Stupid thing to ask, Ivy realized as soon as she finished speaking. My father can’t just let some mysterious person, witch or otherwise, meddle with the physics of the world. It made her stomach churn. 

			“We could,” Kerak said, sidling up and leaning his back against the rail of the staircase, facing her. His coin flipped across his fingers from one side to the next and back. “But we suspect more nefarious intentions than merely the descent of darkness. Savrin, or whoever the witch responsible is, must be stopped.”

			So convinced it’s a woman, Ivy noted. Women had abused Senspiritic power throughout history according to the ivoryn merchants who passed by the palace. It appeared that one witch or another was at fault for every single catastrophe Huravoth had ever suffered. But hunting witches had contributed nothing to stopping the night so far, Ivy couldn’t help thinking. Could a man be responsible, then? Or something else?

			“You should teach respect to your men anyway,” Ivy stated, stirring out of her daydream. “The Harbingers’ witch hunt is failing. No. Save your dismissive sighs. You’re uncertain whether or not my father really defeated Savrin, and twenty years of exterminating every witch in Huravoth and their families hasn’t graced us with one second of extra daylight. Perhaps the Order needs a change.”

			Kerak clasped the coin in his fist, rising in a swift motion. “You're not listening,” he said. The faint white glow around him had waned. “Respect is not power. Power is power. You think a man like Blackrook has control over his life? The king charged him with this new assignment because I recommended it. And the king trusts my word for it because I am the fiercest Senspiriter in Huravoth. Not because he respects me.”

			Then why do you sound like you have the most to prove? Ivy wondered, fixating on his closed fist. Kerak held on to that coin the way she held on to her mother’s emerald amulet. She stuffed her hand into the side pocket, grabbing the jewel.

			“Right,” Ivy said. “Have it your way. But may I see that?” She extended her hand, gesturing at his clutched fist. He shrugged, put the coin in her hand and regarded her painting. 

			Heavier than I expected, Ivy noted, flipping it between her fingers like Kerak did. She started slowly, but picked it up after a few tries. “It must be very important to you,” she said, examining the peculiar insignia on the coin. A central ring, with three loops engraved across it, each crowned with a peculiar inscription. “Silver or ivoryn?” she asked.

			“Ivoryn,” he whispered. “It’s a token. Some Senspiriters use symbolic tokens to help control their emotions. This one reminds me of The Circle, which is my preferred technique.“ 

			Control their emotions. Ivy repeated in her mind, frowning at the coin. 

			“It’s silly, really,” Kerak said. “I just believe that Senspiriters’ emotions ought to be like this heavy coin – difficult to control by anything or anyone else, but easy for you, once you develop a technique.” He snatched the coin from her hand and straightened, wearing a harder face. Then he started flipping the coin with impressive skill, so fast she couldn’t catch the exact motion of his fingers. “Stick to your sketches, Your Highness,” he said, staring at the upper floor, at the entrance to her father’s throne room. “Trust saving the world to those with power.”

			Wouldn’t trust you to save anything but yourself, Ivy thought, folding her hands in aggravation.

			Kerak climbed the stairs at last, his cape fluttering behind him. She rolled her eyes and returned to her business.

			“Whoever this enemy may be,” Ivy mouthed, approaching the painting of The Mazriv, “the world needs more than power or respect to defeat it and stop the night.”

			She was a god in her dream, looming over the world with infinite power and respect, and she still couldn’t stop the terrible tidal wave from destroying everything.

			“It needs something more. Not a god. A hero.” 
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							Reveals auras (Caresight) and heals living things. Both powers wane over distance.
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							Increases speed. Overuse results in hubris.
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							Increases strength, durability, and pain resistance. Overuse results in hubris.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 3 
Sun Harbingers 
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			“Emotions radiate, in a way. Studies call it auric corollary, or simply auras. 

			"Harnessing Care reveals emotional auras in distinguishable forms and vibrant colors, in addition to making the Senspiriter relate to them and grasp them as his own. These auras may affect one another as well. Learning auralogy is integral to becoming a fierce Senspiriter, youngling dear. Power and control alone do not suffice.”  

			—Session on auralogy, Lesson One

			Arriving at the Sun Temple compound, Nye stopped to appreciate the structure one last time before his new assignment. The spires shone like beacons of white and silver, looming tall above the city streets, higher even than the king’s palace. Three smaller spires surrounded a larger, central one, and the entire compound glinted of ivoryn sheen in the moonlight. The round arrangement of the four towers depicted The Circle – a technique devised to control Senspiritic powers. 

			“I won’t miss this place,” the phantom voice hissed in Nye’s head as they entered the Temple’s forward tower. “It’s complicated, and things related to The Circle give me a headache.” 

			Nye shook the voice off, summoning Calm to repress it. 

			The Circle had become a default emotion control technique for the Sun Harbingers, one that Nye had rooted in the level of instinct. The phantom voice disliked it because it paved a path for Nye to resist it. Summoning Calm, for example, locked the voice in a prison from which it sounded muffled and weak. 

			I reckon Kerak’s quite displeased, Nye pondered as he walked into the lobby. Chandeliers illuminated the large, cylindrical space, and various paintings added color to the plain silvery walls. He’s the jealous type.

			Other members of the Order passed by as he climbed the stairs, nodding to him in respect while avoiding his tainted eyes. As an executioner of witches, he outranked them. Most of the Sun Harbingers were scholars, city security and intelligence agents, inexperienced in actual killing. 

			Nye entered his office on the fourth floor, disregarded the sofa as usual, and leaned against the wall by the entrance, shutting the door with a thud. He joined his fists and breathed deeply while imagining a starry, quiet night. It inflated his Calm. Rather easily, imagination and reality mixed in his mind. Quiet and wonder filled him as if he was actually strolling under a bright, night sky.

			A boon, not a bane, as Trezoss often stressed. At times like this, before a new mission, Nye missed convening with the old rascal. Trezoss had always argued against the idea that women, that witches, were prolonging the nights. He called it “south of ridiculous” and claimed that society was drawing generalizations from a few mythological witches, like Ocean and Savrin, to an entire gender.

			“Solid excuse for butchering them, though,” the phantom voice taunted, faking earnest tones. It sounded dim from the depths of its prison, but it retained clarity nowadays, not quite so subdued by Nye’s Calm as it had been in the past.

			What do you think of us bodyguarding the princess? Nye asked, yielding, allowing himself to get drawn into the imaginary conversation. 

			“Amusing is what I think,” the voice replied. “The king will have updated Kerak by now. Expect a quarrel. He’ll try to undo this mission.”

			And he drowning could. Kerak could punch down a building if he so desired, or vaporize a mountain if it stood in his way. Senspiritic power came hand in hand with the intensity of one’s emotions, and Kerak, beneath that flat face, was a rather sensitive fellow.

			Quickly shifting from Calm to Anger and back to Calm, Nye pulled out his pipe and lit it with a fire at his fingertip. Unlike Kerak, he was accustomed to feelings of low intensity, which were easier to switch.

			Kerak doesn’t scare me. 

			Engulfed in a cloud of smoke, Nye took a moment to appreciate his good fortune for the first time tonight. Fifteen years of pain and guilt had, at long last, culminated in an opportunity to get closer to the king and kill him.

			And Kerak with him.

			Nye strolled to his desk and sat down, frowning at the dry inkpot. It had been left unfilled since he’d burned his latest literary experiment. Harbingers of his position barely used their offices, not for work, at least. But he did spend hours between these walls writing poems, which he would later burn. All save one.

			“He’s not scared of us, either,” the voice hissed. “Set him and the king against each other. The princess, too. Send the entire Vice house to drown in the Red Abyss.”

			Nye hesitated. The pipe had gone out and the inkpot on his desk had drawn his gaze. 

			“You’re curious about her.”

			I just wonder what she’s like. 

			“Pretty and dumb, like all women.” The voice burst out laughing in the back of his head, like an unreachable itch within his skull.

			“They’re not all like that,” Nye replied in an actual hiss, alarmed at the insanity of this action – speaking out loud to the voice.

			“True, that!” the voice chuckled, sounding phantom drumbeats as if performing on a stage. “Some aren’t all that pretty.” 

			The voice had risen to a painful level, but Nye’s Calm-shield prevented the pain. Harnessing Calm had created a white auric curtain around the Senspiriter’s body, providing absolute protection from physical harm, and no small degree of protection from mental harm as well. This shield pulsed within him, repelling the voice’s nonsense, driving it away. However, in the same way, it started shutting out the rest of the world. Harnessing Calm for too long would do that: dim the senses and vacate the heart of Care. Its ultimate protection wasn’t cheap, and becoming overly unconcerned could be no less dangerous than a fireball to the face. 

			Shaking in discomfort, Nye exhaled, emptying his lungs. He summoned Care with the next breath, which restored his perception. It negated the typical detachment of serenity and revealed auras above and below – across the tower, like clouds of shifting colors that reflected people’s emotions. Empaths called this ability to see auras Caresight.

			One specific aura drew Nye’s attention: a green smear, approaching fast and climbing the stairs at a speed that would have been impossible without harnessing the Senspiritic power of Confidence. Even so, it moved quicker than ordinary Senspiritic speed, leaving a trail of verdant afterimage in its passing… too quick to be any average Senspiriter.

			It’s him. 

			Nye summoned Calm again and grinned at Kerak as the man arrived with sweat glossing his brow. 

			“You!” Kerak growled and pointed. The green of his aura vanished as soon as Nye switched back to Calm. “You drowning, insolent vermin!” He cast his hand forward and unleashed a massive fire blast, devastating the office, vaporizing papers and searing the desk.

			It left Nye unharmed. 

			The shrill fires shied away from Nye’s Calm-shield, engulfing him in a coat of heat just warm enough to be noticeable, nothing more than a bother.

			“Kill him!” the voice whispered, indistinct in its prison. “Summon Hatred and kill him now while he’s vulnerable!”

			Nye shook his head, safe in the sanctuary of his shield from this tempest of fire that flooded the room. He pursed his lips, considering the expense of redecorating the office after Kerak’s tantrum. One of Trezoss’ lessons came to mind, the one about how people often went berserk in the presence of a Calm aura. It was a matter of personality, really, but it appeared that Kerak’s profile matched. 

			“Pretentious prick!” Kerak spat in his tirade, looking like a demon of black and fire. “You’re in my way!”

			At last, his Anger ran out. Rather, the fire had, retreating to his palms. Often, power and its emotional origin would deplete together, but Kerak still growled like some furious ape.

			“In your way?” Nye asked, picking his way between the debris, practically beneath the much taller Harbinger. “Toward what, I wonder? Oh, and you owe me a desk.”

			The voice giggled in the back of his head. “He didn’t realize. When he recommended us to the king, he didn’t realize. The fool.”

			Kerak quieted at last, gathering his self-control by flipping his coin between his fingers. Nye couldn’t help a condescending grin at that coin. He’d never required such ludicrous tokens to control his emotions. His illness sufficed. 

			“Same coin…” the voice whispered, “… as fifteen years ago.”

			Nye stirred himself out of it before the memory hit. Yes, it was the same coin. Fortunately, Kerak had destroyed so many victims since then that he didn’t recognize Nye’s face. 

			“He burned us! Let’s burn him, too!”

			Quiet! Nye demanded, reinforcing his Calm while judging Kerak’s silence. The man was blushing, either from excess rage or shame or both. 

			“You wanted the princess for yourself, didn’t you?” Nye asked, rather satisfied with himself. Drown burning him – anyone could take vengeance by killing a man. But stealing a girl, and an attached title – now, that was proper payback. “I’ll have you know that my mission with the princess is due to begin tomorrow, so, like it or not, you’d better keep your hands off my ward.”

			It took a while but, at last, Kerak started radiating with the faint white of a Calm-shield. His breath slowed down, his growls waned, and his stance adjusted. Finally, he clasped the coin.

			Sluggish, Nye noted. Quite sluggish. Sure, Kerak was powerful, but he was slow. Emotions resembled armor in this aspect. The stronger it was, the more it was braced, and the longer it took to strip and replace. 

			“Who would fulfill your assignment,” Kerak said, smirking, “if you’re not around, Blackrook? And who would inherit the throne?” 

			“Me. I’m like texts,” Nye said, “constant, once written and the ink has dried. You can’t erase me, Kerak.”

			“Give me some credit,” Kerak blurted, grunting in dismissal. “I won’t be erasing you. A witch will.”

			Nye chuckled at that, but he twitched when Kerak rested his elbow on the hilt of his sword – the sword that had glowed red fifteen years ago when Kerak burned his life.

			“I call it Mother,” the voice hissed and burst into phantom giggles. “It gave me birth… it’s only fitting.”

			Not quite, Nye noted, but stopped there, feeling crazy enough just listening, let alone considering an argument with his inside voice. 

			“A Fervorist,” Kerak spoke up formally. “I don’t believe you have experience in fighting those, do you?”

			Nye scowled, straining to maintain Calm. Fervorists were notoriously powerful, bending nature itself for their benefits. They could summon storms, quake the earth, command anything that had no will of its own. Kerak had taken it upon himself to deal with witches with this particular power so far, being very noble about the risks he took. At the top of his career, he had little left to strive for, except credit. Alliddar was right to suspect him. 

			“Dinjen Forest,” Kerak concluded. “Northwest quadrant. Summon Care and exercise Caresight to find a thick violet aura of Passion.” He left with that, his smirk almost audible as he exited and descended the stairs.

			“Told you we should have killed him,” the voice stressed, desperate to speak out loud with Nye’s mouth. “Just a smidge of Hatred and vengeance shall be ours.”

			We need Alliddar’s position first, Nye replied, pushing it to the back of his head. We promised Diane.

			“Speaking of Fervorists –“ the voice started, but Nye acted before it could finish. He summoned Confidence and hastened down the tower at incredible speed. 

			***

			Empowered by Confidence, Nye moved quicker than the wind itself. His vision blurred, incapable of comprehending his swiftness. He jumped roofs and crossed the city in minutes. A cold, blissful wind was howling in his ears, refreshing on this warm and damp summer night.

			He ran as fast as possible, taking only the occasional break to reevaluate his route. Still, attuned with the speed of Confidence, he arrived on the other side of Olyanath in no time, at the doorstep of his home – The Hut.

			A modest house in appearance, compared to that of other Sun Harbingers. It was stone-built, blending in with the rest of the outermost district of the city. A sun-shaped ornament on the front door did make it stand out though, next to the rest of the aged street.

			“I like our taste in design,” the voice blathered in the back of his head as Nye let himself in. “A Harbinger’s symbol on a dwelling of witches is so… deliciously deceitful.”

			They’re probably sleeping, Nye thought, sauntering quietly into the darkened household. At least Mother and Grin, he noted, hearing a faint echo of breaths. 

			He crossed the living room with silent footsteps on the carpeted floor, then regarded the kitchen with a quick glance. Empty – the breathing had to come from downstairs. Diane, Nye thought, half-smiling, half-worrying. He hurried down one staircase, then the second, reaching the cavern they’d carved beneath the basement.

			Diane was practicing her usual martial art down there. She had her stark, black hair pulled up in a braid and wore a sleeping robe.

			He managed to make out her silhouette in the dark. As a Fervorist, Diane didn’t require as much light to see as others. A small candle on the floor sufficed for her. Not for Nye though. He couldn’t control light the way she could.

			“You’re late,” Diane said, performing an elbow attack combined with a low kick backward. Way back when, years past, her involvement in martial arts had puzzled him. It seemed redundant, as a Fervorist’s strongest ally was nature rather than muscles. 

			Nye knew better by now, after summoning Care and sensing Diane’s aura when she practiced, that is. 

			Apparently, it had more to do with art than self-defense. 

			Practicing the sets had helped her control Passion – the emotion associated with Fervorist powers. These moves served more to enhance her focus, rather than to master offensive strikes and tricks. No wonder she was spending most of her time training. 

			“I don’t owe you any explanations, D,” Nye said, following a sequence of kicks and punches she threw in the air. 

			“I beg to differ,” Diane said, sending a firm punch against an imaginative foe. Admittedly, she was in a position to demand answers. She could overpower him with ease. “What’s the hurry? You’re sweating and you look nervous.” 

			“A mission,” Nye said, expecting to earn her attention. She broke her stance, wiped her forehead with the tip of the sleeve and approached him, shaking her head in discontent. 

			“How many more missions before we finally act?” she demanded, hands on hips, glaring with hostility.

			“So motherly for a nineteen-year-old,” the voice observed. Nye shook it off, biting his lip as a battle scenario with Diane ran in his head. Senspiritically speaking, Fervorists like Diane were almost unbeatable, what with nature itself becoming their tools and abilities. They were limitless in comparison to other Senspiriters.

			“This should be my last one,” he said and found himself smiling. This mission would herald the end of a vicious era. Killing witches in the name of the Sun Harbingers would be replaced with spending time with the princess and, finally, devising actual plans against the king along with Diane, Grin and Mother.

			“Why are you here, then?” she asked, falling back into a combat stance and throwing a series of punches in the air. “Don’t you have some blind bloodlust to serve?” She alluded to their previous arguments on the subject.

			“I need your help.” 

			Diane grimaced, then raged, speaking alternately between fighting moves. “Of course you do! And I’ll be glad to participate in the senseless assassination of some innocuous woman out there. Just let me check my schedule and change into my murderer’s outfit.” She groaned, rolling her eyes. 

			Nye joined his fists, subduing hostility by summoning Calm, but Diane’s response still left him uncomfortable. For a Fervorist, who was supposed to be focused on a purpose, she overlooked the bigger picture more often than he would have liked.

			“Go away, Nye,” she said, turning her back on him, her hands cast forward, not in fists, but in fixed positions with crooked fingers. “The Hut’s supposed to be a sanctuary for witches, not for witch hunters.” 

			“All I need is advice, D. Nothing else.” 

			She flicked her fingers and suddenly the whole underground space was bathed in brightness. He could see her in detail now, the sheer brown eyes, pursed lips and firm chin. The sudden illumination was undoubtedly the light bending to her will. Harnessing Passion enabled Fervorists like Diane to command light however she wanted. They could seize control of anything so long as it was not already bound to the will of another sentience – which, thankfully, excluded people’s bodies. 

			Still, Fervoring had become a rare and powerful type of Senspirity, and as such, was enviable. Nye had never grasped how to harness Passion, not even with The Circle technique. Something about it worked differently than other emotions.

			“Advice?” Diane asked, her fingers bent in a fixed position. “What happened to good old, know-it-all Harbinger Nye?”

			He sighed at that, still amazed at her show of power. Light flooded the circular cavern with bright gold in obedience to her command. 

			A Fervorist like Diane could wipe out the entire Order of The Sun Harbingers if so inclined. She could rip the earth open underneath the Sun Temple, perhaps underneath the entire city, given enough time. She would have done it already if he hadn’t insisted and explained how it wouldn’t help to fulfill her dream of a non-misogynistic society. If anything, it would only have convinced Huravoth of how dangerous and treacherous women can be – exactly the opposite of the perception they’d hoped to install. 

			“I’m after another Fervorist, D. I need –”

			“Don’t bother,” she said, waving her hand. All light was gone, rendering him almost blind in the dark. “We agreed that I’d stay to help take down Alliddar and the Harbingers. Other than that – drown you.” She returned to her practice. 

			“Well,” the phantom voice chuckled, sounding fiercer than usual, almost to the point of pain in his ears. “We can only expect so much fellowship from a girl we orphaned.”

			But she’s so essential, Nye replied, shuddering. Conversing with this entity in his head often made his bones shiver.

			Any version of the grand plan against the king required Diane’s assistance, both for the girl’s talent and for her enthusiasm. While Nye’s ambition often swayed from justice to vengeance, Diane kept both eyes on their goal – to eliminate the term “witches” and replace it with absolute equality between the genders. 

			These past few years, whenever the ship of his sanity tilted, Diane had played the part of a trusted anchor, something solid to return to when life’s complexities became overwhelming.

			“And anchors sometimes need a firm hand,” the voice reminded him, reinforcing the decision he’d already made. “You always find such wonderful excuses to hurt the people closest to you.” 

			It repeated in his mind as he leaped at Diane. 

			It happened in a blur as he harnessed Confidence for speed. Diane yelped as Nye grabbed her by the top of her robe and pushed her against the wall, squeezing a fierce grip against her neck.

			“Can we finally kill her this time?” the voice squeaked in high tones of anticipation. It quieted in disappointment, coming to realize its wishes did not align with Nye’s will.

			Diane squirmed in his grasp, grabbing his wrist between agonized gasps and pushing but, as usual, she refrained from using her powers.

			“Classic hurt-your-friend type of thing,” the voice hissed, half approving. Nye had long accepted that side of him. In comparison to the verbal-mental torture of the phantom voice in his head, for him choking a person was a fleeting thing and easily forgivable. Besides, Diane deserved it for turning down his plea for assistance. They were supposed to be a team. 

			“Ocean –” Diane gasped in a coarse whisper, “Ocean drown you, Harbinger!”

			“Where have we heard that before?” the voice chuckled, reminding Nye of the first time he’d hit her. Years ago, she’d tried to fight back with a martial arts sweep, but it failed miserably when Nye harnessed Valor in response and overpowered her. She’d never tried to fend him off again, probably because she knew she couldn’t continue their endeavor without him.

			“I think she knows she deserves it,” the voice suggested as Nye compressed her head against the wall at a merciless tilt. “I think she realizes her defiance slows the revolution. She’s not stupid.”

			Not too bright, either. Nye replied, releasing his grip. Diane burst in a series of intense coughs. 

			“My target is a Fervorist, D!” Nye barked at her. “All I’m asking for is some abyssal advice on fighting one!”

			After massaging her throat and regaining her breath, Diane grabbed the wall and mustered the strength to answer. “You’re a monster, Nye,” she mouthed, leaning her head back and speaking in croaks. “Vehement. Unreliable. Monster. Good luck with the Fervorist.” She flicked her hands and utter darkness descended on the room. “You want my advice? Try to get yourself killed and rid Huravoth of its greatest villain.” 

			Nye absorbed it quietly, joining his fists to stop himself from leaping at her again. His Calm-shield provided pale white illumination, but even this light was quickly bent away by her powers, leaving him blind. 

			He heard her steps hastening up the stairs and caught a gasp of crying in the dark. When the soft thudding of footsteps faded, he started groping his way out.

			“You really are a villain,” the phantom voice taunted him, sounding dim behind the Calm-shield. 

			I save people and avenge the innocents.

			“Then you’re terrible at villainy but a villain all the same.”

			Nye shriveled at that. He had, indeed, saved Diane a few years back, but he also butchered her parents and had abused her ever since. 

			She’ll forgive me, Nye determined. She always does. Right now, he had a mission to carry out, and while violence felt as ordinary as breathing, murder did leave a sour taste in his mouth.

		

	

CHAPTER 4 
One Last Murder
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			“Intent is elusive. Even I cannot pinpoint the exact reason for my actions. The action itself, however, is conclusive. It is constant and concrete. Evil actions will make you an evil person, whether of righteous intent or not. Now, serving the Sun Harbingers, malicious actions are obligatory. It shall be your burden to bear, along with the responsibility to make amends.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Five

			Upon reaching the Dinjen Forest, Nye ceased to harness Confidence and slowed down, grabbing a branch to help smooth the transition to normal speed.

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…” the voice whispered in the back of his head. Every single word drummed like repetitive hammering in his skull. A drownright torment, that. Rubbing his temples and exhaling deeply, Nye looked up, seeking solace in the trees. They turned to a viridian hue with the pale light of dawn. 

			But the voice went on, ceaseless, crunching chunks of his sanity with every repeat. “Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…” 

			Nye found himself wary, shuffling forward. It felt like his brain was contracting and expanding with relentless repetition. He had, once, experienced the worst kind of pain imaginable – that time when Kerak burned him. Yet this felt somewhat worse. 

			Out of my head!

			“Hah! Where would I go? Your crotch?” It spoke over the cyclical echo of ‘Killer.’ 

			“Bah, and what would you do? You’re nothing without me!” The spiteful phantom voice forced him to lean against a tree and catch his breath. “Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer… how long will you endure me repeating this? Until you lose your sanity, I mean?”

			Can’t lose what I don’t have.

			“You think? Let’s put it to test. Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…” 

			That’s enough!

			Nye joined his fists, breathed fast and summoned Calm to banish the tortuous noise away. Beat please, oh heart of false and mold, he chanted in his heart. Longing for your warmth, and truth is so cold...

			“Oh, not this again.”

			The voice would have rendered him defenseless if not for this poem… Power is granted, vanquish the truth. A heart beats again, and the enemy is crushed and burnt… 

			Fortune had it that Nova had taught him to write prose.

			The voice vaporized like forest mists under the first rays of morning sunshine. It sounded a final scream, like a prisoner put away in his cell, and faded away.

			He’s right though, Nye thought, following a trail west, deeper into Dinjen Forest. The foliage had gotten more dense and thick. He’s right. He’s right. He’s right.

			Kerak would demand evidence of successful completion of the task, and forging a stiff wasn’t among Nye’s talents. 

			He had to kill again. One last time, and when morning comes his life would turn somewhat quieter. 

			Nye raised his head, searching for familiarities while his heart filled with barren hopefulness. Growing up in the town of Dinjen, he had often wandered into those woods, though never so far north. It didn’t matter, knowing the terrain wouldn’t help to locate his victim. The target was a Fervorist, and those could become literally invisible. Diane practiced it sometimes in The Hut. 

			Crossing the path, Nye dived into his memories of those days, recalling the long strolls with Nova in the forest. They’d spent so much time under the trees, searching for berries while discussing philosophy that would never matter.

			“She’d never have approved the new mission the king has given us!” The voice shouted, as if from a distance. “Harnessing the princess’ Love to control her? Nova would have called it redundant evil. As opposed to necessary evil –”

			Care for Nova clicked like a sword fitting into its sheath. Nye shook himself out of both the memory and the scolding of the voice but clung on tight to Caring. Normally, he would ignore and repress the extended senses of Caresight. Empathy tended to overwhelm by revealing a blended jumble of auras, forcing the Senspiriter to sympathize with them all at a certain level. 

			Here in the forest, however, he sensed only a handful, making them easy to identify. Three men radiated golden of Valor, probably miners or lumberjacks of some sort. They were clustered up together south to his location. More importantly, he sensed a Passionate entity down the road to the west - her aura cast a shroud of violet - exactly where Kerak said his victim should be. 

			Fixed on a heading to his target, Nye depleted his empathy so not as to suffer any further overwhelming side effects.

			He did appreciate how Caring revealed locations of people who preferred to remain hidden, but relating to the emotions of others left a loathsome, uncomfortable sensation. It defied some aspects of The Circle, too. 

			Moreover, he couldn’t harness Calm and Care at the same time, and without Calm to shield him, he’d be rendered vulnerable to the voice’s destructive influence. Comparing that with how Kerak burned him fifteen years ago, he honestly preferred the latter.

			This way. Nye stepped over the side of the trail and pushed through the greenery. He exited in a different part of the forest, with fewer bushes and taller trees, and continued in the same direction toward the source of the Passionate aura. The familiar fragrance of trees surrounded him, a mixture of leaves and mists. Back in the day, Nova used to say the woods were a brilliant metaphor for life – grim and frightening at times but teeming with vivacity and riddles underneath the surface. She always had the best things to say. What was it she said about clichés? 

			“The only cliché I’d accept is a broken one,” the voice replied, mimicking more feminine tones. 

			Yeah, that’s the one.

			“It’s a shame she wasn’t avenged,” the voice whispered.

			Yet. Nye corrected it, agonized by the act of talking with himself. His grip on his sanity loosened even more.

			“Think the princess will Love us as much as Nova did?”

			Nye’s silent reply was in the negative. “Princess Numb” had earned her nickname. She was a sad thing, soulless, naught but another instrument in the king’s hand. Soon though, she would become Nye’s instrument – against the king. But not a brilliant lover. Not like Nova was. Nova was so sad all the time, though as much happy as sad, and as much bright, and as much anything else. Harmony of inconsistency incarnated in human form.

			“What are you up to, I wonder?” the voice continued. Each whim and every syllable pulsed with fresh pain.

			Why don’t you find out? Nye answered. Should be easy, considering you’re in my mind already.

			“Some things are hidden,” it said, sounding mildly frustrated, “even from me.” It left him with that notion. But it would return. It always does. 

			Nye shook his head and forced himself to focus on his mission. Confidence combined with an aggressive element of surprise would be his tactic, just as when he’d hit Diane.

			It won’t fail. Fervorist or not, she’s definitely less experienced.

			People, witches included, tended to get drawn to their emotion and flow with it until it naturally exhausted itself. Unlike them, Nye adjusted his feelings to what needed to be felt, never mind the circumstances. This flexibility provided the ultimate advantage. Even against a Fervorist, the encounter would probably proceed the same. He would switch emotions - and so his powers - until one of them subdued his foe. Seldom did this technique fail him in battle.

			The moisture in the air increased. Mist had formed between the trees, unnatural during summer. Alarmed, Nye summoned Care again, just briefly, to satiate his curiosity. Indeed, the Passionate aura thickened here, becoming a fog of violet. 

			It originated in the epicenter of the mists, confirming his suspicion: mists in mid-summer had to be a Fervorist’s doing. 

			Nye managed to identify the method, despite never having learned to control it. Fervorists bent nature to their wishes. His victim must have been using these mists as a mean of camouflage, or to frighten unwelcome guests. Must have been around for years, prompting folk tales and ballads. It reminded him of how a boy whose mother he’d murdered went on to write an entire book about her. Nye had even bothered to read it, if only to see how it ended. 

			The kid had jumped off a building when the book didn’t sell well, but after the suicide, the story became rather popular. Quite an achievement for a boy that any other Harbinger would have buried years before. 

			At last, the shape of a cottage materialized before him. Nye spotted a large black silhouette first, then the outline of a wooden structure, then details: a small, two-story cottage with a couple of rooms in addition to the living room. 

			Smoke rose from the chimney – a common mistake for prey, alerting the predator to its location. The mist mingled well with the smoke though, making it impossible to spot in the distance. Nye noticed an irony in that.

			“Thought yourself clever,” he whispered and exhaled heavily, disappointed at locating his victim, “concealing your whereabouts with mist. Harnessing your power, your oddity – it's what exposed you. Should’ve pretended to be normal.”

			Where there was smoke, there must be fire. Where there was an unnatural phenomenon - say, thick fog during summer - there must be a Senspiriter. A Fervorist, to be exact.

			Knocking on the cottage door reminded him of the pounding of Madness’ words in his skull. That cursed thing found it hilarious, bursting into laughter in his mind. 

			“Nobody home?” the voice asked when no reply came.

			She hesitates, weighing her options, Nye answered, straining to put on a still face against the circumstances. 

			“Who’s there?” a female voice asked at last. She must have come to understand that, no matter the scenario, she had better welcome him in. It beat any alternative. 

			“I’m lost, Miss. I’m exhausted and in need of directions!” Nye lied, though his fatigue was real, what with the voice bullying him and him having skipped a good night’s sleep. 

			He did find a certain solace in lying. The Circle operated on deceiving oneself, and it served as a useful tool in lying to others as well. Applying this talent provided its own reward.

			A redheaded woman in her fifties unlocked the door. She was wearing a loose, white blouse with long sleeves that had seen better days, and a maroon skirt that lost most of its color. A ragged apron was laying on top of her clothes. Clearly, she hadn't visited a populated city in a while.

			Her eyes widened in shock as she recognized his uniform. She swallowed a quiet yelp and stared at the sun-shaped pin on his chest. 

			“May I come in?” Nye asked, not bothering with a smile, knowing his horrible eyes would ruin any attempt to look pleasant.

			“The Kerak strategy?” the voice hissed, feigning curious tones. “Pretending to be friendly at the start?” It faded in a whiff as the woman opened the door wider. 

			“Why, of course!” she said, gesturing to show him the way in. “How may I be of assistance to a man of your… standing?” 

			Nye entered a living room that occupied most of the first floor. A pot of stew was hanging over the fire in the hearth, and the air filled with richly flavored scents. He strolled by the dining table, studying the place. The kitchen there, the backdoor on the other side, and the stairs to the upper floor between them. Multiple chairs, he counted three. She has a family, then. 

			“Uh-oh!” The voice sounded jolly about this, with no trace of shame in its tone. “Are we going to kill them, too? Say yes! Say yes!”

			No.

			“Mind if I sit?” Nye asked, avoiding eye contact. His hostess hurried to the table and pulled out a chair for him, gesturing with a shaking hand. Nye felt the weight of malevolence falling on his shoulders. That nice old woman ought to be the witch he was sent to kill.

			“Pity,” the voice said, combining sarcasm and cruelty into a new kind of evil in his tone.

			To make certain, Nye summoned Care for just an instant, and was disappointed to have his suspicion ultimately confirmed – a thick, violet cloud was pouring from her skin, clear as day. Sitting so near, Nye couldn’t help but sympathize with it, sensing it as if it was his own. 

			Her Passion smelled unfamiliar to him. It focused around her daughters, allowing them to grow in peace, protecting them from Alliddar’s men, the natural emotion of a mother.

			Depleting Care relieved Nye of her emotions, allowing him to return to his own. He knew her now and reassessed her as a threat. A mother. Not the kind to be underestimated, especially when it came down to defending her children.

			Smite her fast, then leave? Nye thought, pursing his lips. It could escalate into a big destructive battle that would endanger the daughters if it dragged on. It had happened before, and while he did, indeed, win, he had not been able to save the few innocents he wanted to, like Diane’s father, for one. 

			“Or... we could just kill the children as well...”

			Shut the Chasms up.

			“Do you live here all by yourself?” Nye asked, looking around the large space. He had his hands folded on his lap and leaned back in comfort. 

			“Ma?” A childish voice sounded from the staircase. A young red-haired girl came down, rubbing her tired eyes. 

			“Go back to bed, Lylin.” 

			“Who’s this?” Lylin asked. 

			She shared her mother’s ginger hair, but hers cascaded longer and smoother. She looked tall for her age, which Nye guessed at around ten. Unlike her mother, his uniform did not affect her at all. Passive or ignorant? Interesting.

			“Back to bed, now!”

			Lylin rushed up the steps, back to where she came from.

			“We can recruit her,” the voice suggested. “Just as we recruited Grin and Diane from the families of previous victims.”

			Nye refrained from answering, but, admittedly, Lylin did intrigue him.

			“That’s children for you,” the woman said, trying to put on a fond smile.

			“Apologies,” Nye said. “I didn’t catch your name.” 

			“Andrea. My older daughter is Lucin and the younger, whom you’ve met, is Lylin. Can I offer you tea? Wine, maybe?” Unlike him, she remained on her feet, nervous, trying to stand still. 

			“Oh, no, thanks,” Nye answered, wearing a convincing grin. “Just your company at the table.”

			At times like this, his condition served him well, making it easier to deceive people by mixing imagination with reality. He’d entered the mindset of a fictional man politely asking directions, temporarily becoming this person.

			“Do you mind?” Nye asked, drawing out his pipe. 

			Andrea shook her head in short and fast motions, still visibly frightened. She sat down by his side, shaking as she adjusted her skirt.

			Nye summoned Anger by grunting – breath control being a vital component of Senspirity. He harnessed it just enough to ignite a tiny flame for his pipe on the tip of his finger, and depleted it as the first wisps of smoke appeared. 

			They fell quiet for a short while, and Nye heard steps on the floor above them. The daughters must have gotten restless.

			Nye sighed, preparing to engage, but if he could first Confuse the witch, it would make her vulnerable. Confused foes were easy to surprise and catch off guard, not to mention that it would also suspend her Senspiritic powers for a short time.

			“Are you familiar with this?” he asked, pointing at his sun-shaped pin.

			“Yes,” she whispered, her voice fading into a quiet breath. 

			“I was hoping you could help me with directions,” he said. “What do you know of witches occupying these woods?”

			“Nothing.” She replied too quickly. “Only… how grateful I am you’ve come to rid us of them.”

			Nye sounded a single chuckle, though inside, he grieved. The king’s grip reached to such piercing depths within his subjects. Andrea may have been lying, but she quoted people who spoke their hearts with those words. Alliddar’s law demanded that any woman using Senspirity would be branded a witch and executed. The family was often pursued, too, to prevent vengeance. Kerak and Yuren - the other two main assassins of the Order - had often insisted on killing all associates of every witch.

			Nye, however, did his best to spare the families. To do that, he was compelled to accept as many murder missions as possible, otherwise Kerak or Yuren would take the opportunity to sate their bloodlust. Diane had never really understood that side of his job. 

			“Nothing, you say?” His eyes caught Andrea’s, and he noticed that usual shock in her morbid expression. It didn’t surprise him. His blackened, blighted eyes often prompted such faces. “How do you imagine these mists occurred, then?” he asked, nodding toward the window. 

			“Like mist usually does. With the wind.” 

			“During summer? It’s too warm for mists, Andrea.” 

			He heard footsteps upstairs again. If her daughters were eavesdropping, they must have been alarmed by now.

			“What…” she murmured, “… what are you suggesting?”

			“A unique sort of Senspiritic power can summon mists,” Nye said, inhaling from his pipe. It helped him to lighten the weight of immorality and to remain Calm. “One that’s commonly related to Passion.” 

			“I would hear none of this,” Andrea said, standing up and thrusting her palms against the table. “I seek no knowledge of witchcraft whatsoever.” 

			Phantom giggles sounded in the back of Nye’s head, the voice disparaging Andrea’s poor attempt at fooling him. It did stink of mild doubt, though. She could be telling the truth…

			“Mother! Duck!” someone shouted from upstairs. Instinct kicked in – Nye harnessed Calm and remained sitting while Andrea leaped away and covered her head. Fireballs jolted him from the upper floor – structured blazes that came rushing at him in powerful bolts. They exploded upon his shielded body, hurling dust and turning the table over. 

			The blasts broke the windows. Crows and pigeons screeched and flew away, squawking.

			Exactly the kind of action Nye was hoping to avert. 

			Andrea gathered herself and stood up, her face stained with soot and burns from the explosion, but she didn’t show any sign of pain. 

			She raised her hand, and a powerful gale suddenly howled in Nye’s ears. Dust, kitchen knives and even the chairs and the table were thrown toward him, only to be shattered to splinters against the white glow of his Calm-shield. 

			He sighed, falling pensive. His eyes sought the daughter he hadn’t yet met, the Pyromancer, standing on the stairs with her hands up in front of her and shedding trails of smoke. Judging by the look on her face, she was considering further fire throwing against the risk of hurting her mother. 

			Andrea seized the moment of opportunity to switch powers. She bent light so as to derail and avoid his eyes, rendering him blind. 

			“Poor performance,” the voice observed as minimal light filtered through. Clearly, Andrea lacked experience in this technique, and in combat altogether. 

			“I am so, so sorry,” Nye whispered, shaking his head in disapproval. He summoned Confidence and hurried out of the house and down the road.

			The light still obeyed Andrea’s command, even out here. With his vision limited, Nye could make out the silhouettes of the cottage and trees, but little else. Switching Confidence for Care, however, revealed auras in clear colors, regardless of light. Caresight depended on separate senses. 

			Andrea’s Passion to protect her family had created a thick, violet cloud. Her daughter’s furious aura radiated a transparent red that inflated and shrank in a rhythm like heartbeats. Then both switched to Confusion, undoubtedly a result of his unexpected departure. This radiated a transparent, purple glow that revealed a lack of Senspiritic powers. Harnessing these powers required clarity that just couldn’t sit with perplexity.

			Nye’s vision was restored as well, proving that Andrea and her daughter remained defenseless. 

			He drew his dagger, a foot-long blade of sharp ivoryn, the handle the shape of a crow, its head at the tip and its wings folded. A puzzle of tiny black gems formed its eye sockets. He summoned Confidence and charged back in, leaping at Andrea at unnatural speed, slashing her throat before she could blurt out a scream.

			“No!” the daughter upstairs, Lucin, cried out. “Lyl! Run! Just go!” she called toward the rooms on the second floor. 

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…”

			Nye seized the moment and hastened upstairs, sinking his dagger deep into Lucin’s right shoulder. Her jaw dropped in a silent scream, her hair fell by the sides of her face. Nye pulled the blade from her flesh, and the poor girl gasped and collapsed on her knees, writhing in pain.

			“Ah,” the voice hissed. “The villain’s dilemma: kill her – or allow her the opportunity to live and hurt you.” 

			It’s no dilemma, Nye replied in a heartbeat. We do what Kerak wouldn’t want us to do. He summoned Care and healed Lucin’s injury. The flesh quickly sealed itself, closing the wound and reforming the skin. She kept shaking, more from trauma than actual pain. This moment of empathy revealed her feelings and - Bleeding Chasms - how she loathed him. All her thoughts concentrated on his demise. Nye related to this, his mind filled with the image of Nova climbing up the Crimson Cascades just to scowl at his actions. 

			“Better deplete this Care before we drown in self-pity here,” the voice noted.

			Yes, but… wait! 

			Auras popped up in the distance, golden of Valor and red of Anger, several spots drawing closer through the forest. Reinforcements? 

			“That wily muckhead Kerak!” Nye murmured under his breath. Kerak must have somehow arranged for more witches to converge here. Some of these incoming persons were also radiating Care, meaning they were looking for something. 

			No way these witches arrived by mere chance, Nye noted, studying their locations. They’re coordinated. A trap, then. Perhaps Kerak tipped off someone to spread the message that Andrea had been discovered and that they had a one-of-a-kind opportunity to ensnare a Sun Harbinger. Either that, or Andrea had somehow sent out a signal of trouble throughout the forest. But the first guess made more sense. Kerak tended to be sneaky like that.

			Drownright traitorous… but no time to gather proof. 

			These incoming reinforcements did provide a blessed distraction. It cleared Nye of all traces of self-pity. He smiled and regarded Lucin. She was coughing blood over his ankles.

			“Were I some other Harbinger,” Nye spoke in a clear voice, “you’d be dead along with your mother by now.”

			His thoughts ventured to the younger sister.

			“Run,” He concluded. “Run, and never use Senspirity again.”

			He left her with that and dashed downstairs, passing by Andrea’s twitching body. A puddle of blood was spreading from beneath it.

			This is the last time I kill an innocent. He noted. The. Last. Time.

			Lylin, the younger sister, must have escaped through the window, and now she was watching from outside the doorway. Nye leaped out and grabbed her, forcing her to look away. His eyes, however, were fixed on Andrea’s body, whose twitches were slowing into the stillness of death.

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…” it kept on humming… a consolation, in a way. It meant he still had some measure of sanity to lose. That abyssal voice wouldn’t rest until it had claimed it all, but it hadn’t yet.

			Lylin surprised him with her stiffness. She didn’t move in his grip, and neither objected nor complained as he wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted. 

			The mists around them started dispersing, which proved once and for all that Andrea was behind their creation in the first place.

			Kerak would demand evidence, Nye thought, gulping and repressing a wave of regret. Summoning Confidence, he ran indoors in a blur of incredible speed, threw Andrea’s body over his free shoulder and –

			“Hey!” Shouts sounded from across the forest. “Let her go!” 

			Reinforcements had arrived.

			“Either Kerak set you up,” the voice spoke between phantom chuckles, “or this is sheer bad luck.” 

			He stressed that he wants to be rid of me, Nye answered, but that muckhead miscalculated the timing by two minutes.

			The voice replied with phantom giggles as witches started popping out from between the trees, hands cast forward with clear intent to shoot fire.

			“Drowning monster!” Lucin yelled behind him from inside the house. “What are you doing with my sister?” 

			He looked back, past the dangling carcass of Andrea over his shoulder. His heart filled with sorrow but absolutely no regret.

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer… Kill them all…” 

			“I’ll keep her safe,” Nye replied to Lucin, clutching Lylin tight against his torso. He dashed out at Confidence speed, back to Olyanath. These witches across the forest would know better than to chase him all the way there. Kerak’s petty little attempt to stop him had failed. And this quiescent child - Lylin - could be of use.
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							Senspiritic Power

						
					

					
							
							Confusion

						
							
							Disables Senspiritic abilities.

						
					

					
							
							Fear

						
							
							Grants moderate influence over the fearful subject. Wanes over distance.

						
					

					
							
							Hatred

						
							
							Conjures an all-consuming phantom fire. Destroys the soul of the Senspiriter.
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							Grants strong influence over the loving subject. Wanes over distance.
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							Bends nature and its rules to obey the Senspiriter’s will. Increases intensity the longer it is harnessed but wanes over distance.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 5 
The End of Routine 
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			“Confusing a person will disable Senspiritic abilities. Consider it as powerful as catharsis but infinitely more devious. It is a soldier of doubt, of a treacherous subconscious.

			"You may either employ silver-tongue to Confuse your foe, or invoke Confusion by facilitating mind-control Senspirity. By mind-control, I mean harnessing the target’s Fear, but now that I think about it, harnessing Love should also work.”

			—Session on Confusion, Lesson One

			Ivy dreamed she was God. She skimmed over the Ocean like the wind, leaving a trail of parting water as she passed. She soared up to the skies, burst out of the blue veil, and visited dazzling spectacles of distant stars.

			Morning pulled her down. She dropped through rampant winds and crashed into the Ocean, only to wake up in her bed. Sunlight was shining through the teal curtains of her window and –

			Noise?

			Her chamber teemed with servants. They had the decency to whisper, but nothing could quiet the commotion of their steps.

			“Does it have a skirt?” a familiar, gruff voice spoke in aggravating tones. “Then put it with the others! Only pants remain!”

			“Father?” Ivy asked, rubbing final traces of the dream from her eyes. “Get the Chasms out.” 

			He went on commanding the servants, dismissing her with a wave of his hand. No surprise there. King Alliddar answered to no one, let alone his daughter. 

			Weary and perplexed, Ivy sought out her handmaidens. They’d know… but none of them were to be seen among those servants. Her father must have sent them home.

			Her legs twitched, suddenly endowed with a burst of energy. Not too uncommon, that. Her feelings never acted the way she expected them to, but that was normal, wasn’t it? People often said that emotions work in mysterious ways. 

			“What’s going on?” she asked, sitting up. 

			“Changes,” Alliddar announced, clasping his hands behind his back, looming tall above the mêlée of people in the room. “I have transferred your personal servants, and this is just the start.” He was wearing his cape, crown and the whole formal look – the boring black and white outfit. It lacked variety, in her opinion. Things immediately lost points by looking normal.

			He glanced at her, verdant eyes flashing underneath graying brows. “We have a guest, Ivy,” he said. “New clothes await you in the fitting room. I will explain everything when you are up and dressed.”

			***

			“At least father has good taste,” Ivy mouthed under her breath when she recognized the Sun Harbinger, Nye, at the table in the dining hall. He mentioned a Harbinger, but under no circumstances would I have stayed if that stupid muckhead Kerak was sitting there. 

			Nye regarded her from his seat with a quick glance. Those bloodcurdling black eyes of his struck like the eyes of monsters in nightmares.

			How does he even see with these?

			He returned to his breakfast soon enough.

			“My responsibility for your safety is to be shared.” Alliddar’s explanation echoed in her ears. Even after the clarification he offered, this morning had been really weird. And such a terrible choice of words to announce that he wanted her matched. My safety? Right…

			Alliddar had spent a good half an hour that morning detailing the upcoming changes. Humble outfits, no skirts, just pants and blouses from now on. Still no Senspirity, absolutely illegal for women and all that. But at least she’d be allowed out of the Black Acropolis – with Nye safeguarding her, of course.

			That notion enthralled her. It was about time she “…became acquainted with our sovereign land…” as Alliddar had put it back in her chamber, “…with its beauty, with its dangers.” Reviewing his little speech, she realized that he’d prepared her for just about everything except what the Chasms should she say to this Harbinger person.

			She sat opposite Nye at the dining table, blushing in silence while a servant offered her fried eggs, cheese, and bread. 

			Taking small bites, Ivy reached in the pocket of her new pants for her mother’s amulet, to caress the glassy, emerald rock. It helped to have something old when everything else had turned so new.

			At last, Nye chuckled. “Your father told you to wear pants?” 

			Her legs twitched. Even before his comment, she’d felt judged enough in this outfit: a rather unflattering short, black blouse that closed all the way up to her neck, leaving an inch of her waistline revealed, and a matching set of breeches that were traumatic to pull up. They had silvery ivoryn stitches, though, a nice touch that matched the hue of her hair. And it did relieve her not to wear a corset for a change. 

			“Looks tight,” Nye added, chewing on a piece of bread. “He’s right, though. Boots and pants beat skirts for day-to-day outdoor activities.” He had a surprisingly pleasant voice, not too deep and without a drop of gruffness. 

			“You can imagine the mess in my room,” Ivy said, sipping her tea. “They took most of my dresses away, leaving a wardrobe of suits like this instead.”

			“Mighty though he is, your father really comes up short when it comes to fashion. Does the rest of your wardrobe carry the house symbol on it? Like this one?”

			Ivy nodded at that, half-amused, eyeing the silver crown embroidered on the tip of her sleeve. Ivoryn, like the stitches. A bigger one ornamented the back of her blouse as well, and even the boots had a matching mark.

			“The ivoryn stitching is a nice touch of prestige,” Nye said, leaning back and staring.

			Ivy gulped at the sight of his eyes, like burnt crusts embedded in his face. 

			“That’s…” she mumbled, coughed, and quickly steadied herself, “… my thought exactly.” Her body fell into a sudden relaxation of a kind she’d never known before. Yet again, an abrupt alteration of feelings. Normal. I’m sure it’s normal.

			“Speaking of my father,” Ivy asked, fidgeting with her fork. “What did he say to you? I mean, about me?”

			“He charged me to produce thirty silver-haired grandkids for him,” Nye said. “Marry you and rule the land eternal.”

			“Very funny,” Ivy replied and folded her hands. “Can’t help but wonder, though. Why you and not Kerak? He’s clearly closer to my father.”

			“I suppose Alliddar wants better-looking descendants,” Nye said, sipping the rest of his drink.

			Ivy brushed her hair back and pinned him with a fierce glare. “And you don’t think the King of Olyanath could find a better-looking match than you? Is that what you’re saying?” 

			Nye chuckled at that, and she let out a giggle, too, avoiding his eyes by staring at her dish. 

			A few bites and a refill of tea later, he leaned forward, resting his arms against the table. “But if I’m honest,” he whispered, “my task is only to look after you so that the king can turn his attention to the business of the monarchy. He stressed that I mustn’t let you study Senspirity, of course, but that’s it. We need to be together, but he doesn’t mind if we’re together or not, if that concerns you.” 

			“No handsome grandkids, then?”

			Nye choked on his breakfast, pounded on his chest, and let out a laugh. 

			Arrogance aside, he did have attractive features. Those black eyes were as captivating as they were horrific, now that she’d gotten used to them. He had sturdy cheekbones, a strong chin, broader shoulders than most men of his height, and an abundance of hair that made him look younger than thirty-something. The bristles prevented him from looking childish, though. 

			“When he told you not to teach me Senspirity,” Ivy said, half-chuckling, half-chewing, “did he say why?”

			“The whole routine,” Nye replied, resting his chin on his hand. “A witch known as the Ocean Sprite raised the sea, blah blah, destroyed the world 500 years ago, blah blah. The gigantic wave that was later named The Mazriv struck, and it was as if the entire horizon folded over the land –” he threw his arms in the air in exaggerated motions as he described it, “and most of the world is still sunk underneath the sea to the east.” He concluded with an exaggerated yawn.

			“Same here,” Ivy concurred. That mythology had become the main reason society didn’t accept female Senspiriters, and Alliddar had never missed an opportunity to tell the story like some sort of propaganda. Somehow, all women were at fault for this cataclysm, although only one witch was to blame for The Mazriv – Ocean, whose whole existence was based on sailors’ street talk. 

			Back in her chamber fifteen minutes ago, Alliddar had gone into details and numbers, emphasizing humanity’s struggle to survive since Ocean and The Mazriv, all the while blaming women. 

			He did have one fact undoubtedly correct. The land of Huravoth really was wrecked, still laboring to recover. Olyanath, Windsend, Dinjen, and Breeze became the last remaining beacons of humanity in the north of Huravoth, and little was known about the south. They’d separated themselves centuries ago, willing to try and live without Senspirity.

			“Did he use the words ruin, despair, and turmoil with you, too?” Ivy asked.

			“Repeatedly,” Nye said and chuckled, “along with doom and death. Then he mentioned his battle with Savrin, the one he drove out of this palace and killed on the slopes of Scarlet Mountain. After that, he explained why he destroyed the village of Trenn. Apparently, an ally of Savrin’s known as Adrienne resided there. I’ve never heard that before. Too bad for those villagers. I hear it’s quite the torture to burn in Hatred fire. Alliddar decimated the entire village with his Hatred blast, solely to make the point that he shouldn’t be underestimated.” 

			An ally of Savrin’s? Ivy thought. He never mentioned… She shook herself out of her own deliberations as Nye continued.

			“Lastly, he even bothered with the ‘It must be another witch who is lengthening the nights now,’ bit, which he often skips in his speeches.”

			Because it scares the children, Ivy noted, feeling vacuous in her chest. The nights really were getting longer, consuming daytime like poison creeping from the limbs to the heart. 

			The king had created the Sun Harbingers to find the witch responsible, but in reality, twenty years after they had begun hunting witches - and a few thousand slain in that period - the nights were still growing longer, with every drowning day shorter than the previous one. It made much more sense to address the longer nights as a naturally occurring phenomenon. Nightologists dated it to a few weeks after The Mazriv – almost 500 years ago. No single witch could have lived that long, so one must have convinced a successor to continue if they really were responsible. 

			Troubled by those thoughts, Ivy groaned in angst. Her father had concluded that a witch was lengthening the night based on the precarious fact that the pace changed unevenly, in a non-linear way, which wasn’t nature’s style.

			Very little to go on, she couldn’t help thinking, but she refrained from voicing her opinion whenever her father discussed this. Time and place… perhaps this Harbinger would be more open to criticism than his associates. 

			“Princess?” Nye asked, pulling her out of the river of her thoughts.

			 “Sorry,” Ivy said, wiping her lips with a napkin. “My mind was elsewhere.”

			“How would you like to visit elsewhere, then?” He stood up and gestured for her to follow. “I understand you’ve never even crossed a street before.”

			***

			Olyanath teemed with life. Wagons and travelers poured in and out of the streets in harmony as if orchestrated to do so. Blurry motions were hopping above them from rooftop to rooftop, which must have been Senspiriters of some kind. Below, merchants were yelling at each other, while children were fighting, or pretended to fight, with sticks.

			It lived up to everything Ivy had hoped for and so much more. 

			Close by, the four spires of the Sun Temple loomed tall, and beyond that, on the far horizon, the peak of Scarlet Mountain touched the clouds. 

			“Mazriv Main,” Nye introduced her, spreading his hands as if showing off something he owned. “The most devious, despicable, yet drownright most desired street in post-Mazriv Huravoth. Thoughts?”

			Drownright… the word lingered, haunting her mind for a while.

			Another quick runner dashed right by them in a blur of impossible speed, hurling a gust of dust as he went. 

			“Hmm?” Ivy asked, hardly concentrating while taking in the scene. Six-story buildings lined the sides of the wide road, and their walls were glistening with what looked like ivoryn. She couldn’t tell for certain, but it seemed that rich folk would usually add ivoryn decorations to boast of their wealth. The entire street looked like a vault of gemstones with this majestic glimmer.

			She blushed at the ogling stares of passersby. Their curiosity was undoubtedly drawn by her hair, which sparkled in the morning sunshine. She regretted not setting it in a humbler style. A simple braid would have prevented most of the stares.

			“I just remembered,” Ivy said, something in her head still busy with that word drownright. “I was thinking about language the other day. You know, how vocabulary’s influenced by big events. I assume people didn’t say things like drownright before most of the land drowned in The Mazriv.”

			“Correct,” Nye said, slowing his pace to match hers. “They didn’t say Ocean’s mercy either, or the word drop to measure small quantities, or drowning, or muck – at least not for the same purposes that we do.”

			“Where do you reckon muck came from?” 

			“Breezians, I suppose,” Nye said, “the port city of Breeze marks the end of The Mazriv’s reach. They’ve suffered a great deal from swampland and dirty water – muck, if you like. But don’t take my word for it, I’m no historian, and as far as I know, the city wasn’t built until after The Mazriv, so…” He finished with a shrug.

			They’d arrived at a gigantic junction where Olyanath Bridlers were regulating the movement of the carriages. The road of Mazriv Main started twirling to the north-west, and the street that crossed it at the corner seemed to be arriving from the direction of the wall.

			More of the incredibly quick people crossed all over, leaping above and below, and from down the streets to the top of the buildings. In between the blurred movements, she caught glimpses of men carrying cargo and something that seemed to be other people, if her eyes weren’t misled by their speed. 

			 “Breeze is where my father’s ivoryn comes from, right?” Ivy asked when the Bridler officer signaled the wagons to stop and let them pass. Each of these wagons could carry a shipping of the special metal.

			“Not exactly,” Nye said. “Mining crews sail ships out of Breeze to work in the depths of the Ocean. Most of the world’s ivoryn sank with The Mazriv, you see, so their navigators study the geography of the old world before venturing into Ocean’s domain, and they mine it down there…” He trailed off, his voice fading into murmurs. He suddenly seemed lost in thought. His eyes were fixed, unblinking, his fingers clutched into fists. 

			He led them to the right, down from Mazriv Main, toward the wall and into a narrower street, with smaller, rickety buildings. 

			“Tell me more about the city,” Ivy said, nudging his arm. He shook himself out of the trance and looked almost surprised to find her at his side. He joined his fists – knuckles locked in between their opposite counterparts. A transparent white fabric engulfed him. Senspirity. She recognized it. Her father radiated similar whiteness quite often. 

			“The city’s built in layers of circles,” Nye said, taking slow deep breaths. “The inner one, closest to the palace, is the richest, of course. It mostly houses professional men – Empath’s clinics, woodworkers and ivoryn blacksmiths. Some scientists too, but rarely families. The kids you saw in Mazriv Main must have been on an organized tour to get to know the city’s layout, but they couldn’t possibly be residents of the inner district. Then, as you can see, the closer we go to the wall, the more quiet it becomes. Neighborhoods replace the loud merchants and craftsmen. Some houses have gardens and there are signs of family names – are you humming?”

			“Oh,” she blurted out, her hands jumping to cover her lips. “Sorry, it just wasn’t as interesting as I was expecting. A drop too comprehensive for me.” This earned her a frown, which she turned her nose up at. Those swift motions of Senspiriters on the rooftops had grabbed her attention.

			“What does interest you, Your Highness?” 

			“Power,” Ivy murmured. She would never become a god. Of course not, it was a silly dream. But there was no harm in trying to understand people who were almost gods, right? 

			“Something about it that Kerak had said yesterday,” she explained, committing to her silliness. “Power means power, or whatever. Is that a weird answer?”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” he replied, coming to a halt. Then he pushed her with a gentle nudge into a narrow alley. She yelped and found herself jostled in with him, both pressing each other against opposite walls in the narrow space. Huddled so close, she couldn’t tell to whom the accelerating heartbeats belonged – him or her.

			Or both.

			Maybe, Ivy thought, her lips pursed in resistance to a smile, we could have some handsome little heirs. It could be an adventure –

			“First thing about power,” Nye said, exhaling aside so that his smoke-scented breath wouldn’t come right at her face, “is that you don’t discuss it in public. Now, what kind of power would a princess seek, I wonder?” His tone turned unexpectedly hostile, as attractive as it was aggressive.

			“Um,” Ivy mouthed, blushing, “I suppose I can settle for omnipotence.” She forced herself against the wall to earn an inch of space so that their bodies would stop rubbing. His grip on her waist only tightened, though, and his grim eyes crumpled with a frown.

			“Settle is not a word to describe omnipotence, Princess,” he said. “If you had to pick one, single power, a sensible one, what would it be?”

			She rubbed her chin and tried to look away, to concentrate. His heat distracted her. The sound of his breath distracted her. Those haunting black eyes of his distracted her even more.

			 “Defiance,” she said at last from an unfamiliar position of strength. “The power to renounce things. To break thick walls.” Surprising herself, Ivy ducked, pushed off his arms and slipped out of the alley back into the open road.

			 “Speaking of power, what are those?” She pointed at a fast passing blur above them. 

			Nye followed her out of the alley, looking rather listless. He seemed to be playing the game, moving on in pretense that there wasn’t tension between them.

			“Confitaxes,” he replied, looking up at the blurry leap of a Senspiriter. “Transportation. Four times faster than a horse can gallop. They’re –“ he sidestepped, allowing one to pass them by, “- new.”

			“Expensive?”

			“So far,” Nye replied. “But they’re increasing in numbers, so prices are expected to drop.”

			“Could we take one?” She regretted asking the moment it came out of her mouth. So immature of her to prefer skipping over the city instead of learning its layout on her own two feet. Besides, Nye could probably move at this extraordinary speed, like them. She bit her lip, appreciating how Nye remained quiet as they sauntered on. He must have realized she wasn’t expecting an answer. 

			“This is also new,” Nye said upon arriving at the Ivoryl Gate on the eastern side of the wall. It had an ivoryl flower symbol carved into the stone above the large exit, but the gate was closed and seemed to be under construction of some kind. Many Confitaxes came and went, delivering bricks and vanishing into thin air.

			Above the gate, Olyanath Bridlers were occupying platforms of iron and wood, working on… something.

			“They’re building a tower,” Nye explained, rubbing his chin. “Your father’s preparing for war with Emittar. Did you know your uncle’s amassed an army to the south during his exile? We must assume he somehow came to own the wealth of Ivor Hills as well.”

			“I tried to tell my father that they’d welcome Emittar there,” Ivy said, exhaling, falling pensive and worrisome. “He dismissed me like a child.”

			Nye spared her a glance and half a smile, nodding to himself.

			“It’s simple really,” Ivy explained. “My uncle loathes Senspiriters. Of both genders. He resents the art itself. And their culture in the Silver Desert and Ivor Hills is based on the same sentiments, so I assumed –”

			“This is why Alliddar wanted me to safeguard you,” Nye said, nodding in agreement and resting a hand on her shoulder. “He wants to be sure that you’re protected while he prepares for war with your unc –“ He stopped, jerking to the side, his head tilting as if following something, and his eyes widened. 

			“Someone’s following us,” he growled, tightening his grip of her arm. “with very unfriendly intentions. One of Emittar’s spies? We have to go, Princess. We have to go right now.” 

			She yelped as he lurched into the air, clutching her to him in an impossible leap that must have spanned sixty feet before they landed on the wall. He lifted her and burst into a dash, like those Confitaxes, and Ivy strained not to scream at their frightening speed.

		

	

CHAPTER 6 
The Path Untaken 
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			“Information is like vermin or a disease, youngling dear. Once settled and flourished, it shall seek to spread and multiply. Hence, keeping knowledge to yourself is a struggle of sorts, one that you would want to manage if you seek a balance between the two philosophers.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Two

			It struck them with accurate swiftness, like lightning drawn to a helpless tree. One moment, Nye was carrying her in his arms while running at ineffable speed, and the next Ivy crashed to the ground. She rolled with the momentum through clumps of foliage, grunting and hurting until something hard put a painful stop to it – a tree trunk? 

			We’ve reached a forest? The closest forest divided Olyanath from the ruins of Trenn, but Nye had dashed east, not west. This could not be the forest of Trenn, and the canopies looked like a different kind of trees –

			“I have nothing left to lose!” a young voice shouted behind her. Ivy turned to glimpse two men clashing blades. They vanished into a blur, only to reappear somewhere else between the trees. 

			“You’d never understand!” the assailant screamed at Nye.

			Grabbing her forehead, surprised not to find it bruised, Ivy gathered her strength and sat up, leaning against the trunk. Hands groping down her pockets, she sighed in relief to find her mother’s amulet in its place. The pants felt odd, but one had to appreciate their advantageous storage options.

			Nye and the strange attacker became blurs of imperceptible motion. They reappeared a couple more times along with the ringing of clashing blades before it suddenly stopped. Nye emerged out of thin air, standing upright and radiating faint white. 

			“You’re not a spy then?” Nye glanced over his shoulder at the panting enemy – a youth, tall but lean, curls and abundant facial hair. 

			Without any warning, Nye snatched Ivy by her arm, swung her over his shoulder and burst into speed. Again.

			The wind stung in her eyes and became insufferably loud. Nye refused to halt for an hour or so, but at last they arrived on a beach. He let her down slowly on the sand – real sand, real soil. 

			Is it supposed to shift like this? She staggered a little before regaining equilibrium. Or is my head hurt worse than I thought? 

			“Ocean’s mercy, Nye…” Ivy swung her hands about, seeking balance as her mind swirled in tumult. She stumbled, squeaked and slipped butt first onto the ground. “Is that normal for you?” she hissed, rubbing where it hurt. “No wonder you’re still single.”

			It didn’t earn her the smile she was hoping for. Disregarding her, Nye brooded in the direction from which they’d come, where the forest met the horizon. The Sun was already descending behind it, washing the sky in redder tones. That fast, she noted. Daytime has reduced to a mere few hours.

			“He can’t be a spy of Emittar’s,” Nye mouthed under his breath. He wasn’t panting too hard. Something about the power of this speed must have granted him extra endurance, or dashing about while carrying her would never have been possible.

			“He uses Senspirity. Emittar frowns on that. But only a poor warrior abandons his best weapon, so perhaps –” He grabbed her arm and lifted her yet again, this time only for a moment. A blur, a swift swirl of wind, and Ivy found herself standing, Nye’s dagger pointing at her throat. 

			“Drop your shield, Harbinger!” 

			Drowning wha –?

			Ivy’s eyes widened in panic, her body froze, and a sudden sweat made her clothes cling to her skin. It wasn’t Nye’s dagger. It wasn’t Nye at all. It was iron pointing at her neck instead of ivoryn, easy to identify without the sparkle of the special metal. And it felt deformed, as if broken, where it stung in her throat.

			Oh no! Oh, Chasms, no! Please – no! The assailant held her. Not Nye. One firm hand bent her wrist behind her back, pulling to a breaking point. Nye stood right in front of her, his white cape fluttering with the Eastern Winds. Those twisted eyes of his pinned her with a cold stare.

			“Drop your shield – now!” He shouted behind her, sticking the tip of the broken blade deeper into her throat. “Now, villain! Or I kill her!”

			It ended before it began. Ivy writhed and gasped in his grip, and by the time she’d realized her hand was suddenly free, the enemy had already dashed in a blur and jabbed his broken weapon into Nye’s chest. 

			***

			Blood was drooling from Nye’s mouth. It hurt, but nothing more than a fierce dirking sensation in his ribs. Harnessing Valor dimmed the pain and hardened his body, which prevented the weapon from digging too deep into his vitals.

			Moreover, Valor coursed through his muscles, boosting his strength enough to yank a tree from its roots. 

			Fingers clutched into a fist, Nye slammed the youth so hard that it threw him to the point where the waves met the sand. He would take a few moments to recover, earning Nye a breather.

			The voice groaned in relief as Nye pulled the broken blade from his chest. “Fortunate that he didn’t go for the neck, aren’t we?”

			Nye disregarded it, focusing on the young attacker instead. Not a spy for Emittar. He noted, summoning Care. Can’t be.

			Harnessing Care healed his injury, flesh closing over the gash in his chest. It also revealed the sentiments of the attacker in the form of shifting auras – a rotation of sorrow, failure and vengeance, the same configuration Nye had sensed back in Olyanath. Familiar. A survivor, then? 

			The aura shifted, blazing with repetitive red waves of Anger from the enemy’s heart. 

			Nye joined his fists, breathing swiftly and summoning Calm to invoke its shield. The youth cast his arm up at an awkward angle and unleashed a fireburst. A narrow blast of flames poured from his palm, howling in concert with the boy’s furious cry. Nye’s Calm-shield glowed white as the fires curved around it. It felt warm, but otherwise harmless, and eventually the blast had ended, as the youth ran out of Anger to fuel it. 

			“Even Senspirity has its limits,” Nye said, approaching the exhausted boy in the water. “Sustaining an emotion isn’t easy. They like to change, like everything does.”

			“Now!” the voice hissed, and Nye leaped at his foe, depleting his Calm. The shield would have prevented him from harming others just as it prevented others from harming him. He grabbed the attacker by his curls, pushed him down and smashed his face into the muddy sand.

			“I know what you are,” Nye whispered in the youth’s ear while drowning him in the shallows. “You think you’re the first?” He pulled him up and dunked his face in the mud again.

			With no signs of struggle from his enemy, Nye summoned Care, let the boy go, and sat next to him, fiddling with his broken dagger.

			“How long?” Nye asked, studying his foe. Bright skin, curly hair, no southern features worthy of mention. By now, his aura had converted into grief, somewhat visible through Caresight as a dark shroud. 

			“How long have you been hunting me?” he repeated.

			“You don’t…” the boy spluttered, “…you don’t even remember when you killed them.”

			“Been hunting witches for fifteen years,” Nye said, reluctant - and devoid of energy - to explain. The caressing currents that washed over him did give some comfort though, like an appreciative pat for showing mercy. “Can’t be expected to remember all my victims.”

			“It’s been nine years since you killed my parents,” the boy said, spitting mud and blood. His eye was already swelling and filth dripped from his nose. “Seven since you killed my foster parents. Six spent preparing for today.” He pulled himself up and settled back on his knees. His panting slowed to more organized breathing. 

			Better not try to attack again.

			“How many innocents have you killed?” Nye asked, harnessing Care to heal the youth’s injuries. “None, I hope? But you seemed willing enough to take the life of the princess. Listen…“ he trailed off, eyeing the waves breaking on the shore. His throat welled up with tears. 

			No one had this talk with him when he was younger. Trezoss had offered hints, but little else, and no talk could now reverse his misdeeds. Senspirity couldn’t bring back the dead.

			But, unlike him, hope remained for this one. Nye gulped before explaining. “Take it from someone with experience in the business of revenge. Just avoid it. It’s a path of gore and death and endless regret, and, honestly, your conscience will be much clearer knowing the villain is alive somewhere, than it would be once you’ve stained your hands with the murder of innocents. You tell yourself it’s righteous, but it never is.”

			Ivy walked toward them, stumbling on shaky legs. Poor soul, the first day out and she’d already had a blade pointing at her neck.

			“Eh?” the voice sounded full of disdain. “We’ve met poorer souls. We killed both his real and his foster parents? Chasms, we’re the worst.”

			“You’re letting me go?” the boy asked, pushing himself to his feet. “I’ll find you again, Harbinger Blackrook. And I’ll jab your eye with an ivoryn blade, just to be sure!”

			“You won’t,” Nye said. “This is the fourth time –“ Ivy had come close enough to hear this part, “- the fourth time I’ve had this conversation with a lost boy like you. Your type never tries again. Get a life. Don’t make me regret sparing you. Don’t make a living from corpses. Just find something or someone beautiful and hold tight to it. Leave vengeance to those of us who are already corrupt beyond redemption.” 

			He caught the boy staring, which meant his eyes had been noticed – the globs of white with black tunneling through them, giving a cracked, sickening view.

			The scar of one already corrupted beyond redemption.

			The boy grunted, glanced at the approaching princess, then vanished into a blur. 

			“Why here?” Ivy asked, offering her hand to help Nye up. He took it and heaved himself back to his feet. She chuckled and started to brush away the dirt from his armor. “Why didn’t you take us back to the palace?” 

			“Strategy,” he said, matching Ivy’s height as he straightened up. “Better to lure threats into the open. Enemies are stronger when hidden.”

			Ivy nodded in understanding and folded her hands, surprisingly composed, considering she’d just had a drowning knife at her throat. Like a child, clueless to what could have happened.

			“So, fourth time?” she asked, looking amused. “You’ve engaged in chases with hoodlums halfway across Huravoth, from Olyanath to the eastern coast, to have a hostage situation involving a princess, and let go of said hoodlums three times before, then?”

			“Exactly,” Nye said, resisting a smile. He examined the hole in his torso piece. Leather couldn’t possibly block iron, but it had helped, along with Valor, to stop the blade halfway.

			 “Seriously, though,” Ivy spoke almost inaudibly, her hand on her chest, her eyes scanning the shore in repetitive motions as if paranoid, “shouldn’t we tell someone? What if this boy comes back?” 

			“Fourth time, Princess,” Nye stressed, raising four fingers. He glanced at the broken dagger one last time before stowing it in an inside pocket. “Folk like this boy, they like living. They never come back.” Not that I’d mind an early death. It’s a win-win really, whether he returns or not.

			“Would you look at that,” the voice squeaked, drawn by Ivy’s neck. “Not even a mild pressure mark from the tip of his blade. Remember what the king said about hardened skin and bones?” 

			Back to the mission. Nye stirred, refocusing. He pointed a finger at Ivy’s neck, then lifted her chin to get better light on it. 

			“Excuse me?”

			Indeed, not even a dot. “Ever bled from a wound, Princess?” He looked closer and finally gave up, retreating from her space. “Been injured? Put your shoulder out? Anything?”

			She shook her head, half-grinning, half-frowning. The irises of her eyes flashed with a peculiar silver, like a reflection. “You look disappointed,” she said, hesitant, as much alarmed as curious. She gulped audibly, steadying herself.

			Unique, like the king had mentioned, Nye said to the voice in his head. We’re out of our depth here.

			“Just do as he suggested,” the phantom voice answered, floating from one side of his skull to the other and back. “Harness her Love to control her emotions. Alliddar described an inconspicuous spark in our favor that he lit in her heart by harnessing her Love. We just need to fan this spark into a flame, and grab control for ourselves… then use her against him, redeem the living and avenge the dead.”

			You’ve given it a surprisingly great deal of thought, Nye noted, clasping his hands behind his back and nailing the princess with a broody gaze. She shifted in discomfort.

			“I like hatching schemes while watching you play heroes and villains,” the voice said.

			“Hey!” Ivy muttered, blushing, waving at him in aggravation. She stepped up to him, returning his penetrating gaze. “Stop being so creepy!” She must have noticed his lips moving. Questions would arise when the awkwardness of the first encounter faded. 

			“How do we fan that spark though?” the voice pondered out loud. “I can’t flirt. Without a body, I feel like I lack the equipment.”

			We need to try something that fascinates her, Nye replied, quoting something that Nova read in a book, way back when, long before he was a Harbinger. Tempt her curiosity and satiate it, and the rest would follow. What was it she asked about power?

			“What if I suggested you study Senspirity,” Nye spoke out loud, adopting the most limpid tones, akin to the way he spoke back in the palace. 

			“Beg your pardon?” she squeaked, her peculiar, glinting eyes widening in alarm. “I think I misheard you.”

			“Life is dangerous, Princess,” Nye explained, strolling back to drier land. “Olyanath is on the brink of war with the south – with your uncle.” He drew a line in the sand, separating himself from the southern side of the beach. “And I loathe the idea of falling into another… hostage situation, as you called it. It cost me a stab that almost reached my heart, you see.” He gestured at the rupture in his armored chest piece.

			“So you want to protect the monarchy?” Ivy murmured, absently staring at the waves. 

			“By betraying it,” Nye concluded with a nod and a shrug. “Just mild disloyalty, teaching one woman to harness emotions for power. Your safety trumps the law, so long as you’re not a crazy, homicidal witch –”

			It clicked.

			“Love?” the voice tittered. “That quick?”

			Satisfactory affection, Nye replied, inhaling a new flow of energy. Perhaps it wasn’t fully-fledged Love in all its glory, but it sufficed for Senspiritic properties. Nye harnessed it, and Ivy’s mind exposed dozens of mental threads to pull on, like a puppet on strings.

			It required concentration, drawing attention from his own emotions. No wonder the king wanted to rid himself of this responsibility. But it worked, as Alliddar had promised. Harnessing her Love, Nye could evoke or suppress her feelings as he pleased. He couldn’t quite read them, nor her thoughts, but he could pull certain sentiments to light or bury them in darkness. 

			He let go, sensing Alliddar’s remote grip on her heart alongside his. Senspiritic powers waned over distance, but the king sustained a subtle influence despite it, keeping her feelings in check. It might explain why she recovered from the threat on her life so fast.

			Better not meddle with that on day one. 

			“Not homicidal,” Ivy said, folding her hands into a defensive posture, “but I don’t know about crazy. My feelings are… weird. I’m weird. Oh look, the sea!”

			“You’re old, Princess,” he said, regaining her attention. His mantle stopped flapping with the Eastern Winds of Day, heralding the shift to night-time along with the darkening of the sky. “But you’re not too old. You can still get to know yourself at the age of twenty.” He approached her, took her hand and gently caressed it. “It’s late, but not impossible. You did say you wanted to renounce things. To change.”

			“Now.” The voice hissed from its lair. Nye assented and harnessed Ivy’s Love to groom the seed of her curiosity. A swift smile replaced the angst on her face, and her eyes reflected deep attention. 

			“She’s ours.”

			Nye’s throat swelled with pity, seeing it work so well. It felt strangely easy, too. Nova had Loved him, back then, and he had sensed that he was capable of controlling her. But when they practiced it, his control was significantly weaker and required extreme focus. Something about the princess made her particularly easy to manipulate, like clay that had not hardened. Perhaps the same quality that had made Ivy so unique had softened her spirit as well.

			“Senspirity involves more than just feelings, Princess,” Nye explained, letting go of both his control and her hand. “The Circle gathers your will, your personality, your thoughts, and your emotions into a complex, singular system. Age makes it difficult to concoct this system the right way, but you’re not too old to do it. Just in need of guidance.”

			The voice repeated Alliddar’s law against female Senspiriters in Nye’s ear, provoking a chill on that side of his face. Fortunately, harnessing Love didn’t allow Alliddar to read Ivy’s mind, not even at close proximity. 

			She’d better know how to keep a secret. 

			“That, or we’re dead. Win-win, isn’t it?”

			“And here I was, thinking Senspirity was all about shooting fire from my palm,” Ivy said, chuckling. She cast her hand toward him in an aggressive motion and mimicked a battle cry. “By the way,” she added, “this is all very Sisandus of you, Harbinger. Reminds me of my father. He follows Sisandus’ ideas, too. You know, the notion that knowledge is power when it is shared…”

			As opposed to Quithron, Nye reminded himself, who suggests knowledge is power when kept to oneself. 

			“Does the king know you read Irentian philosophy?” 

			“I tell him I’m only interested in the pictures,” Ivy said, clasping her hands and grinning, acting the innocent. “Then I paint the mountain view from it to support the hoax. It’s happened... ehm… more than once. You won’t tell him, right?” She blushed.

			“Ocean drown me if I do,” he said, offering his hand. The princess shook it and took up a stance - a terrible stance - legs too close together, feet pointing at awkward angles and arms too low. Final wisps of the Eastern Winds of Day fluttered her silvery hair.

			“Let’s begin with Valor,” Nye said, correcting her posture. 

			“Alright,” Ivy said, exhaling in surrender. “But you’d better be concise about it.” She adjusted her pose according to his instructions. “I can’t stand lengthy lectures.”

			Nye scoffed at that, but at last he began. “Among the several types of powers, Valor is the easiest to comprehend – a good starting point before we dive into more complicated disciplines.”

			Ivy nodded, her lips drawn into a line and her breath louder and constant.

			“Hit me,” Nye said.

			“What?“

			“Try it. Go ahead. Hit me, hard as you can.“ 

			Looking vexed, Ivy raised her arm and he caught it mid-swing. 

			“No.“ He shook his head and gently pushed her fist back. “Apply your hips and shoulders. Turn –“ he demonstrated, “- and let your bodyweight add to the strength of your knuckles.“ 

			He let go and she mimicked the motion in the air several times, following his coaching with perfect precision. Her breathing sounded right, as well. 

			She learned to run before she was two, to dance the next day. Nye recalled the king’s words. Alliddar hadn’t made this up. Ivy really was an incredibly quick learner, as if she was recalling skills instead of developing them. And a good thing, too. On any other day, he would have been glad to spend the rest of it here training with the princess. 

			Today, however, a recruit was waiting for him at The Hut: Lylin, the little girl he orphaned and abducted last night. He’d promised Diane he would return and greet the child into their home before original sundown time – 

			Ivy punched him clear and proper. The slam forced him back a pace, like a tiny hammer swung hard against his armor. She stared at him in silence, lips quivering, awaiting his response the way a child expects shouts from his parents. 

			“You’re sharp for a spoiled princess,“ he said.

			“People always say that.” She brushed her hair back, revealing an impossible sheen in her silver eyes. “Kind of drains the special out of it, you know?” 

			“Brainy and perky,” the phantom voice echoed, observing Ivy’s expression. “And so unique. This light in her eye – you see it? She lusts for power.”

			“So Senspirity is about making better use of my emotions?” she asked, timid but without a stutter. “The way you just showed me to make better use of my body? It was a metaphor?”

			Nye nodded in concurrence. Couldn’t have phrased it better... How…

			“Such a prodigy!” the voice added, retreating into sarcasm. 

			“And remember,” Nye said, pondering what master Trezoss would have said, “Potential is bad when it’s abstract, good when it’s recognized. Now, hit me again.” He braced himself, summoning Care, just in case it would hurt. “And imagine you’re doing it for a cause. Something heroic.”

			“Like stopping the night?” she asked, just as the Western Winds of Night got up. It came without warning, the moment the Sun had fully set – a cold, forceful gust, fluttering in the trees and hurling Nye’s mantle about. 

			He nodded and harnessed her Love to assist. She wouldn’t manage to summon Valor on her own with such shallow instructions, but he could exploit their connection to kindle it for her. She wouldn’t suspect exterior intervention so long as it was aligned with her own efforts.

			“Finally! An act against the king!“ the voice thrilled, satisfied with Nye’s move. It stood in complete violation of the task he was charged with by King Alliddar. 

			It worked. One could tell by how her muscles bulged and her pose became stronger. She somehow harnessed Valor by instinct, brilliant as she was. 

			A drowning terrible idea… she slammed him good and hard, with perfect technique, cracking his ribs and throwing him, gasping, a dozen yards back.

			“Whoa!” she blurted out and gaped at her fist. “Sorry! Not sure where that came from!” 

			Nye harnessed Care to heal the damage in his chest. Along with it, Caresight revealed her golden aura of Valor radiating so much fiercer than usual auras. It was supposed to look like a pale golden lining around her figure, nothing more than a dot from a distance. But Ivy’s aura of Valor was shining with the intensity of a clear sunrise. 

			Chasms, I could have sensed that aura all the way from the moon if she’d happened to be there. 

			“How are we going to use her against the king?”

			I’m not sure. Not yet.

			Quick and decisive, Nye harnessed her Love, pulled on her threads and reinforced her Confusion to disable her power. It would feel like a barrier to her – a wall that suppressed other sentiments to mere echoes. The translucent purple glow of Confusion replaced the fierce gleam of golden Valor.

			“She’ll suspect –“

			I don’t think so. Nye cut the phantom voice off. Alliddar must have established similar restraints in her mind. If anything, she’d be suspicious if it was absent.

			“Rather cruel, dominating a person’s heart like that.”

			Our stained conscience will endure one more act of wickedness.

			“You alright?” she asked, approaching him at last. Her jaw dropped, hand covering her mouth. 

			“Don’t worry about it, Princess,” he said, slowing his breath and rubbing the spot where she’d punched him. “As you can see, harnessing Valor increases physical strength. Every Senspiritic emotion grants a power that reflects the sentiment’s respective properties – Calm is rather protective, so harnessing it creates a shield. Anger is aggressive, so harnessing it casts fire. And so on. But I think this concludes your first lesson. I promised to return you before original nighttime. Let’s take you home.”
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							Description

						
					

					
							
							Senspiriter

						
							
							A person who summons and harnesses emotions for power.

						
					

					
							
							Witch

						
							
							A female Senspiriter. Illegal in most of Huravoth.

						
					

					
							
							Pyromancer

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters Anger. Often hired for various occupations in place of incendiary devices. 

						
					

					
							
							Narcisst

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters both Confidence and Valor. Often employed as frontline warriors.

						
					

					
							
							Fervorist

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters Passion. Extremely rare.

						
					

				
			

		

	

CHAPTER 7 
The Hut
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			“The best method to diversify your skills is by making alliances. Night-certain, your pursuit of vengeance will benefit if you gather friends. But exercise caution. Lies. Disloyalty. Some of your falsehearted friends will try to betray you. I advise you to form as large a group of trustees as possible, so when the day of mutiny arrives, at least some friends will remain loyal and watch your back.“

			—Session on variety as a source of power, Lesson Two

			Lylin woke up to the appetizing smell of baking, but something about it tasted strange. She rubbed her eyes and rolled over to find an empty bed where her sister used to sleep –

			She gasped and took a deep breath to contain the panic. It wasn’t her sister’s bed. It wasn’t even their room. Silence replaced the morning chippering of birds. Thick, colorless stone was blocking the view from the window.

			Peeking under the smothering blanket, she found herself wearing an old yellow blouse like which she’d never owned. Most of its buttons were missing, and was a poor fit. Beyond that, she had on a bright skirt of beige hues that clearly wasn’t made to fit a child.

			Not her room, not her view, not her clothes. 

			Where am I? 

			A carpet of vague blue covered the floor. Quiet and fretful, Lylin tiptoed out of bed and followed the scent of baking. 

			“Ah! You’re up!“ A young woman with jet-black hair and a homely dress met her in the corridor. Her sleeves were rolled up above her elbows, revealing hands coated in dough. The dress was fitted to the woman’s waist, complimenting a lean figure. “I’m sorry about the clothes,” she said. “Yours stank of smoke. I washed them for you. They should be dry in a few hours.“

			Twist. Change of state. Lylin had now properly woken up and memories hit her. Smoke. Her sister’s fireball. The visitor survived somehow. Then the picture of her mother, lying in a puddle of blood. 

			“What is this place?“ Lylin asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

			“This is The Hut,” the woman answered. “It’s a refuge of sorts… for women like us. More of an orphanage, to be honest. We don’t take in people who have somewhere else to go.“ 

			Noises of yelling and blasts reverberated from below. A lower floor? 

			“Anyone else here?“ 

			The young lady nodded rather spryly and gestured for Lylin to follow her down the corridor into the living room. “Hear that racket? That’s Grin, she’s practicing downstairs –“ She was cut off by a fierce, noisy blast. The house had shaken. 

			“Excuse me, just one second,“ the lady said and stepped to the right of the corridor, where a stairway led downward. “Grin!” she screamed. “Keep it down, will you? Can’t hear myself breathing!“

			“Breathe louder if it’s so important to you!” a girl’s voice shouted back from below, but the noise didn’t occur again. 

			Grin. Lylin repeated it in her head. She liked remembering people’s names.

			“Right, then,” the lady said, exhaling and turning her attention back to Lylin. “Conjuring up those sweet smells is Mother.” She gestured toward the kitchen. “And last of all, there’s me. I’m Diane. Friends call me D sometimes. Nice to meet you.“ She offered her hand.

			Diane. And Mother.

			“I’m Lylin.“ She hesitated before shaking Diane’s hand. 

			Puddle of blood, Ma just lying there – 

			The crackle of the fireplace snapped her out of it. A cushioned chair faced the fireplace, and a knitting needle resting on its side had drawn Lylin’s attention. It glistened in silver in a way that Ma’s knitting needle never has. And that wall-sized mirror in the living room – what? Ma loathed mirrors. 

			“You hungry, Lylin?“

			A rumble in Lylin’s belly answered for her. Diane led her left and left again to the kitchen by the house’s main door. 

			“Homemade bread,“ Diane said, taking a deep sniff of the baking. “The best.” 

			A more mature woman wearing clothing similar to Diane’s stood at the far end of the kitchen, obscuring the oven fire. She was leaning in an oddly slewed posture over a pot, ignoring their entrance as she stirred the stew inside it.

			The dining table, covered with a white cloth and all set for supper, reminded Lylin of the one they had back home, the one that Lucin had blown up… a fireball… a skirmish. What the Cascades had happened?

			Diane shoved her nose near the older woman, above the oven, relishing the smell. They whispered something, and the solemn woman turned at last. Her face was paler than a blank sheet, and just as squared. Her eyes looked mournful, her eyelids heavy. She wore a gray apron, just like Ma had yesterday. 

			“Lylin, this is Mother.“ 

			No… no, this isn’t Ma. My Ma is pretty and has red hair like mine. Lylin scratched her neck, sweating, yet chilly. It felt so, so wrong.

			“Well,“ Diane said, explaining herself, “she isn’t actually the parent of anyone residing this house, but she insists that we call her Mother all the same, and we respect that.“ Diane shrugged and exchanged looks with the one called Mother. “Grin isn’t really my sister, either,” she explained while kneeling to wash her hands in a bucket, “though we call each other that sometimes. And this isn’t an actual hut. We’re in Olyanath, in a typical household by the wall. We just call it The Hut.” She rubbed her hands dry on her skirt and took a seat at the table. “Sounds appropriate, you know, like a witch hut.”

			Appropriate, Lylin repeated in her head, regarding Mother with an uncontrolled tremor in her voice. “I’m Lylin,” it came out more anxious than she intended. This Mother person hadn’t asked for her name yet. The woman’s courtesy extended to a quiet, resentful nod, then she turned back to the oven. 

			“Don’t mind her,” Diane said as Lylin joined her at the table. “She doesn’t say much.“

			“You said ‘women like us,’“ Lylin mumbled, avoiding eye contact. “What does that mean?“

			“Survivors,“ Mother whispered. A moment of silence fell. She brought out a golden loaf of bread embedded with blueberries and nuts and placed it on the table. 

			“Survivors with potential, that is,“ Diane said, lifting a finger as she corrected Mother. 

			Survivors? Potential? Lylin shivered. These words tasted wrong. She was the little girl from the cottage in the woods until moments ago.

			What changed? She recalled the visitor grabbing her, dashing through the dispersing mists into the night. Then she’d woken up here. “How… how did I get here?“ 

			“Nye brought you,” Diane said. “He saved you, um, kind of.“ 

			Mother chuckled sourly at the sound of that. Quite the bitter type, this Mother. Repelling, but also somewhat fascinating. 

			“Who’s Nye?“ Lylin asked.

			“A beautifully wicked warrior.” A new voice answered her from the direction of the door. She turned to see a short girl with mature features, tanned skin, and black hair reaching just above her shoulders. An echo of a past accent was present in her speech when she said “warrior.” She wore a short, simple red dress with thin braces. The fabric, though new looking, was riddled with tiny holes, and the girl carried with her traces of smoke. “Mighty, too. You know, thirtyish, masculine body, black armor, white cape, eyes that’ll haunt your dreams.“

			“Grin!“ Diane cut her off. “First course before the main one perhaps?“ She raised a brow at Lylin’s full plate. “And a proper meal, too, for that matter.“ 

			Grin shrugged and joined them at the table, taking the last seat between Mother and Diane. She wore a puzzling little smile, giggled to herself, then tore a chunk off the warm loaf. 

			The description that Grin provided matched Lylin’s memories with horrible accuracy. The visitor’s eyes did haunt her dreams. The events connected. Her mother bleeding – it actually happened, didn’t it? Ma was dead. Murdered by this Nye. Saved me? What?

			Mother sliced the bread with a broad-bladed knife and Lylin waited with her questions until she’d taken a few bites. 

			“I don’t –“ she started.

			“I’ll keep it brief,“ Grin said, interrupting. 

			“No, Grin,” Diane argued. “Come on, we’re eating.“ 

			“Chill, Sister,” Grin said and uttered an eerie laugh, too cheerful for the circumstances. “I’ll be delicate. You see, Ginger, this is a house of tragedy. We all come from a family that Harbinger Nye was ordered to eradicate. Any other Harbinger – we’d be long dead, our corpses rotting beneath the Sun Temple, forsaken forever. However, in his compassion, Nye saved us three, and you, and brought us here to this sanctuary.“ 

			Orphanage. House of tragedy. It really happened.

			Diane grimaced, and it was her turn to give a sour chuckle. “Seriously, Grin? Compassion? You hear yourself when you worship him like that?” 

			“What would you call him, then?“ 

			“A vengeful muckhead,“ Diane answered. It threw Grin into a defensive position, folding her hands and sliding lower in her chair.

			“He’s doing his best, you know,“ Grin grunted, “redefining bravery, as far as I’m concerned. He saves about a fifth of the number that he kills, which is far better than his comrades. Sometimes compassion can be aggressive.“

			“Sometimes...“ Mother whispered. It ended the conversation, which seemed to happen often when the bitter woman opened her mouth. 

			“Come along,“ Grin said, waving her hand in an inviting gesture. “I’ll give you the tour.“ 

			“Let her finish eating first.“ Diane suggested. She grabbed Grin by the shoulder to keep her seated.

			“She can eat standing up,” Grin said, slipping out of Diane’s grip. “Come on, Ginger.” She shook breadcrumbs off her dress. “With me!“

			Diane followed them, and Mother lingered in the quiet kitchen. They left her to brood alone over the leftovers with that empty gaze in her eyes.

			“I can’t guess your age,” Grin said in the living room, sitting down on the carpet. “You look anywhere between ten and fifteen.” 

			“Turned twelve a few weeks ago,” Lylin said guardedly, shifting in discomfort. 

			Grin looked seventeen or so, a couple of years younger than Diane, but the way she wore her dress… not a drop of concern at how the strap drooped off her shoulder. And that satisfied expression on her lips… something about her felt mighty hostile, like an animal with warning colors. 

			“Right,” Grin said, staring judgmentally with those big, brown eyes of hers. “Anyway, Ginger, there ain’t much to show. I just wanted to get away from Mrs. Grumpy. So, bedrooms are over there, down the corridor. Basement slash training space downstairs. And here’s the door in case you feel like running off.” She pointed as she spoke. “Most survivors don’t stay so, really, no hard feelings if you leave.” 

			Diane lay down on the floor by Grin’s side and rested her head on her sister’s knees. Grin leaned back against the large armchair. 

			Two women with black hair. Different skin colors - Grin was more tanned - and different accents, but they did radiate sisterhood, despite Diane stressing that they weren’t related. 

			Lucin. Lylin’s thoughts trailed to her own sister. Did she survive? Why wasn’t she brought here? 

			Grin’s words suddenly sunk in. “I can leave?” Lylin asked, eyes widening with uncertainty. 

			“Depends,” Diane said. “Do you want to? One can’t do anything without will.” 

			Engulfed in the smell of baking, and with the bread satisfying her stomach, Lylin was surprised to realize that she’d like to stay, at least for a while. “I guess not,” she answered and joined them on the floor. “And you?” 

			Either in their late teens or early twenties, Diane and Grin were older than her, and probably independent enough to make it on their own. Nothing was forcing them to stay –

			“I’m not leaving until we’re done,” Diane said. She exchanged a determined look with Grin.

			“Done with what?”

			“Revenge, for one. In our name and in the name of many who will never have their memory preserved.” 

			Diane raised her hand and eyed her fingernails oddly, more like a hunter fixing arrowheads than a lady examining her nail polish. Then she bent her fingers into peculiar poses. Ma had made similar gestures when she applied her powers to affect nature. Diane must be a Fervorist, too, then. What’s she bending? 

			“Revenge?” Lylin asked. “Against Nye?” 

			Diane shook her head. “Nye killed my parents,” she said, sniffing, “five years ago. But, honestly, the best payback with this one is letting him live, dwell in misery and drown in regret. I sort of relish hearing this drop of guilt melting his insides like acid each time he speaks. Anyway, he was merely a tool in the hands of the real villain – the king. And you can’t blame a sword for the death of its victims. You blame the one who wields it.”

			Lylin nodded in understanding. Her eyes sought Grin, who blushed as Diane glared at her, too. 

			“What about you?” Lylin asked.

			“Oh, Grin’s obsessed. Don’t take after her – Ow!” Grin smacked Diane on the back of her head. 

			“I just follow him,” Grin said. A perplexing smirk appeared on her face. “My parents were the worst couple of mucks in Huravoth, you see. He rescued me from them. Pure luck, that. Any other Harbinger could’ve come when I reported them to authorities, but I got him – the only one who doesn’t kill unless he has to. I owe him.”

			“And you want to return the favor,” Diane interjected with lips pursed into a kissing motion.

			Grin hit her again. “So here I am,” she explained, rolling her eyes, “helping to take down the monarchy or whatever.” She brushed her hair back from her face and continued with a firmer expression. “Diane’s interest in peace aligns with Nye’s personal score with King Alliddar Vice, so we stick together until it’s done.”

			Ma wouldn’t approve. She’d have said that fate, or perhaps the mythical witch - the Ocean Sprite herself - should wreak justice upon the king. It wasn’t up to normal people to make decisions about killing. Lylin didn’t want to agree, but this was Ma. She knew what she was talking about.

			Puddle of blood… a house burning. It happened. 

			“It’s more than just that,” Diane picked up where her sister left off. “It’s not just about peace, or revenge, or Grin’s salacious desire for Nye’s attention –”

			“My sala-what now?” 

			“We want equality.” Diane ignored her. “Women of Huravoth suffer. Under Alliddar’s reign, we get to become mothers at best, never anything of importance. I hear people chatting about how women can’t achieve any accomplishments. Men think we’re lesser, inferior, not to mention dangerous.” 

			“Not just men, D,” Grin added. “Women, too. Mother among them.” Diane nodded in concurrence.

			What? 

			The little that Lylin knew of the outside world was what visitors had brought with them, and what Ma told her of the people of Dinjen. Apparently, city folk were weird. 

			Is this real? And what is it about that Mother person? What’s her story?

			The entrance door opened behind her, allowing orange light from the streetlamps into the living room. 

			Night? Already? 

			Lylin turned and shuddered at the sight of that white cape. She choked on her breath, too scared to cough. 

			It was him. The visitor that murdered Ma. Nye.

			***

			“You call this ‘evening’?” Diane scolded Nye in sarcastic tones, barely lifting her head from the comfort of Grin’s knees. “Drown the old ‘evening’s early’ excuse. Evening’s always early in Huravoth. You. Are. Late.”

			It went over his head. Nye passed by without so much as a glance at Lylin, his cape flapping. He unbuttoned it and hung it on the peg next to the corridor. 

			“D?” he signaled her to follow him.

			“Go,” Grin said, jiggling her knees to get Diane moving. “I’ll keep Ginger company.”

			Diane grunted and peeked at Nye as he disappeared into the stairway leading below, then at Lylin. That poor kid had paled like a corpse the moment he entered. She’s still coming to terms with what happened. Diane recognized Lylin’s distress. The shock of being orphaned was a terrible blow, but the real grief would emerge in the days to follow. 

			“Alright,” Diane said, slowly climbing to her feet. “Lylin, don’t let Grin bore you with her lascivious fantasies until I come back.”

			 “You mistake fascination for attraction, D,” Grin argued from the floor. 

			“Do I?”

			“I’m not that helpless.”

			“Aren’t you?” Diane replied, winking at Grin. She left them with that, following Nye down to the basement. 

			Strength faded from her arms with every step, muscles squirming in fright. 

			Better not be in a violent mood, she thought, gritting her teeth upon reaching the basement. She proceeded down the next staircase to the cave beneath. It would leave a very bad impression on our new recruit.

			Nye had never hit her on two consecutive evenings before, but one could never tell. It would be nothing but crazy to expect anything less than crazy from a crazy person like him.

			Grin’s last practice has left the cave structure stuffy with a smell of smoke, as usual. 

			“Just like that?” she asked to the open space while Nye moved around lighting the torches. “We’re going to act like we’re best friends? Like nothing happened last night?”

			Her throat pulsed with memory of pain. 

			“Feel free to choke me back,” Nye spoke without turning. He did pause for a moment, though, looking uncomfortable, “when this is all over, assuming we’ve won and survived despite your reluctance to help me.”

			“Reluctance to –” Diane repeated in a mocking tone but cut herself short as he turned. “You got yourself stabbed – again?” she asked, noting the rupture in his chest armor as he crossed the cave to light more torches.

			“Not as bad as last time,” he tapped the gash in the leather. 

			“Yeah, well, your fault for playing both sides.” 

			He didn’t reply, seeming rather weary, with none of the aggression he’d demonstrated yesterday. 

			Rather reassuring, that.

			Diane stopped shivering. Her body switched to a different kind of tension – the harnessing Passion kind. Light obeyed her will, gathering to illuminate Nye as if it was broad daylight, highlighting details, vivid colors and gleams. 

			Fervorist powers like this were rare. Harnessing Passion was instinctive, but it required knowing and accepting one’s truest desires. Even when such extraordinary clarity was achieved, Fervorists required strenuous practice, which could often turn hazardous. 

			Most Senspiriters concentrated on mastering different disciplines instead, until age prevented them from acquiring new powers.

			Nye belonged to that majority. In that respect, Diane complemented him; he could employ all Senspiritic emotions except for Passion, while she mastered that one alone. 

			“The fourth time some vengeful spirit has returned to haunt you,” Diane said. “Correct?”

			“Not including you,” Nye replied. Those eerie eyes of his closed halfway.

			Blessed pangs of conscience. Good for you.

			He referred to that cursed evening when he’d murdered her parents. She’d jabbed him in the back of his thigh that night. Not only did Nye survive this, but her father’s dying look had seemed drownright disappointed in her. The incident yielded no winners. Yet, Diane told herself often, I’m making you proud, Father. Just you wait, and while you’re at it, spend your time making the Crimson Cascades a happier place.

			“Right,” she said and stayed quiet for a moment to let guilt drown Nye and sink the tension. His misery satisfied her, not just as punishment, but also as proof of a drop of humanity.

			The torches crackled, and their smoke thickened. Diane angled her wrists and straightened her fingers, motioning with a gesture. The smoke submitted to her Passion, streaming upstairs, dispersing along the way. This came to her as easily as controlling the flow of her own breath. 

			“Take your suit off,” Diane said when the air cleared, reaching forward and shaking her head. “I’ll see if I can get that rupture fixed. I hope you didn’t kill her?” 

			“Him,” Nye corrected her, unbuttoning his armor. “And no. Of course not. Here.” He handed it over, leaving a plain white shirt with long sleeves and a tear the shape of a blade in its center.

			“And what about your report?” she asked. 

			“I lied, of course. I said I killed him, and that he was working for Emittar. The poor lad doesn’t need the Sun Harbingers on his scent. We hurt him enough.”

			Good. Diane let out an approving sigh and started strolling about, passing by the sooty iron dummies that Grin used for her Pyromancer training. She lay the torn piece of armor against them.

			 “Fine,” she said, sustaining a constant stream of smoke upward. “What did you want to discuss, then?” 

			“Lylin’s role first,” Nye said, folding his hands. “And our advances after.”

			“So, about our advances,” Diane started, lips curving in a one-sided smile. She ran her hands through her hair and gathered it in a casual knot. “How did it go with the princess? Had a good time? I hear assassination attempts are quite romantic.”

			He seemed inclined to argue, brow furrowed and breath sounding louder, but his mouth moved voicelessly. He entered one of his episodes. 

			You poor, crazy thing.

			“I follow you, dimwit,” Diane explained, leaning against the wall between two torches, commanding smoke away from her face with a resolute, tiny gesture of her finger. 

			“I always follow you. This is how I know about the princess. I bend light and sounds to track you whenever you go somewhere important.” She commanded the air to vibrate and conjure her voice across the room.

			Nye shuffled in discomfort, as expected from someone hearing this kind of speech, known as Fervorist speech. Normal listening instincts couldn’t trace the air vibration to its source, so it would sound to him as if she spoke ominously from all directions at once. 

			“Take comfort in knowing that you’re never alone.” Her unnatural voice reverberated in the hollow space.

			“Did you see me in Dinjen?” he asked, joining his fists and radiating the faint white of Calm-shield. His face relaxed, and his tarnished eyes turned somewhat clearer. 

			“Nope. Too far. I don’t like watching when you kill, anyway. But I do see you in the city. I listened in on your meeting with the king, saw you arguing with Kerak before you came here to beat me yesterday - drown you, by the way - and I took a glimpse at you this morning with the princess, you charmer.” 

			Alliddar had commanded Nye to lure his daughter, to control her, make sure she wouldn’t learn Senspirity. And Nye would succeed him, apparently. Diane hesitated before determining her opinion on that. This could be good: King Nye. Or it could be even worse.

			“Then I lost you when you left the city.” She returned to speaking normally. “I presume you tried to avoid getting stabbed, and it didn’t go too well.”

			“It’s dangerous, D,” Nye said, rubbing his bristles. “The Sun Harbingers are employing more sensor Empaths. Outside the Order, too. If they spot your aura radiating from here –”

			“I do it in public places,” Diane said, straightening her shoulders. “Auras get mixed in street crowds. Harder to spot.”

			She reached forward with a quivering hand, willing light to twist about and show the princess. This wasn’t a mere illusion. She grabbed hold of the very light that reflected from the real Vivien Vice in the palace and twisted it about, commanding it to twirl across the streets, squeeze under The Hut’s creaking door and descend into the basement, right into Nye’s eyes.

			It took him by surprise, and now that he was reminded of her abilities, she let it go.

			“And I don’t do it continuously,” she said, stuffing her hands in the pockets of her dress. She depleted Passion, if only for a breather. “I stop, change location, and go again. Besides, excuse me if I don’t feel threatened by your buddies –”

			“You’re not all-powerful, D,” he argued. “You’re not immune to loss. No one is.”

			Diane chuckled at that and circled in a swift dance, appreciating the circular cave structure they stood in. She had carved it out by willing the earth to make a space for their practice. She may not be all-powerful, but neither was anyone else. And she was stronger. Nature obeyed her will. Few Senspiriters could challenge this power.

			She wanted to say something snappy about it, but Nye started murmuring to himself again, sounding concerned. He paled, his shield disappeared, and his face twisted as if struck with sudden grief.

			“Hey!” she called, snapping her fingers. “Crazy! Stay with me. Tell me how we use the princess against the king.” She summoned Passion back, flailed her hands in complicated, yet instinctive motions and crafted a vivid picture of Princess Vivien Vice - Ivy - in the middle of the room. The illusion wore a fancy, complex dress of many layers, and her smooth, silver hair covered her shoulders. This time it was an illusion, not light twisted from the original princess, but present light, obeying Diane’s command.

			“She’s something special, right? Too pretty for you, by the way. Imagine the looks you two would draw on the way to the grocer.”

			“She’s a conundrum,” Nye said, walking toward the illusion of Ivy. It required Diane to further bend the light in order to keep angling and hitting Nye’s eyes in the correct formation to maintain the illusion. It was good practice. Fervorists in Irentian legends lacked precision, a mistake she did not intend to perpetuate.

			“Same as our plan,” he added. “Any ideas?”

			”Possibly…” She moved to stand by Nye’s side. Her arms trembled with the strain of holding the illusion intact. Ivy’s figure blurred for a moment. “We teach her Senspirity and have her kill her father? Maybe during the Union Day celebrations?” 

			Nye shook his head. “She Loves him. He controls her just as I do, and he’s cruel enough to execute her if he finds out. But I do like the idea of seizing the celebrations.”

			“Great. Our revolution has a date, then,” Diane said, waving her hand. The illusion disappeared, reducing to a mere afterimage that faded quickly. “Union Day it is. Play along with your new mission, and we have a few weeks until then to think of something crafty. We need this time to train Lylin, anyway.”

			“My thoughts exactly,” Nye said, nodding in concurrence. “So, what about Lylin?” 

			“Seems reclusive so far. That’s bad, right? It’s a start for a Mesmer but we don’t need a Mesmer. We need a dagger, not a shield.” 

			He almost smiled at that. Almost. Between Nye’s aggressive fits and Diane’s trauma, he did like the way they connected. Diane admitted to herself that she did, too. It felt drowning nice to use the we pronoun with him. No one forced Nye to take this path of deliverance and try to make the world a better place. Weighing this choice against his cruelty bestowed him with a little chance.

			“Or I could just destroy the city, you know,” Diane blurted out, bending air to make it sound gloomily dense. “I’d have shattered the earth below Olyanath if you hadn’t convinced me not to.”

			“You can’t,” Nye said, finally smiling. “You don’t really want to anymore. You want to make things better for people. And your powers are bound to your will.”

			“That they are,” Diane admitted, depleting her Passion.

			“Make Lylin a Narcisst if she decides to stay,” Nye said. “Can’t be too hard to build a little girl’s Confidence and courage. Let’s go upstairs. I should introduce myself.”

			“Right,” she said, feeling an unfamiliar warmth in her chest. 

			He’s changing. 

			“And listen,” she added, hesitating. She patted his back, conquered by a surprising flood of sympathy. “Never mind what a muckhead you are, I’m really glad you’re not killing people anymore.” 

			***

			“Sure you don’t want to break anything?” Grin asked, hitching up the strap of her dress. “I hear it’s therapeutic.” 

			Lylin shook her head and approached the odd wall across from the staircase. It bore strange engravings – a four-verse poem and a dedication to someone called Nova.

			“You grieve weird,” Grin said. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

			Barely listening, Lylin tried to make sense of that poem. It spoke of truth as the enemy and falsity as an ally. The stronger truth became, the weaker the narrator, until in a burst of deceit, the narrator finally triumphed. 

			“He has issues, our handsome Harbinger,” Grin said, creeping up to Lylin’s side. The stench of smoke followed her. “His mind’s kind of flimsy. And he’s not a very good man either, you know, murderer and all that.”

			“He wrote this?” 

			Grin nodded in agreement and spoke up in rhythm: “Power is granted, vanquish the truth. A heart beats again, and the enemy is crushed and burnt.” She bit her lip. “This part always gives me chills.” 

			Lylin frowned at that, studying Grin’s posture. She looked like a waif with that filthy hair and the ragged dress. But the way she reacted to that poem… obsessed, to say the least. But who’s this Nova person he dedicates his poem to? 

			“Are you friends?” Lylin asked. “Does he have any friends?”

			Grin shook her head and scoffed. “More like partners in the business of revenge. And no. Who’d want to be his friend?”

			“You could,” Lylin said. “If you told him how you feel… right?” 

			Grin shrugged, taking a deep, noisy breath. “I tell myself this stuff can wait until we overthrow the king, you know? Fingers crossed it won’t be too late.” 

			“I wonder why he writes,” Lylin muttered, studying the lines engraved on the wall. In dedication to my beloved Nova. Who the Cascades is Nova?

			“It helps him,” Grin replied. “I think it maybe keeps the voices away.”

			“Voices?”

			Grin paled at that. She froze, snapping out of the poem, and sighed before explaining. “I don’t know if he knows,” she whispered, one hand blocking her mouth. “But we hear him. Diane can bend sound, you know, so there aren’t many secrets he can keep.” 

			So, no privacy, same as back home. Lylin was no stranger to Fervorist powers. Ma had often bent sounds. 

			“Many people talk to themselves,” Lylin said. She too, sometimes, found herself having imaginary conversations. 

			“Not like that. This is more than an imaginary friend, I think. It is an imaginary bully. He torments Nye, instead of keeping him company. It’s like the poem says: words of torment.” Grin pointed at that line in the poem.

			But he killed Ma. It hurt to admit it, but Lylin felt incapable of blaming him. Obviously, the Harbinger’s sanity was hanging by a thread, and he was acting under the king’s decree – 

			Tears flooded Lylin’s eyes. She snuffled, wiping her face and turning to see Nye climbing the stairs.

			Diane popped up behind him on the staircase with a pleasant smile on her face.

			But even without Diane’s signals, Lylin couldn’t find the strength to be furious with the Harbinger. A glance into his pain through that poem revealed a tragedy of a man. House of tragedy, indeed. Ocean’s mercy, he did save her. And he must have lied to his superiors to keep her safe. 

			“You can leave if you wish,” Nye said, gesturing toward the front door. “Many have before you. But you may also stay. We’d like it if you would.” 

			“Join us,” Grin said, grabbing Lylin by her shoulder, a little too fiercely, and notably warm, just like Lucin’s hands. Pyromancers’ palms were always warm.

			The walls suddenly looked more familiar, and the carpet felt nice and soothing under her feet. As for Nye, he seemed evil, but a lesser one. Behind him, Diane’s friendly eyes reflected a welcoming expression.

			An old-new feeling named itself in Lylin’s mind. She felt at home. 

			“Join to do what?” she asked, wiping away tears with her sleeves.

			“Avenge Alliddar’s victims,” Diane said, taking the last stair, “including my parents, Mother’s daughters, and countless innocents murdered in the king’s name. Just think, we’ll save so many lives, too.” 

			Diane swung her hands in odd motions, invoking phantom sounds of screams across the room – an ordinary Fervorist thing. So much like Ma. 

			“But how can I help?” Lylin mumbled. When Nye attacked last night, Ma and Lucin had tried to fight him off, but she had allowed herself to be taken.

			“Trust me,” Diane said, winking and quieting the unnatural voices she’d summoned. 

			“Oh, I would,” Grin added, and even Nye nodded in agreement. 

			Lylin felt surrounded, with Grin and Diane one on each side, Nye in front of her, and the wall with his poem behind. They smothered her, but it would surely beat loneliness, right?

			She found herself nodding, and Grin whistled a cheer. “Welcome to the dark side, Ginger,” she said and embraced Lylin with a fierce hug. Her stench of smoke mixed with the delicious scent of cookies from the kitchen.

			“Welcome,” Nye and Diane said together, exchanging a look. “To the Witches of The Hut.”
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							Description

						
					

					
							
							Confitax

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters Confidence and offers fast transport.

						
					

					
							
							Empath

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters Care. Often hired as healers or spies.

						
					

					
							
							Mesmer

						
							
							A Senspiriter who masters Calm. In ancient times, Mesmers mastered Confusion as well.

						
					

					
							
							Ghostee

						
							
							A Senspiriter who harnessed Calm too long, resulting in a permanent detachment from the senses. 

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 8 
Glitter is Misbehaving
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			“I taught you chess to show you how variety means power. Inevitably, specialists like Pyromancers and Mesmers are quicker and better skilled with their emotion of choice. But their advantage pales in comparison to the ability to navigate between a variety of Senspiritic emotions. Imagine if a chess piece could change its rules of movement. Youngling dear, your access to such variety is smoother than most, but I’m afraid this gift is provided by your illness. Never forget that, never deny that, and never let it take over you.”

			—Session on variety as a source of power, Lesson One

			Glitter’s hands were chained to a rusty iron bar that was fixed to the ceiling of her cell. 

			Still, Glitter couldn’t help but smirk at her captors. She was taken to an outpost of the Olyanath Bridlers, a few miles south of Breeze – a pretentious location for an outpost, Breeze being the most independent city in Huravoth. The Captain’s Council didn’t need those Bridler rats to help police their streets. 

			One guard, the taller of the two, entered her cell and held up a piece of paper in front of her face. “These are the accusations against you,” he told her.

			“What am I supposed to do with that?” Glitter grunted, shaking her shaggy blond hair and writhing in her bonds. “It’s hard to use it as a wipe with these fine irons around my wrists.”

			He disregarded her comment. But the other Bridler guard - the one sitting with his legs crossed at a desk outside the cage - had let out a chuckle, albeit a humble one. 

			So, Glitter noted, Bridlers like prison jokes. One more point in favor of their organization over the Sun Harbingers, though both were real tar. While the Sun Harbingers made a living out of reaping lives, Olyanath Bridlers were just annoying. Nineteen years and they still hadn’t settled yet whether they were a constabulary, an army, or just bullies in red and gray costumes, pretending to serve the public. At least they accepted women into their ranks.

			“Read it,” the tall Bridler commanded in a low voice. He was a bulky fellow with a square face and unbelievably broad shoulders, each big enough for her to sit on comfortably and still leaving some wiggle room.

			“Can’t,” Glitter said and shrugged as much as she could in this posture. Her wrists were hurting, and an urge to summon Calm to ease the pain had emerged. She could tap into the freedom of inability - the serenity of accepting limitations - hang on to it and cast a Calm-shield, but she chose not to. A Calm-shield would be visible and reveal her witchy nature, which would alert the Bridlers and thoroughly curtail her rights. Besides, she needed to learn to cope with minimal pain without using Senspiritic powers to tolerate it.

			“What do you mean, you can’t?” he stressed. “Just read it. It’s barely a hundred words.”

			“I can’t read, mate. Never quite grasped letters. I can rhyme though. Wanna hear?”

			“You’re a thirty-year-old thief in the sixth century and you can’t read?” 

			That attracted the attention of the other Bridler. He raised his head from the desk and frowned at her from a safe distance.

			“Yep.” Glitter nodded and writhed, making the chains ring. “I learned everything I know from Irentian children’s stories that my gang read to me. Though let me tell you, Irentian dialect’s the worst. Did you know they begin every sentence with the most significant word, regardless of grammar? Headache it gives, a few pages past.” 

			“You pickpocketing crooks work in gangs now?” the Bridler outside the cage asked and put his glasses on. He got up and approached the bars. 

			“You’d have to ask one,” Glitter said, sniffing in disdain. “My group and I specialize in a more specific line of misdeeds.” 

			That drew the most curious glare from behind his glasses. Brainless Bridlers – so predictable, easy to play, and even easier to stall. He acted exactly as she’d expected.

			“Our recent initiative involved twenty-one Sun Harbingers sunk in the Crimson Cascades before their time,” Glitter explained, lips widened. She did so enjoy that number. Twenty-one successful assassinations in a span of twelve years. It would become an incredible children’s story one day. And number twenty-two’s in the works.

			“Just a blond in bright rags and her friends?” the Bridler outside asked, brows raised in doubt. A shame, that. Not only did he not grimace and tremble as she’d hoped, but he’d also insulted her outfit. She liked the blue attire. It fitted just right on her slender waistline, highlighting her figure. The deep-sea color may have dried out, looking paler in a shoddy way, but drown that. She’d still attracted admiring glances of entire streets in that raggedy blouse. 

			“Four of us,” she said, exchanging a determined look with the broad-shouldered Bridler who guarded her inside the cell. “We have Keiran, an Empath. He’s sort of our leader, though I do most of the thinking, and he was born in his sixties, I swear.”

			She paused, looking up at the iron bar. It was nailed to the ceiling with small screws that hadn't turned green with corrosion. This outpost was a wreck. They probably hadn’t refitted the cell since they’d built the station, which would be when Alliddar seized power twenty years ago. That’s a long time for a screw.

			“And Cobald, my brother, a Pyromancer – oh, and I’d keep your daughters away from him. The gentleman act is what it is. An act.”

			The Bridler outside rubbed his chin and stuck his face through the bars. She’d earned his curiosity with words. That was new. Her looks usually did that. Must be one of those men who only fancied other men. Word was that King Alliddar Vice had similar preferences. Frustrating, really. She would gladly have plotted a delightful regicide if he wasn’t immune to her charm.

			“And Hainoch,” she said, blushing, “a rather new addition to the group, but since he joined he’s read those Irentian stories for me instead of Keiran. He used to be an Olyanath Bridler like you, but he defected. Still looks sharp in the red and gray uniform, though. We’re a couple. He’s nice. You’d like him. I know I do. I Love him, in fact.”

			“You writing this down?” the taller Bridler asked the other one, who might have been the boss of this entire outpost, considering his manner and keep-my-hands-clean approach.

			“I suppose I should,” the boss said. “We’d better get a Harbinger involved.” 

			Right, Glitter thought, struggling to repress a smile. Bring the meat to the vultures. It had been a while since her gang had enjoyed an opportunity to hit one of those Sun Harbinger mucks. And a more perfect setting could not be asked for.

			“Maybe –” the boss began, but he never finished that sentence. He and his desk were blasted to Mazrivcome with a sudden burst of howling fire. The poor fellow barely had a moment to scream before the explosion consumed him and scattered his bones. 

			Uff. Glitter rolled her eyes and her lips twisted in disappointment. Too soon. 

			“Ah!” Her brother’s cheery voice filled the prison hall along with a flood of smoke and flying debris. “Burnt stiff. The sweet fragrance of victory. You gotta learn to appreciate more of the world’s splendors, Keiran…”

			Too drowning soon.

			Glitter yanked the chains from the ceiling. It hurt her manacled wrists like a dirk, but the iron bar pulled free. She joined her fists and summoned Calm just in time to deflect the bar and bits of the ceiling from hitting her head. Her repellent Calm-shield flashed white as rock and metal bounced off her, ringing on the floor. When the dust settled, she snuck a quick kiss on her guard’s cheek and offered him her chained hands. 

			“Break it for me, will ya, Hainoch?”

			 “It really wasn’t necessary, Glit,” Hainoch said, ripping apart the rusty chains like twigs with a twist of those massive arms of his. “The whole charade I mean. I don’t like pretending to imprison you.” 

			“First,” she said, tasting familiar sweetness on the tip of her tongue – it often tasted like that after a successful ruse, “you know me. Deceit and pretense give me joy.” 

			This whole operation - Hainoch pretending to bring her in as a petty thief - was designed to give him practice in conning the authorities. But Glitter admitted to herself that she’d mostly pulled off this hoax to kill time. Training Hainoch and burning that Bridler base were just a bonus. 

			“Second, yes, it was necessary. Pretending you’re a legitimate Bridler would have given us substantial advantage if there was a Harbinger here.”

			“I suppose,” Hainoch murmured, lowering his head with enchanting timidity. His rectangular cheeks filled with pink. She adored it when he blushed like that. 

			“By the way,” Glitter said, chuckling. “Hilarious timing, you know, when you told the other guy to write it down exactly when I said that I Love you…” 

			Hainoch turned delectably red at that. 

			“Well,” she added, rubbing her freed wrists. “Next time we roleplay, don’t mention my age. It alarmed him and almost exposed you.” 

			Hainoch accepted it with a nod. He wasn’t stupid, but outlaw life required a finesse of mind that only a street urchin childhood like hers could develop. “And thirty? Already? I never bothered keeping track –”

			“You’re thirty-two, Glit.” Cobald’s voice sounded from down the hall. He and Keiran followed the trail of destruction to the cell, their silhouettes materializing through the shifting smoke. 

			“And catch!” Her brother called just as Glitter’s sword emerged from the smoke. She pulled on Hainoch’s shoulder for leverage, snatched the blade in midair, and gave it a quick kiss on the hilt. 

			I missed you.

			She’d given the blade to Keiran for safekeeping earlier, so the Bridlers wouldn’t confiscate it when Hainoch pretended to turn her in. A cheap, dull rapier, that’s all it was, but it had become the perfect weapon for a Mesmer like her. Enemies expected swords to be sharp, and when this rapier hit and didn’t slash, it often Confused them, disabling their Senspiritic powers, or plantifying them, as she called it.

			“No offense, Glit,” Cob added, following the blade through the smoke, “but it’s a new-age miracle you look the same as when we were twenty.” A classic Cobald entrance, jabbering through the mess and mayhem that remained from his fire blast. 

			“Embrace your existence – you keep your appearance,” she chanted in a rhythm, tossing her hair and gesturing at her chest in a self-satisfied pose. “Thought shapes reality and all that.”

			“I prefer ‘Keep your features – you keep your figures.’” Hainoch said. “Rolls better off the tongue.” 

			Of course you prefer that, Glitter noted, her lips curving into a smile. She grabbed his hand and harnessed his Love to break into his soul and endorse his Confidence, not unlike a rider slamming his heels at the horse to go faster. You always prefer simpler things. 

			Irentian stories established this kind of control as a most foul and aggressive act, but their reasoning was wrong. Independence was a small price to pay for power and happiness, and harnessing Hainoch’s Love to control him helped Glitter to make the man the very best version of himself. Sure, they’d agreed not to harness each other’s Love like that. Not without consent. But life in sixth century Huravoth is anything but honest, dear. 

			Even lying to Hainoch incited this sweetish aftertaste on the tip of her tongue. Drown their agreement, she had no choice but to control him. He couldn’t summon emotions at will like the others, and utilizing his ability to carry them around at Confidence speed was crucial to their survival. The violent nature of their work often required a quick getaway. 

			“If you’re all quite finished jesting and wasting time…” Keiran said, sounding sincere as ever.

			Born in his sixties. Always the man with the schedule. Keiran coughed and wafted a wisp of smoke from his face. “We’ve located the Harbinger who has the list. And it’s not an exaggeration to say that the rivers of Breeze will flow with the blood of its people if we don’t intercept that list before it reaches the capital.”

			“Right,” Glitter said, holstering the rapier at her hip. “Let’s make some waves, boys.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 9 
War 
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			“You see, youngling dear, it is not impossible to clear water by filtration, even from the filthiest swamps. The same goes for the gore of war. It involves the worst of humanity, but it brings to light heroes who would never have been discovered otherwise. 

			...

			Hah...

			This gives me an idea...” 

			—Session on the meaning of power, Lesson One

			The trap that Kerak had set for Nye did spring, but the wily worm had escaped. Nye annihilated the Fervorist in Dinjen Forest sooner than expected. He fled from the premises before her witch friends arrived at the cottage.

			Yet another of Kerak’s plans had failed. 

			It had been a week since this disappointment. During that period, despite having the face of a crow from a children’s horror story, Nye had successfully befriended the king’s daughter. They’d spent the larger portion of their days in the grounds of the Black Acropolis, and seeing the two in the palace compound constantly reminded Kerak of his utter failure. 

			Today, however, Alliddar summoned him to meet privately in the palace War Room. Something must have changed.

			“We are at war, Harbinger,” the king said, surveying the map on the central table. “The people don’t know it yet.”

			Another disappointment. War isn’t new. 

			The king started another infamously long lecture about history, alliances, and the doctrine of his brother, Emittar, who condemned any practice of Senspiritic powers. 

			Kerak half-listened, flipping his coin between his fingers. He was focused on the walls of the room – on the landscapes painted all over them. Vivien’s brushwork, no doubt. They depicted the Silver Desert and castles of unique southern architecture. He recognized the spiky citadels at the edge of Ivor Hills. These curved spires used to be his favorite part of the landscape, back when he grew up in that region. 

			“My brother sent an assassin after Harbinger Blackrook,” he spoke up, pinning a broken iron dagger to the table. “This weapon was pointed at my daughter’s neck, if you can believe it.”

			That drew Kerak’s attention. He clutched his coin and raised a brow at the substandard weapon. The blade’s deformity gave away the scenario. It must have been damaged in a fight with an ivoryn piece, judging by those marks on the ironwork. Emittar had slipped up by arming an assassin with a weapon of such poor quality. Having access to the entire ivoryn wealth of the south, he could surely have spared one drowning ivoryn dagger. 

			It didn’t add up. Someone was hiding something, but it would take an intense investigation to find out who. Quite unfortunate that the assassin failed, Kerak couldn’t help thinking. He folded his arms and glared at the broken weapon. If an assassin acting on Emittar’s behalf had killed Nye, it would have set Kerak’s plan back in motion. Marry the princess himself, kill the king to inherit the city’s resources, conquer the south and rule Huravoth. Then, if possible, stop the night. 

			The weight of failure hurt in Kerak’s gut. He asked me to recommend a Harbinger with many flaws for a special mission. His conscience haunted him, almost vocally. I thought he was looking to dispose of him, not promote the man to inherit the drowning kingdom!

			“Harbinger Kerak?” The king’s tone slowed, snapping Kerak out of his torment. “Am I boring you?” 

			Kerak shook his head as Alliddar nailed him with cold, emerald eyes. The Eradicator. Remember he is the Eradicator.

			“Emittar may be better geared up than us,” Kerak announced in a clear voice, which earned him a more contented expression from the king, “but his forces have united under the idea that Senspirity is wrong, and now it ties them. They cannot possibly conquer us without it.”

			Hands clasped behind his back, Kerak marched around the table, reaching the spot where the city of Breeze was marked on the map. The king had been tapping his finger on this territory for a while now.

			Creases spread across Alliddar’s face and his beard seemed to turn grayer with concern. Despite his ability to eliminate the enemy with Hatred fire, he did not share in Kerak’s optimism. 

			“It comes down to a clash of superpowers, Your Majesty: Emittar’s technological ingenuity against our Senspirity. And I feel obliged to stress our, Sir. Olyanath needs the Eradicator. It needs the destructive capacity of Hatred. It needs you. No one else controls this power.” 

			The army of Olyanath was destroyed on the slopes of Scarlet Mountain twenty years ago, during Alliddar’s campaign against Savrin. Without it, the city’s defenses consisted of the Sun Harbingers - assassins, not soldiers - and the Olyanath Bridlers, who provided law enforcement but counted few Senspiriters among them. Moreover, the Bridlers lacked the gear and training to wage a war of nations. 

			The king, however, wielded destructive abilities rivaled only by The Mazriv itself. 

			He and I, Kerak realized, we are the sole defenses of the kingdom. Our deterrent. This is what our cabinet is reduced to because of his solitude. 

			Alliddar kept tapping with his finger as Kerak’s words seemed to be going over his head. That same old policy of restraint which had gotten them into this mess. Two years back, when Prince Emittar had just begun speaking against Senspirity, Kerak insisted that he must be executed. He was the worst kind of talker – he made sense, charmingly so. 

			But - Chasms, no - the Ocean will dry up before Your mighty Majesty would even consider an aggressive move. Here we are though, planning a war against your brother.

			Kerak’s body boiled with escalating Anger. Heat was pulsing under his skin. Alliddar could end this war with a single wave of his arm: harness Hatred and control it. It was a power so unimaginable that even legends refrained from describing it. Few documented testimonies of harnessing Hatred existed at all, and those had portrayed terrible fates for the Senspiriter. 

			The king, however, suffered no such consequences. He could destroy any enemy on any scale, as the destruction of Trenn had proved, and live through it, unharmed. But instead of using this power to defend the kingdom, Alliddar spent his time allying with meager villages and up-and-coming cities, preparing for an open war. It was an unnecessary risk. 

			“Olyanath needs Breeze,” Alliddar muttered, “we need their naval –”

			“Your Majesty –”

			“Quiet, Harbinger.” The tapping turned into a decisive fist against the table. “Have you been to Trenn since I destroyed it? No? It is still a desolate, barren wasteland where nothing grows. Even animals avoid it. Ocean’s mercy, even birds fly west around it!”

			But destroying it earned you the Fear of Dinjen, Windsend, and Breeze. Fear that you harnessed to manipulate their minds and establish the first real monarchy in Huravoth since The Mazriv.

			Trezoss had taught the Sun Harbingers that Fear worked similarly to Love, but was less potent and easier to invoke. Presumably, it allowed one-sided emotional control; the frightening side dominating the frightened. 

			Kerak knew better, but kept it to himself. People did not only Fear death and loss, they Feared pain. Years ago, Kerak had realized he could harness their Fear to inflict them with sheer pain. It was a mighty useful talent for witch hunting, but not so much for stopping the night. Alliddar used it differently. He earned the Fear of half of Huravoth by pulverizing the village of Trenn with azure Hatred fire. Then he harnessed this Fear to achieve the subjugation of the people. 

			“I will never again harness Hatred on a massive scale,” Alliddar hissed, “least of all for petty political disputes. Hatred is true obliteration, Kerak, unlike The Mazriv, which may have drowned most of the world but allowed us, in its mercy, to have some access to what was destroyed. Hatred fire does not share that kindness. It is pure consumption. It spares nothing. Never speak of it again.”

			Afraid of your own strength, Kerak noted, watching the king straining to control the rhythm of his breath. A proper leader would already have stopped the night. 

			Kerak shrugged, pulling out his coin and flipping it between his fingers. Its metal touch reminded him of the things a skill can do – his skill – and helped him control his emotions. 

			Decide what to want, feel what you want to feel, then act – The Circle’s doctrine in a clamshell.

			Breathing deeply, Kerak summoned Calm and harnessed it for its shield, which could, in fact, withstand a Hatred blast. It provided ultimate protection, even from the all-consuming azure flames of Hatred, or so, at least, Trezoss had taught them in the Sun Temple before he disappeared.

			Other than that, Calm was drownright disgusting. It prevented him from causing any kind of damage, just as it protected him from it. He summoned it for mere practice and only when absolutely necessary in battle.

			“You called for me, Your Majesty,” Kerak pointed out, momentarily breaking the short silence. He switched from Calm to Valor, shaking off this feeling of restriction.

			The switch had taken a moment as it required convincing himself that he wanted to feel courageous instead of serene. He embraced it and let it fill him. Sun Harbingers were trained to make the specific switch from Calm to Valor in five seconds or less. 

			Nye could do it in one by working with lower intensities of emotions, which resulted in weaker powers but faster transitions. Trezoss favored him for that, drowning fool. 

			Intensity mattered more than speed. Accuracy was useless without might. Confidence at high intensity provided faster movement and reflexes, stronger Care revealed auras at a greater distance and facilitated quicker healing, and Anger – with Kerak’s capacity for it – could summon such an inferno that he could burn entire streets with a wave of his arm. 

			“I need to send you to Breeze,” Alliddar replied at last, just as Kerak started feeling the strength of Valor bolstering his arms and hardening his skin enough to sustain an ax swing. “They are back.”

			Kerak’s eyes widened. His muscles clenched. He gulped, partially  distressed but mostly eager. Valor could make anyone feel invincible, even at the mention of… of… 

			“They – meaning…?”

			“The Harbinger hunters, as you call them,” the king said. “They blew up a Bridlers’ outpost yesterday, south of Breeze, and I believe they are looking to claim their next prey in the port city.”

			Finally. 

			If witches couldn’t rid him of this irritating, crow-faced Nye, maybe professionals could. They just needed a push in Blackrook’s direction. “Are we certain it’s them?” Kerak asked, frowning, struggling to contain his thrill. If these marauders could remove Nye from his path… a chance. It’s a chance.

			He managed to prevent himself from smiling. A couple flips of the coin and he switched to Care. A chance to save Huravoth from the lengthening night.

			Harnessing Care invoked irksome Caresight, revealing just how bright-white Alliddar’s Calm aura was – a sign of true apathy, which was what made Alliddar such a terrible leader. Twenty years of disfunction had made that evident. Pursuing female Senspiriters may have been the king’s best idea to find the witch who was extending the night, and it may have prepared the Harbingers to fight her, but here they were still, and so was a sixty percent longer night-time. And the king dared to be Calm.

			“Certain?” the king hissed. “Only death is certain. Death and the night.”

			Already giving up on the cause, Kerak noted. Undoubtedly, in order to save Huravoth, the king had to be replaced. 

			“We cannot risk mere outlaws giving Breeze ideas of independence,” Alliddar explained in rising tones, lucid and conclusive. “Olyanath needs Breeze, Harbinger. We need their ivoryn and we need their ships.”

			That was new.

			“We need their support to attack the south.”

			That was what had changed. At long drowning last, an offensive strategy. After seventeen years of serving the king. And the Ocean hasn’t even dried up. A miracle. Has Alliddar finally come to his senses? 

			The whole point of the plan to become king was to annex the south and deploy the Sun Harbingers there, cover ground across Huravoth and cleanse the land of the drowning witch who was interfering with the night. This should restore daytime and secure Huravoth’s future. The large map of Huravoth in the middle of the room had suddenly become much more interesting. 

			Kerak took a deep breath, realizing that his dream had become  reality and that it had happened delightfully early, before executing the coup. At last, Alliddar Vice had aligned himself with rationality. First good day in seventeen years. 

			“So, we do attack,” Kerak asked, stepping up to the king, elbow resting on the hilt of his sword, “but without you?”

			“Without my Hatred,” Alliddar said, grunting, narrowing his eyes at him. He was shorter, the tips of his crown reaching just above Kerak’s chin, but Kerak felt equal for the first time in years – 

			What the Chasms?

			An unexpected trace of an aura caught Kerak’s attention. A glimpse of violet, like the fading brim of Confusion aura. It disappeared behind the door. 

			Someone’s eavesdropping. 

			Nuisance as it was, Caresight did yield certain advantages and was a spy’s best friend.

			A shift in Alliddar’s aura drew Kerak’s attention back. The white darkened into a murky purple, and the radiance transformed into a thick fume that overshadowed Kerak’s Caresight with its stiffness - a Passionate aura - a purple smoke. 

			The king clutched his fingers into a large, quivering fist, and the entire room shook in response. Dust and masonry poured from the ceiling, pictures shifted, and the table rumbled – or perhaps it was the earth itself. 

			A reminder, Kerak told himself amidst the chaos, engulfed in this sinister smoke. The Eradicator. The Breaker of Mountains. He can do anything.

			Alliddar’s tendency to curb his power made it easy to forget. His powers were far greater than just being able to control Hatred. He had mastered all ten Senspiritic emotions, including Passion, which somehow eluded Kerak’s talents. It differed from the others. 

			“Trust in your king, Harbinger,” he said, unclenching his fist. The room returned to rest, and his auric purple smoke started to disperse. “I can stop my brother, but I need to know our resources are secured. This includes leaving my daughter and kingdom in trustworthy hands while I venture south. That is Blackrook’s mission. Stopping these marauders in Breeze before they cull more Harbingers is yours.”

			We can endure them culling one more rook, though, Kerak noted, rather delighted at this turn of events. This group, whoever they were, had strategically hunted almost two dozen Harbingers and evaded justice for years. If anyone could break Nye’s neck and rid the world of this irritant, it would be them. 

			“I’ll have to lure them out of their holes,” Kerak said, grinning at the illustration of Breeze on the map. “It’ll involve terrorizing the city, provoking their interference. They’ll try to stop me.”

			This gang of outlaws may have targeted weaker members of the Sun Harbingers so far, but they demonstrated a promising degree of sophistication and determination. They would act to protect the innocents, even if it exposed them. And they could kill Nye, given the chance. 

			They won’t fail like those witches in Dinjen Forest did. We just need to arrange a meeting –

			“By minimal means necessary, Harbinger,” the king instructed. “Minimal, Kerak. Bait them, kill them, but do not make the entire population of the city our enemies in the process. I wish to attack the day after the Union Day celebrations, and an unexpected conflict with Breeze would cast quite a pall on our timing.”

			“Breeze needs us, too,” Kerak said, eyeing the sea areas of the map. “Emittar is likely to invade Ocean territory. He needs the ivoryn.”

			The Mazriv had claimed most of the prestigious metal when it flooded the world. Now, centuries later, the Breezians were mining it from the sunken ruins and trading it with Olyanath for food and supplies, which made them an ideal target for Emittar’s army.

			“I’m glad to finally have your input, Harbinger,” the king said, straightening, radiating the white of Calm. He spent most of his time in this cursed, apathetic, pacifistic state, which was why he seldom bothered hiring guards. “But all in good time. Carry out your mission first. Kill those Harbinger hunters. We can strategize after.”

			Accepting the task with a fast nod and a humble bow, Kerak turned and marched out, boots thudding and his mantle swirling behind him. Alliddar remained behind to brood at the map. 

			***

			“I thought I sensed someone out here,” Kerak said, meeting the princess in the corridor. She was wearing a clean apron and a satchel, and she’d just finished gathering her hair in a bun. She towered over him from the height provided by a stool. 

			A picture of Scarlet Mountain covered the wall next to her, just as it had when he came this way earlier. It didn’t smell of fresh paint though – Vivien had been listening to them, and was pretending not to. 

			“I hear you should watch your back when socializing with Harbinger Blackrook,” Kerak spoke absently while strolling by. “Nowadays more than ever, there are loose assassins out for Harbingers’ blood.”

			The princess sighed, turned, and caught his arm in a surprisingly firm grip.

			 “You’re wearing your mother’s necklace again?” he asked, frowning at the emerald amulet hanging around her neck. 

			“Answer me one question, Harbinger,” she hissed, glaring with a star-bright sheen in her eyes. Spending a week with Nye had done wonders with making the little princess grow into a proper adult. Annoyed as he was, Kerak couldn’t help but be impressed by her attitude. “Why not come to terms with my uncle? This doesn’t have to come down to war and death.”

			Kerak shook her hand off and smirked at her challenging tone. He harnessed Care to verify her aura was still the violet glow of Confusion, and it was. She posed no danger, but Ocean’s mercy, she sure acted as if she wanted to. 

			“We won’t doom thousands of Senspiriters to certain oblivion in Emittar’s regions, Princess. Morally, we owe them something.” It wasn’t untrue, but stopping the night was the real goal.

			The most plausible explanation to the extending nights in Huravoth was a witch – a Fervorist most likely – who was powerful enough to bend time itself. Alliddar and Kerak had long agreed they couldn’t trust Emittar, or anyone but themselves, to defeat a foe like that. Recalling that felt like a twist. Kerak’s well of respect for the king suddenly refilled like a dry tarn with fresh water. 

			“Fret not, Princess,” Kerak said, opening up a distance between them. “You just keep a sharp eye when associating with that melancholic new prince of yours. Your father and I will make sure the world doesn’t end before the two of you become official.”

			Of course, there can be no “two of them” when Blackrook’s dead, Kerak told himself, his smirk widening as he contemplated the whereabouts of these so-called Harbinger hunters.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 10 
Swimming Against the Current
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			“Confusion paralyzes the Senspiriter, disabling their emotions and hence their powers. That is its direct effect. Its aura, however, is less obvious. It is my belief that the aura of Confusion draws information to the source like air to vacuum, as if to “balance” the state of bafflement. Overall, Confusion is an opponent of the conscious, of Senspirity, and of The Circle itself – an opponent that can be as beneficial as it is destructive for both yourself and your foe.”

			—Session on Confusion, Lesson Two

			Nye opened a cautious eye while the princess prepared to enter the sea. One could never predict – 

			“Could never predict if a certain vengeful boy might come charging in for a rematch.” The phantom voice completed the thought for him. It echoed, getting louder, weaker and then louder again. And it hurt, like an insatiable pounding in his skull. 

			Nye exhaled the final wisp of smoke. He put his pipe on top of a rock, next to his Harbinger’s armor and Ivy’s clothes, and joined his fists. He let himself drowse off, so to engage with Madness’ voice in his head. 

			You hear my private thoughts now? He struggled to repress the pain and succeeded to some extent. Pipeweed and Calm postures did help.

			“I’m in your head, fool. I hear everything.” 

			Certain though it was, the voice was lying. It had never invaded Nye’s privacy like that before. “Hmm,” the voice whispered with painful reverberation, “I think your condition’s getting worse, Nye.” 

			At least it had stopped calling him “killer.” 

			“I only call you ‘killer’ on days when you kill.” 

			Comment on my thoughts again. Go on. Test me. He focused on the distant sea, where the upper blue met the lower blue near the horizon. Do it and I’ll drown us both. 

			Madness went quiet at last. 

			“Hey.” Ivy was ready and eager, fastening the last strap of her Breezian miners’ uniform. The thin fabric - blue, beige and silver, like the city’s flag - covered most of her skin, leaving her hands and feet revealed. Silver straps cinched it up around the waist, wrists, and ankles. It would make poor swimwear without those. 

			Nye acquired it the other day from a Breezian ivoryn merchant, along with a similar male outfit, which felt odd to wear.  

			“Are we safe, Harbinger? No assassins in sight?” She patted him on the back, winked, and went on. 

			Nye shook his head. They had privacy, save for that single mining ship from Breeze that had dropped anchor some distance out to sea. 

			That ship posed no danger. Breezians sought Ocean's domain only to mine ivoryn from the ruins underneath the water. Left unprovoked, the mining crews refrained from sticking their noses in the business of others.

			The sunlight reflection in Ivy’s hair drew his attention. She grinned at his relaxed stance and waded into the water. 

			“If the miners on that ship can’t see us,” she said, shading her eyes, “then there’s nothing to stop us looking for the ruins today, correct?”

			Nothing except the sea itself.

			Ocean’s domain was not to be underestimated. Not for naught had the phrase Ocean’s mercy become so widespread. Nye paid little heed to the popular mythology of an actual witch - Ocean - residing in the sea. No Fervorist could possibly conjure a disaster on The Mazriv’s scale, no matter how merciless she was. Not Diane, nor anyone else. Nevertheless, the waters had earned his deference. Both Trezoss and Nova had taught him to respect the Ocean, despite his general inclination to disregard nature and its forces.

			“You seem eager,” Nye replied, shaking himself out of his thoughts, “for someone who’s never been swimming before.”

			“It’s the outfit,” Ivy replied, pulling at the slacks of the Breezian swimwear. “You know, when you get something new, you immediately want to try it out.” She went deeper, crossing the foamy line of breaking waves. 

			“The water seems alright so far!” she called, splashing about in the shallows. She peered at the deeper waters and asked, “How far out are the ruins?” 

			“Can’t answer with any certainty,” Nye said, following her halfway in. He stopped when the water reached his knees. “We’ll need to dive down to look for them.”

			It had been five centuries since The Mazriv had drowned these cities. The will of the Ocean could have moved the ruined civilizations anywhere during that time. Odds were, however, that at least some buildings would have stood fast against the currents. The princess insisted that in order to improve her paintings of the old world, she had to research these ruins. 

			“Dive down to look for them?” the voice repeated in his head, rather timidly. It lost power when Nye harnessed Calm. “She can’t even swim –”

			I’m counting on it. Nye’s lip curved into a sly grin. He had his own research in mind – research into the impossible princess. Her street epithet of The Princess Numb was utterly misleading. Vivien Vice was witty, swift, and - Ocean’s mercy - she was beautiful. She had somewhat roundish cheeks, big, silvery eyes, and a tiny nose that pointed at an adorable little angle. But never mind her looks. The scope of his research focused on her unusually fast capacity to learn, which she couldn’t possibly have inherited from the king.

			Ivy flipped over, dived and plunged in a soft splash. She resurfaced in a moment, farther away, clawing for breath. 

			“Harb –” she cried as a large wave washed over her. “Nye! Help!” 

			The Ocean had her, as the Breezians would say. Each attempt to keep her head above the surface ended in a quiet hiss of wind and water.

			“Cruel research, that.”

			Morality has little to do with effective research, Nye replied, preparing to harness Ivy’s Love. This entire week, he’d routinely used this power to keep the princess Confused – Alliddar’s orders. But today, he planned to learn what would happen when this Confusion was removed.

			“Just remember I insisted it was a bad idea,” the voice said and faded to the back of his head. With it gone, Nye focused, harnessed Ivy’s affection for him, and broke in.

			Alliddar’s influence was present but it was weak and slow at this distance. Emotional control waned the further away the controlled subject was. 

			It would go unnoticed… we just ought to know…

			Nye removed Ivy’s Confusion, replacing it with focus – a sense of serene clarity, to push back against the chaotic panic of drowning. 

			Ivy’s frantic splashing instantly transformed into swimming.

			“The miracles of Senspirity,” the phantom voice whistled and echoed from the back of his head once Ivy resurfaced.

			Senspirity has nothing to do with this, Nye determined. It’s something else. She’s something else. He buried the urge to gawk at her sudden recovery and studied her with an open mind instead. The princess had adopted a horizontal attitude and was moving in a coordinated style: her arms paddled in long motions, her legs worked at a rapid pace, and her breathing was in harmony with the waves. She had become an expert swimmer who would put most Breezian miners to shame. 

			A single moment of lucidity. That’s all it takes.

			It confirmed Alliddar’s suspicions: when freed of Confusion, Ivy could learn anything in an instant, all by herself. The king did mention that she’d learned to read when she was three. She must have already known those things. Confusion merely barred her access. Add that to the unusual toughness of her body – she’s something else.

			Terrified, yet somewhat satisfied with the result, Nye broke into her mind again and rebuilt that prison of Confusion. It did not affect her swimming skills, which he anticipated. The Confusion routine locked off her extraordinary learning capacity, but it did not undo what was already learned. He watched with broody patience as she swam back in defiance of the Ocean’s pull. 

			“You realize that, whatever she is,” the voice returned in force, relishing Nye’s discomfort, “whatever these learning abilities are, it’s a mere echo of what she might become.”

			Nye sighed, agreeing reluctantly. Ivy ought to remain restrained. A handful of lucid moments might unleash something unruly. Clever of Alliddar to have recognized this early on and kept this potential weapon sheathed. For once, his paranoia was spot-on. We can sharpen the blade, though. Threads were weaving together into a plan. Then draw it from the king's sheath and stab him with it.

			“Ah. Manipulative. That’s how I like you, killer. Killers kill.”

			“I think I saw the tip of a broken tower!” Ivy called when she reached the shallows. Her hair glistened in rainbow colors like a wet mirror. “Exactly like I imagined! I can’t wait to see more!”

			“We can never let her free, though.”

			Never, Nye agreed.

			“I admit it took me a moment to find my balance in the water,” she added, “hope I didn’t embarrass myself.” 

			“She does not realize.” 

			She must never realize.

			“How did you find your balance, Princess?” Nye asked, rubbing his chin to feign interest. Tracks ought to be covered. Better pretend not to have a clue. “The mere thought of reporting to your father that I let you drown had me rooted on the spot.” 

			Ivy shrugged and pursed her lips in bafflement. She stared at the vastness of the Ocean, in the direction that had almost claimed her, and explained in doubtful tones, “I just did what makes sense, you know. Invested strength in my muscles and prioritized my breath above anything else. The rest of my body just… followed.”

			“Enjoyed yourself?”

			“Yeah, once I got the hang of it.”

			Nye gestured at the sea and paced into deeper water until it reached his shoulders. “Good,” he said, “come along. Lessons are doubled in productivity when you enjoy them.”

			“Lessons?” She swam after him with slow, long strokes. “I thought,” she spoke as she turned her face in and out of the water, “I thought we agreed today was about exploring the ruins of pre-Mazriv civilizations.”

			“It is,” Nye said, speaking almost by instinct. Something drew him to talk, something elusive. “But you can’t dive deep enough to spot more than tips of broken towers without harnessing Valor to sustain your body. We need to continue with your Senspirity training first.” 

			“Aura of Confusion!” the voice shouted with a reverberating thrill. It cut Nye off and expressed itself in the widening of his eyes until it stung. “Recall. Trezoss mentioned this in his lectures. Confusion paralyzes Senspiritic powers, but its aura attracts information. It makes you chatty. Mystery solved.”

			“Harbinger?” Ivy approached, waving at his face with dripping fingers, earning no response. “Hearing voices again?” She would resort to sarcastic patience whenever he entered these phases with the phantom voice, but only after he’d explained, that is. He was compelled to give it up on their second meeting when the princess kept pressing him about his “creepy behavior,” but it concluded well. The existence of the voice was better revealed than a secret, just as with Diane and Grin back at The Hut. It averted the trouble of repressing these conversations.

			“Yes,” he said, stirring out of the trance and joining his fists. Sunlight warmed his back, the soft waves helped him summon Calm, and the words poured out of his mouth in a sober stream. “Apologies, Princess. You mentioned prioritizing your breath.” 

			“Mhm.” Ivy nodded and demonstrated the paddling motion along with coordinated turning of her head. “I panicked when I couldn’t keep my head above the surface, but if I just inhale out of the water and exhale underneath –“ 

			“Senspirity and swimming are similar in terms of the importance of breathing,” Nye said. “Try breathing from your midriff,” he straightened as air filled his torso. Ivy mimicked him, breathing a deep lungful. “Feels like only partial control, doesn't it?” he continued. “Now, try again, focusing on your nose instead of your midriff,” he demonstrated, nostrils expanding with an audible inhalation, refreshing air vibrating within.

			That was proper Senspiritic control. Several fast nasal breaths would invoke Anger, and similarly, a single, slow one would summon Calm. Classic deep breaths from the midriff were deficient of this potential, as control of the chest was lacking in comparison to that of the nose. 

			Ivy followed his example but ended up puffing out her cheeks and blowing a raspberry. 

			“I don’t get it,” she said. “How’s it similar to swimming?”

			“If you allow it…” Nye began, breathing loud and deep in a fast rhythm, which awakened his sense of Valor. Harnessing its power stabilized him against the currents. The occasional wave broke against him like it would against a solid rock, reducing to foam instead of swirling around. “…your emotions will respond to your breathing. Inhale in accordance with a specific emotion, harness its power while exhaling, then breathe it in again, or another instead. Skilled Senspiriters switch between powers as fast as a single breath.”

			“We are faster than single breaths,” the voice noted.

			We cheat. 

			“Sounds like a lot of nasal work,” Ivy said and giggled into her hand. “What happens when Senspiriters yawn or sneeze? When they get the sniffles?” 

			“They turn to an Empath’s clinic for treatment,” Nye said, half-smiling. Such clinics had grown popular since Prince Emittar’s banishment. His anti-Senspirity agenda had gone into exile with him, leaving Olyanath to the mercy of Alliddar's, which targeted only female Senspiriters. Men, however, were free to turn their powers into businesses such as Empath clinics, or Confitaxes.

			“The point is that control comes from your nose, Princess. Use it and the rest of your body will follow, just like with your swimming.”

			She shrugged. “I was only jesting, Harbinger.” She splashed at him. “You’re too earnest, anyone ever told you that? Now – here’s a serious question for you.” Her tones reduced to soft whispers as she floated nearby. “Why do emotions have power only when you’re aware of them?”

			“We did not teach her that.”

			A bothersome notion, but not as worrying as the phantom voice implied. People knew that Senspiritic power required clarity. Pre-Mazriv religions depended on this, claiming that a deity existed in human awareness when it was lucid. This divinity, according to them, generated powers for remarkably aware individuals.

			Master Trezoss did not believe any of it. He believed in people and taught Nye to do so, too. Besides, these awareness-worshipping religions died with The Mazriv. If anyone still followed them, it was those solitary Irentians up in the mountains whose contact with the rest of Huravoth had been nonexistent for centuries.

			“A simple human trait,” Nye answered. “Nothing to do with parentage, either. We simply get more powerful when we’re aware of things. In principle, anyone can harness emotions for power when they reach profound clarity of that emotion. But daily uncertainty often surpasses this clarity and prevents the harnessing of Senspiritic powers. Moreover, the older people are when they start training to achieve this clarity, the more difficult the endeavor becomes.”

			“So that’s why you said I was old the other day?” 

			He nodded. “Feelings take root with age, Princess. They become habits. This is where the myth that emotions cannot be controlled comes from. But it’s never that definitive. Meaningful events can always change personalities, regardless of age. Most people just resort to making peace with their daily uncertainties as part of growing up. It makes training in Senspirity near impossible when they’re older. A good thing, if you ask me. Society wouldn’t endure it if everyone controlled their emotions all the time, not to mention the powers. People would struggle and fight over permits to use those powers if they became too common. There’d be money involved, too, even more than the already overpriced lectures that the Sun Temple offers. Now listen: Senspirity breaks down into two branches. Control and power. Control is like swimming –”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She waved in dismissal. “Take a break, Harbinger. I'll be right back.” She refastened the straps on her wrists, took a lungful of air and dived under the nearest wave. 

			Pausing briefly, Nye chose to summon Care to track her aura, rather than physically follow her. If something went wrong, he could harness this power to heal her.

			Madness seized the opportunity to return though, slithering through the vulnerability of compassion. “You sure teach her a lot,” it said. 

			It’s unavoidable. And it’s more than merely her Confusion aura tempting me. Nye felt it, almost tangible now through Caresight. Something glowed bright violet down beneath the shifting sea: Ivy’s aura. He could see it even with his eyes closed, Caresight having nothing to do with actual sight. 

			She learns things anyway. At least so long as we teach her, we can control the pace. Plus, it disguises our control and sustains it. Charming her with those lessons makes it less likely she will suspect manipulation. Deceit works better when coated in truth.

			“What happens when we run out of lessons, then? Leeches travel to another body when they finish sucking the blood of one.” It lingered and echoed, like a cry for help in a forsaken canyon.

			Ivy popped up farther out to sea in a flash of glistening silver. She waved to him, shouted something about ruins, and dived back under. 

			We’ll find another way to keep her close.

			“Violence? Like with Diane?”

			Can’t rule it out.

			“Love can shift. But beating someone to helplessness – nothing secures loyalty better than that.”

			Chasms, Nova would never have approved. She’d written an entire drowning treatise on how violence should only be applied between enemies. The book had burned, though. Along with their house. Along with Nova herself.

			And along with him.

			“Speaking of which – do you plan to teach the princess some of Nova’s insights as well?”

			Hm? Nye rubbed his temples in an effort to soothe the pain beneath. The voice’s agonizing echo reached everywhere – from the back of his skull to his forehead, pumping with his pulse. 

			“I hear a lot of Circle-related remarks out of our mouth. But nothing Nova used to say –”

			The words hurt like a sequence of thunderclaps against a window casement. Nye’s sanity, like a glass window, had long since started cracking under these repetitive blows.

			I don’t understand Nova’s lessons. I never did. Can’t teach them.

			“She used to say that understanding is defining. I remember it because you miss it. Just define her lessons –”

			I can’t, Nye determined. He cast his arms forward and struck out into deeper water, after the princess. I can’t without her. It belonged to her. It died with her. 

			“She would’ve wanted us to try –”

			THAT’S IT! 

			Nye paused and joined his fists, allowing himself to sink. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except silencing this tormenting, phantom voice, at least for a while.

			He started chanting inaudibly. Bubbles escaped his mouth as he sank further. “Beat please, oh heart of false and mold…” It was the poem he’d engraved on the wall in The Hut. “Guide us away from the glittering light…” It was Nye’s last resort. When Madness refused to stop taunting, it vanished in awe of the poem like the stars disappeared before dawn. 

			“You’d be lonely without me, Nye. Let me stay.”

			“A heart beats again, and the enemy is crushed and burnt.”

			The Ocean helped restore his sanity. The cyclic pushing and pulling of the waves could balance anyone, so long as one did not drown, that is. Serenity and quiet filled his mind, and he harnessed it instinctively for a Calm-shield. 

			“I will return.” The voice echoed and faded away. The mundane sounds of the water filled the silence in Nye’s ears.

			Eyes open, Nye found himself submerged deeper than he anticipated. The current had pushed him toward the wrecked tower that Ivy had spotted earlier. It rose from the darker depths at a slant. 

			His chest shrank with the absence of air. Ocean’s fingers tightened around his throat, so to speak, but it was little more than a mild bother when harnessing Calm. However, only a complete fool would rely on Senspirity without breathing. 

			Nye flipped over and swam toward an upside-down platform attached to the broken tower. It must have been a balcony of the adjacent room that twisted on its axis when The Mazriv hit. The vaulted stone was covered with algae, not unlike the rest of the tower. 

			Nova would have suggested swimming toward it, never mind that it was deeper down. She often said the sea resembled sadness: flow with it, you drown, but if you swim down toward a solid bottom, you can launch yourself up with a powerful leap. 

			Guided by the words of his lover from a past life, Nye grabbed a long strand of seaweed that twirled from the stone. He pulled himself closer, bent his knees, pointed his hands up like an arrow, and then launched up to the welcoming warmth of the sunlit surface. 

			Blessed was the restored sense of air in his nose. He had never believed Ocean was an actual person, but it sure felt liberating to defy her grip. 

			Ivy turned up shortly after with a splash of glittering water and silver hair. “Hey!” She waved at him and came swimming across the golden line that reflected the Sun. “What are you brooding about now?”

			“Something a friend of mine used to say –” He turned, staring beyond the beach, the grove and beyond, in the general direction of Dinjen Forest. As if looking in that direction would bring his childhood back. As if it would bring Nova back. “That when you’re in too deep, the best way up is to go down first and –”

			“Uff,” she cut him off. “So melancholic. What a breathtaking surprise. Anyway, listen what I’ve found! Massive slabs of ivoryn between some houses that are mostly intact! But I can’t reach it. It’s too deep. What did you say about Valor earlier?”

			“It can sustain your body underwater,” Nye said. He shook his head to clear his mind of the captivating memories. The present needed his attention. “But, after last time, I think we ought to teach you about control before you invoke this power.” His hand slid up his chest, where the princess had punched him last week with Valor-infused strength. 

			Ivy nodded in understanding and paddled closer. “It’s like a weapon,” she said. “Right? Soldiers without training might harm others when they swing a sword. Or harm themselves.”

			Chasms, did that remark make the princess look charming. Her eyes sparkled like brand new coins, and her lips - pale red and just a bit wet with seawater - drew him with a stronger pull than the Ocean could ever manage. 

			“It’s more than that,” he corrected immediately, shaking his head. Attraction be damned. He repressed it, forcing his gaze down and taking a fast, deep, Calming breath. “In the case of Senspirity, it’s about reliance. You can’t depend on this weapon before you’re night-certain that it’ll be there for you when needed.” 

			“You mean,” she repositioned herself horizontally, hands spread, and floated at ease with the peaceful waves. “Like when I go deep into Ocean’s domain without a rope?” 

			“For example.”

			“It wasn’t that irresponsible. I know they say the sea’s a harsh mistress, but I do have a Harbinger as my guardian. Besides, if the pull was too strong even for you, I’m certain those Breezian miners on that ship –” she pointed her thumb at the distant mining crew, “- would be happy to pick me up and send me over to my father along with their ivoryn harvest. They’d have let you drown, though. I hear they don’t like Sun Harbingers in Breeze.” 

			Nye chuckled, toying with the scenario in his mind. Ocean’s pull would have carried him past the ship, where the crew was now hauling in a net full of glinting ivoryn. The afterlife awaited there, according to Breezian ballads, far off to the horizon at the Red Abyss, which they sometimes described as The Crimson Cascades or The Bleeding Chasms. Supposedly, the world of the living ended at the edge of the sea. Nova was waiting for him there. The mere possibility made the entire scenario rather consoling – tempting, even. 

			“So,” Ivy said, going back to treading water. The insistent silver shine of her eyes recaptured his attention. “You said something about swimming and Senspirity resembling each other?”

			“Yes. Other than breathing, there are two more principles. First, swimming is about defying the currents of the sea just as Senspirity is about defying the currents of your feelings.”

			“You always defy things, Harbinger,” she drifted around him in enviable comfort. “So negative. I like that, but it’s so unnatural.”

			“Swimming is also unnatural,” Nye said, picking up on the mention of nature. He held nothing personal against it, but in comparison to humanity, nature tended to be overrated. “Would you rather drown?” 

			“No,” Ivy chuckled. “I guess not.” She spread her arms wider to keep her head above the water.

			“Right. So, the mind is like the sea. It’s always shifting, refusing  to stay static. It craves change. A Senspiriter, like a swimmer, surfs this craving, swapping from one emotion to the next one of their choice. But, pay attention. Flowing with the current is fine only as long as you choose this particular direction. The ability to choose to do otherwise is the core of having control.”

			“I think I understand,” she said, floating around him. “So controlling my emotions is not so much about defiance itself, as it is about choosing whether to defy the current or not.” 

			Couldn’t have phrased it better.

			“Isn’t that rich?” the voice returned, sounding distant but intensifying with each word. “She’s supposed to be fascinated by us. But look at you, studying her like she was one of Trezoss’ lessons. You’re no less fascinated than she is.”

			Ivy lifted a dripping finger from the water and shook it. Her lips formed a pretentious smile. “It’s very important to be specific when you teach those things, Harbinger. Otherwise, you come out unnecessarily negative.” 

			Teach. That word lingered. He’d never taught things before. Diane had taken upon herself to teach Grin way back when, and Lylin only last week. It felt surprisingly kind and safe, although, to be honest, anything would feel safe in comparison to his previous job of hunting witches. 

			“Anything else I need to learn about control?” Ivy asked. She stretched her shoulders, pulling one arm by the elbow while paddling her legs faster so as not to sink. “You mentioned two things?”

			Nye nodded and grabbed her arm in midair when she released it. “Yes. You feel the difference between this hand up in the open and the one underwater?”

			She frowned and struggled against his grip for a moment, but let him continue when he gently guided her arm into a swimming motion.

			“When your arm is above the surface, it has more potential. Metaphorically, the hand is your emotion, and above the surface is the place in your mind where you’re more clearly aware of things. Now, the natural –” his insides churned at using that word, “- the natural place for emotions is below the surface. Unaware. Automatic, and at the mercy of the currents. You mentioned the need to be aware of emotions to harness their power – that’s it exactly. Bring it up –” he lifted her arm above the water. “Metaphorically, height reflects intensity. Your arm - your emotion - wields more power the higher you hold it, but it gets harder to maintain for longer periods. This is where technique comes in. You noticed Kerak’s coin?”

			“Mhm,” she nodded. “He always gets it out when I insult him.”

			“That’s a token technique. It helps him recall that he’s capable of control if he practices enough. There are other techniques though. Reliving memories, for example, is quite effective and much faster.”

			“Is that what you do? You just recall an event to summon what you felt when it happened?”

			“I – no. Not exactly,” 

			Trezoss had identified Nye’s technique as reliving dreams – part of a new generation of reliving memory techniques, similar, but not so dependent on reality. It involved the profound practice of self-deceit, which made his illness an advantage. But, while it was, indeed, faster, it invoked emotions of lower intensity and the respective powers accordingly. 

			“May I have my hand back?” 

			Nye chuckled and let go, then kicked with his legs to open up some space between them. She stabbed him with a glare, her eyes flashing like daggers rather than the usual star-like glint.

			“So these are the lessons that cost a fortune in the Sun Temple?” she asked.

			“Hm.”

			“Biggest sham in Huravoth.”

			He curbed a surge of laughter, which resulted in a cough into his hand.

			“But I guess I get your point,” the princess added, lifting and submerging her arm.

			“You like her,” the voice said. No attitude, no taunting, it just spoke as if it was a solid fact. 

			Yes, but mostly because I miss Nova.

			“I miss her too, sometimes.”

			This made him smile, rather relieved to hear he wasn’t the only one. Or was he? Wasn’t this voice a part of who he was? That notion hurt. His condition really was getting worse.

			“Shall we go explore the ruins underwater?” he asked, struggling not to stutter. Something was happening in his skull. Something evil. The voice –

			“Maybe later,” Ivy spoke through a yawn. “I miss the dry land, don’t you? And I miss sand. I find it beautiful. It’s somehow solid, but also shifting. An inconsistent harmony –”

			Nye froze. Nova used to say things like that. Inconsistent...

			Ivy’s hair, reflecting the gold of the Sun, started vibrating as reality and imagination shuffled in his mind. It turned into hazy blonde – Nova’s hair.

			“Don’t allow logic to delimit you, Neoro.” Nova’s voice struck in his ears as Ivy’s eyes transformed into sapphire blue. It hurt to watch. It hurt to listen. It hurt to know that it was not real, that he really was going insane.

			But a chance to hear her again – he couldn’t refuse. He listened, instead of summoning Calm. Instead of swimming against the current.

			“Things can be contradictory and still exist in harmony. Knowledge does have something divine about it. It is power, after all.” Softer than the typical Madness phantom voice, Nova's spectral words caused a rather satisfying pain. 

			“I don't understand,” he answered, paralyzed in his pose.

			“Oh, Neoro,” Nova whispered, “understanding is just a subjective word for defining. You know that.” 

			“Understanding is defining,” Madness' voice added, sort of combining Nova's tone with his into a sick melody. 

			Scalding heat erupted behind Nye's eyes. Relentless flames had seared Nova in his dream. She’d screamed and cried in helpless denial.

			He’d just sat there, stunned and awed until the fires turned to him. He’d glimpsed a flipping coin behind the flames, and then that malicious combustion hit. It melted his flesh, destroying everything that he was, everything that defined him.

			He screamed without a voice and snapped awake, his breathing in disorder.

			He was holding Ivy in his embrace. She jerked at the touch of his arm around her hip, but settled into it, narrowing her eyes at him. 

			Overawed by the rapid jumps between memories and the present, between dreams and facts, Nye acted by impulse instead of logic. He wanted Nova back so much that –  

			He kissed her. He kissed Ivy.

			“Fool. You miserable, drowning fool.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 11 
Monkey Urban Shuffle
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			“The purpose of the Sun Harbingers has been corrupted with aggression and misogyny. They waste time and resources playing witch hunter, drownright tyrannizing women under this false excuse of seeking a particular witch. A witch whose entire existence is no more than speculation by nightologists on Alliddar’s payroll…” 

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Three, Part I

			“No pets, Cob,” Glitter said, downing her mug of ale. Music in the Heave and Haul Tavern hadn’t started yet. The evening ambiance was filled instead with patrons’ chatter and the clattering of mugs on tables.

			“How ‘bout a squirrel?” Cobald asked, peering past Keiran at the stage, where a couple of women had started setting up. “It could fetch stuff.”

			“I said no pets.”

			“A fish, then.”

			“No pets.”

			“Fish ain’t no pet,” her brother argued, wiping beery foam from his bright beard. “I could get one of them glowfish, keep him in a bag of water, use him as a light. I’ll call him Glitter.”

			“You name your fish after me, Cob,” she leaned over the table and stabbed him with a sharp gaze, “and I’ll boil it.” 

			“I’ll melt your sword,” He replied with the same tone and expression. An array of decorative candles separated them like a border line between two nations at war. 

			Glitter broke first, chuckling and resettling in the booth. “You could always use Anger-fire for light,” she said and huddled closer to Hainoch, resting her head on his oversized shoulder. “I’d even allow you to name it after me. I don’t mind sharing my name with a flame. Ocean’s mercy, that rhymes? Hainoch! Write that down.”

			Hainoch pulled a notebook from his red Bridler’s vest and scribbled. This was one of his best virtues really – not the fact that he could write while she couldn’t, but the fact that he didn’t push her toward learning. 

			He just smiled and complied. He never tried to change her. 

			“Write down smile and comply as well,” Glitter added, grimacing at the realization that Hainoch might catch on to the thought. It would be mighty awkward, that. He’d feel so used. 

			Hainoch’s lips stayed sealed. He returned the notebook to an inside pocket after writing down the second rhyme, without a single hint of complaint.

			Now, that’s true loyalty right there. 

			Keiran - their leader, if anyone asked - let go of his drink and shot her a critical glare. His nosey Empath instincts often disapproved of her relationship with Hainoch. 

			Care-stare maybe? she mouthed inaudibly, glaring right back at Keiran’s shaven head. Empaths often lost their hair, theoretically the result of their immense worries. Care-pear? 

			His concerns were the reason this silly rhyming project had begun in the first place. It was an endeavor to devise rhyming slang for times that the bald, old Empath was acting judgmentally. Care-wear? Care-flair? Care-hair… less? Nah. The perfect rhyme eluded her still. 

			“What about get and pet?” Cobald asked, lifting his mug in celebration as if a B-class rhyme like this would win him the argument. Worse than that, he pretended he didn’t know that the rhyming was just to disguise her efforts to come up with an insulting name to call Keiran. 

			Glitter snuffed, ready to scold Cob for interfering with his nonsense, but the duo on stage started playing violins, and the cheery, quick melody cut her off.

			Finally. Blessed background music. It allowed them to conduct the clandestine business of hunting down Harbingers without anyone hearing. Nothing could beat rowdy Breeze taverns when it came to privacy. Any street thief could listen in on secret alley meetings, but eavesdropping in noisy taverns was nigh-on impossible. Plus, taverns had ale. And they served one of the best in the Heave and Haul, unlike the cheap tar brew sold on the city’s sidewalks. 

			“So, the target arrives here tonight?” Glitter asked, raising a brow at Keiran, who had devised tonight’s operation while she and Hainoch went to infiltrate that Bridlers’ outpost yesterday. “Are we night-certain about it?”

			“Hang on, Glit,” Cobald protested. He glanced at the duo again, probably trying to decide which of the violinists was more attractive. “We’re not over this pets thing yet –”

			Keiran reached over and mimed zipping Cob’s lips. “Yes, we are,” he said, handing over a silver coin. “Now, go get us another round.”

			Cobald took it and went away grunting, pushing his way through the standing patrons.

			“We’re drawing too much attention,” Keiran said. He was scanning the tavern from one side to the other, then rested his eyes on Glitter.

			“You think I’d dress in sky-blue if I wasn’t trying to turn heads?” She straightened as she replied, gathering her blond forelock with the rest of her hair into a knot, then gesturing at the way her neck was revealed and her outfit clung to her curves. “A good trickster needs to control attention, Keiran, not simply avoid it. It’s a lesson us pretty people learn early on.” 

			Keiran opened his mouth to argue - probably to lecture her about auras - but he retreated in reluctance to his drink instead. “You must realize,” he whispered, “that destroying that Bridlers’ outpost has forced the king to take us seriously. Back when you were an urchin, before I took you in, did you like it when authorities took you seriously?”

			T’was a headache, Glitter admitted to herself, recalling those pipes she and Cob used to hide in. “It’s different,” she said, shrugging. “We’re not defenseless now. I’m sixty percent convinced I can take out Harbinger Kerak single-masted.” Less than a day in Breeze and she was already picking up the sailors’ lingo.

			“A forty percent chance of getting locked up in one of Alliddar’s dungeons is nothing to brag about, Glitter.” Keiran spoke with utter sincerity.

			Hainoch nodded in concurrence, staring longingly into his empty mug. 

			“Now,” Keiran started, “wasn’t Cob supposed to –“ He groaned, pointing a thumb in the direction of the bar. Following Keiran’s gaze, Glitter spotted her brother standing next to a pile of kegs, surrounded by women, with no sign of any drinks in his hands. 

			Keiran grunted and rolled his eyes. “Ocean’s mercy, is flirting like breathing to you two?”

			“I wouldn’t go there,” she said absently. Her lips curved into a proud little smile. If anyone rivaled her seduction skills, it was her brother. They shared the same snake-narrow green eyes and golden hair, but when it came to experience, Cob had left her in the shallows. That stance of his – chest puffed out and the tired eyes, it was so refined, and had been working wonders on the ladies.

			“You know,” she explained, “anyone can hold a breath. But our charm’s rooted so deeply in habit, I think curbing it would be as impossible as stopping sweat. Oh, now wouldn’t that be an interesting power? The things I could do if I could stop my sweat…”

			Keiran sighed and scratched his neck underneath the cowl. He almost smiled but it turned into a snort, clearly repressing a bitter laugh. “I’m stuck with these two,” he said, looking at Hainoch, “but let me remind you that you can leave whenever you want.”

			Hainoch gave a massive shrug that made the whole booth squeak under his weight. “I like this family,” he said, glancing at Cobald, and then at Glitter with those big, innocent eyes. “I wouldn’t have stayed if I didn’t.”

			“I adore you and you’re perfect,” Glitter said, patting Hainoch’s arm. His sleeve barely contained his well-developed muscles. “Still, this ain’t no leisure visit. You’d better go get my brother.” She pressed him gently, catching a glimpse of the women around Cobald laughing like a concert choir. 

			“And Hainoch,” she waved her empty mug at him as he squeezed out of the booth, “don’t come back without our drinks. Thank you.” 

			She sat back, legs up on the corner of the table. “Such a man-child, my brother.” 

			Keiran leaned over the table so that she’d hear when he whispered. “Like brother, like sister. I’ve known you for almost twenty years, Glitter. You’ve never had anything against pets.”

			She paled, feeling rather exposed. Keiran sensed things. Empaths would often track Senspiritic auras, but Keiran didn’t stop there. He’d mastered harnessing Care to such levels that he could pick up specific ebbs and flows in auras that no one else could. This acuity, added to a keen eye for interpreting physical cues, allowed him to practically read people’s minds. 

			Even if she harnessed Calm for a shield, it wouldn’t protect her from that. No one could hide an aura, not to mention physical giveaways. 

			“Thing is, you already have a pet.” Keiran nodded in Hainoch’s direction. The large fellow squeezed in like a giant between the huddled ladies. 

			“He reads and he writes for you,” Keiran counted, raising two fingers, “because stopping the night is easier than teaching you how to read.” More fingers followed. “He fetches your brother for you. He carries you around. He waits patiently while you saunter about flirting with others. And you, in return, harness his Love to control him, literally leashing his soul. Nothing I disapprove of, Glitter, but I do believe he needs to know. You’d be surprised. Pets often accept being pets.”

			Save it, Care-square. 

			It went over Glitter’s head, like the rest of his speeches. Twisted as her relationship with Hainoch was, Keiran had no business prying. Contrary to what he believed, taking her and Cobald in and getting them off the streets did not entitle him to snoop in their personal lives. 

			Besides, only two things mattered: the ability to harness Calm for shielding when needed, and the capacity to stop when the situation required it. Confronting relationship drama put her self-control at risk.

			“The mission, Keiran,” she pulled her hair out of the knot and started fidgeting with it, “Focus,” she hissed, hiding her lips behind a blond bundle of hair. “We came here to make waves, remember? When does the Harbinger with the list arrive? We need to decide whether we acquire this list or destroy it. Pickpocketing is harder than killing, you know.”

			Clever old Keiran, as accurate as he was bald. He’d speculated about the existence of a list of Breezian witches when he noticed that the Sun Harbingers hadn’t hit the city for the last couple of years. Then, when she and Hainoch went playing prisoner and warden with the Olyanath Bridlers, Cobald had sniffed out a Harbinger agent who, indeed, sounded like he possessed such a list. 

			Rumor had it the Order was planning a mop up. Either Blackrook or Kerak would be dispatched to eradicate all the listed witches in a single visit. Scarily efficient, that. But, if someone were to remove the list, the plan would collapse, and innocent, brilliant women would be saved. 

			“It’s complicated,” Keiran sighed, staring with worried eyes at one of the candles. “We are not absolutely certain that the Harbinger will even show.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Your brother insisted on an augmented version of what you two call the Monkey Urban Shuffle –“ 

			“Augmented how?” she asked, one brow raised. Monkey Urban Shuffle involved extracting the details of a meeting from one attendee, dubbed Monkey One, then eliminating Monkey One and infiltrating the monkey meeting in his stead. It had wiggle room for variations, but – 

			“He spared Monkey One. We left him locked up in a room with rather shoddy bolts.”

			Both brows raised now, Glitter slumped in her seat, half groaning half laughing.

			The eternal nemesis of Calm, family is. This notion belonged to a protagonist from an old Irentian story, a runaway who discovered the first aquatic ivoryn hoard. He never returned home, choosing a sailor’s life instead of meditating to death in Irentian temples. Somehow, work inspired this Irentian monk to serenity more than respite. But he couldn’t work with family. The presence of dear ones on deck deprived him of inner peace. Hainoch had read that story to her just a few days ago. 

			“What the actual Chasms, Cob?” Glitter asked as Hainoch returned with her smirking brother and their drinks. It came out differently than she’d intended, tasting bitter on her tongue. Tolerating Cobald’s screwups often left such flavor, not unlike when she acted humble. Both tolerance and humility were just so self-destructive, among the worst of human traits. Simply thinking of them prickled in her mouth.

			“Just a moment, Glit,” Cobald said, wobbling around while Hainoch served the fizzing pints to each of them. “I’m having a thought here.”

			“Spare us,” Glitter grunted. She grabbed a mug and downed half the ale in one sip. “I’m still recovering from last week’s mucktalk about Confidence speed in the bedroom.”

			“Hm? Oh, it was purely academic,” Cobald replied, waving her off. “Somebody ought to ask the hard questions, Glit. Sexual partners should know whether Confidence makes things faster in a good way or a bad way. Keiran’s books don’t cover these subjects.”

			She’d considered summoning Calm, if only to shield from the headache that often followed Cobald’s nonsense, but it would cast a white aura around her that might draw the wrong kind of attention. 

			“What was the answer, by the way?” 

			“Yes,” Glitter said, mustering a winning smile.

			“Just yes?”

			“Yes.” 

			“It was a choice of good or bad, Glit, not yes or no.” He turned a narrowed eye at Hainoch, who remained tightlipped. 

			Glitter blushed at that, honestly content with her taste in men. Thick and quiet – the reliable kind. She slid deeper into the booth, freeing space for the large fellow, and he snuck a kiss on her cheek when he sat down.

			“Right,” Cobald said, winking at Hainoch. “Keep your secrets. Anyway, I was thinking. Can you get offended when you harness Calm? I mean, I know you’re shielded. You can’t be harmed, and you can’t harm others. But can you be offended? And can your words hurt the feelings of someone else?”

			She breathed fast and deep, employing her nose to stay tranquil. It nursed her headache for a moment, too.

			“No, Cob. Ocean’s mercy, just shut up and sit down.” 

			The truth was that high-intensity Calm did shield from slurs, but Senspirity had little to do with it. Simple peacefulness would protect anyone from harmful words. It wasn’t about the Calm-shield so much as it depended on the situation and personalities of the people involved.

			“But you do Confuse people when you’re Calm,” Cobald said, rubbing the blond bristles on his cheek and sitting next to Keiran. “It’s what you Mesmers do. You mesmerize. You employ Confusion to disable their Senspiritic abilities, and it works whether you, or them, hide behind a Calm-shield. Why doesn’t it register as harm, and slurs do?” 

			Glitter maintained a flat stare at her brother, fantasizing of Hainoch slapping him for veering the conversation so far off their main purpose. It would leave such a satisfying mark. 

			“Words are unaffected by Calm-shields,” Keiran answered, stirring her out of her daydream of a big red smear on Cobald’s face.

			“Come on, Keiran,” she rolled her eyes, breathing deeply and sitting back. “Don’t oblige him with a reply. He’ll just conjure up something else to bother us with –“

			“Actually,” Cobald said, raising a finger, “I was contemplating why Hatred has the word red in it, seeing as its fire is blue. Would have made much more sense to –“

			“Crimson Cascades,” Glitter groaned. “Cob!”

			“What? Why so upset, sister?” A smirk widened well into his sharp cheeks. “I didn’t delay us or anything. The target ain’t even here yet.”

			“No, no,” she said, waving in dismissal. “I don’t mind you speculating and flirting. Practice makes perfect and all that. But, Cob, pity makes problems.” 

			“Hmm?” 

			“The pirate fellow from yesterday, Cobald,” Keiran explained in condescending tones, nailing Cob with his stare. “The one who said he needs to deliver a witch’s name and address to a certain Harbinger agent here tonight. The reason we’re here. You let him live. He could have warned the Harbinger.” 

			Cobald cocooned in his fur coat, sinking down in his booth, mumbling nonsense about Ocean for some reason.

			“Keiran,” Glitter said, flicking her fingers and pointing at her brother. “Sober him up.” 

			“Wha –“ 

			No sooner said than done, Keiran yanked Cobald’s ale from his hand, grabbed his forehead, and cured him of intoxication. Harnessing Care allowed fast healing, along with seeing auras with Caresight. But it also forced Keiran to feel Cobald’s impairment until the healing was complete. 

			In Olyanath, the Empaths’ clinics charged extra to heal painful injuries, as it required them to suffer the patients’ pain until the healing was complete. 

			Wonder if sobering Cob makes Keiran a little tipsy then, Glitter noted, sipping her ale while her brother stirred and straightened up.

			“Bleeding Chasms, Glit,” he grunted, sighed, and grunted again. “You realize you’re a bully, right?”

			She shrugged, impatiently tapping her arm. 

			“Drown me, yes!” Cobald confessed at last. “I let Monkey One live. He – give me that!” He snatched the mug back from Keiran and downed it in one go. “The little guy went on and on about how the Ocean Sprite tore his ship up, shattered the masts, drowned his crew, and chose him to survive for something important. I tried telling him the Ocean’s just water, not a person, and The Mazriv was just a natural tidal wave, but you know how superstitious these Breezians are. He was so pious about this Ocean Sprite thing I just couldn’t take it away from him. Faith is too beautiful, even when it’s stupid.”

			“You let him live because his faith is beautiful?” Hainoch asked, catching Glitter by surprise with his insight. 

			“That, yes,” Cob said, “and I may have also taken the poor guy’s wallet. He’s paying for our drinks, by the way. Didn’t have it in me to kill him after that, you know?” He exchanged a firm look with Keiran. “Then we met up with you guys at the Bridlers’ outpost –“

			“Shh!” Keiran burst in, opening his arms. He closed his eyes and stilled his breath. His arm rotated like a compass and came to rest in the doorway’s direction.

			“He’s here,” he said, pointing at the entrance just as a man in black armor and a bright white cape barged in. The violinists stopped playing at his arrival, and the patrons fell quiet. 

			“Put on mean faces, fellas,” Glitter whispered as the Harbinger was led by a hostess to an empty table. “Monkey Two’s here, and he ain’t leaving this place with that list.”

			 

		

	

CHAPTER 12 
Succubus
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			“…Make no mistake – it is neither their brutality nor fictitious morals that I find so irksome. No. It is their arrogance that I loathe the most. They think Senspirity makes them powerful. What a folly. Senspirity does not equal power – knowledge does. And the Sun Harbingers lack that quality, making their pride rather misplaced.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Three, Part II

			“Can we do Bottleneck Fuse?” Cobald begged, palms joined in supplication. “Please?”

			Glitter shook her head and picked another earring from the jewelry box – an elegant gold setting with a tiny emerald gem that matched the hue of her eyes. Busy with her preparations, she left it to Keiran to respond to her brother’s nonsense. 

			“Bottleneck Fuse?” Keiran asked, nervously tapping the side of his mug as he often did before an operation. “Isn’t that the move where you climb on Hainoch’s back and run around shooting fireballs from different angles?” 

			“No. What? No!” Cob waved his hands in dismissal. “Of course not! How can you mix up Rain of Doom with Bottleneck Fuse?”

			“Both end in utter destruction,” Keiran said, rolling his eyes. 

			“Which makes this a solid negative on Bottleneck Fuse, brother,” Glitter added, rejoining the conversation now that she’d finished putting on her jewels and combing her hair. 

			“So we’re settled on Succubus?” Cobald asked, folding his arms and making a sour face. “Glit goes solo?”

			“Mhm. That’s right.” She flicked her fingers at Keiran and pointed at herself. “Sober me up. I’m ready.”

			He rolled up a sleeve, reached over and hovered his hand in her direction. Refreshing lucidity swept over her as if she’d never sipped a drop. 

			“Actually, Cob,” Glitter said, taking a deep breath through her nose, embracing her clarity. It filled her lungs with Calm, but she didn’t harness it. Not yet. It never hurt to be prepared, though. “It’s your fault that I have to engage with the Harbinger alone. I did try training you to summon Calm, remember? But your mindset locked onto Hotheaded Idiot remarkably early. So, here we are. I’m the least likely to get killed.” 

			“Perhaps,” he muttered, shrugging the insult away, “but every perfectionist needs an idiot brother by her side, Glit.”

			“I’ll drink to that,” Glitter said, earning a reluctant smile from her brother. 

			That out of the way, she turned to Hainoch – her pet, as Keiran had bluntly put it. The large man had sunk into his broad shoulders when they’d decided to send her alone. Nothing new there. It had happened on a couple of previous executions of the Succubus. Hainoch was soft like mashed potato beneath the crimson Bridler’s armor and the heavy muscles. 

			“The Succubus” was the sensible strategy, as Calm made her the toughest to hurt of the four of them. Also, seducing the Harbinger somewhere private instead of engaging in battle in a crowded place would likely avert a great deal of havoc. But Hainoch, the bear-sized pillow of feelings and timidity that he was, was expressing his misgivings about the Succubus strategy with hostile silence. 

			 “Feeling alright there?” she asked, caressing a certain spot on Hainoch’s wrist with her thumb. He liked that. Oh, muck. Keiran is right. It’s like he’s my pet.

			He shrugged and avoided eye-contact, acting like an envious teenager. “Calm makes you tough as ice, Glit,” he muttered, “but just as cold. Sometimes I wonder if a Mesmer’s shield is so broad you just can’t see over it –“ 

			Well, drown that. 

			Eyes squeezing shut, one resolute breath, and Glitter harnessed Hainoch’s Love to break in. She pulled his Confidence from the pit where he’d buried it – tightening her grip on his wrist as she went – and once out of the deep, she nailed his Confidence to the surface of his mind like a picture on a wall. Such control provided an artificial, dependent kind of Confidence, but it sufficed. He could even harness it for Senspiritic speed if he needed to. 

			“You’re entitled to be jealous and afraid,” she said softly. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Such words served well to veil the interference of Senspiritic influence. Hainoch would attribute the sudden soothing of his feelings to her voice, rather than suspect her of harnessing his Love. “But you know you can always trust me, right?” She pulled on more threads: courage, faith, loyalty – anything that might cancel out Hainoch’s insecurity. “I’m like the Sun. I might be late, but I always return.” 

			It worked like magic. Hainoch grunted as if a weight had been lifted from him and yanked himself up, blocking most of the aisle space. “Fine, Glit,” he said, “but you do understand, don’t you? It is unnerving to be courting the most beautiful girl in Huravoth.”

			“Compliment not accepted,” Glitter said, sliding after him across the booth. “Get your shit together.”

			She grabbed his arm to pull herself up and winked to Keiran, who snorted in reply. The Empath knew exactly what had just happened. He could sense it in the vibrations of their auras. The prying rascal. 

			“Remember, Glitter,” Keiran said, glaring from his seat. “Ensnare the Harbinger. Acquire the list. Get out of there. Minimal violence.” 

			Ensnare? It caught her attention. Good rhyme.

			“Glitter –“

			“I make no such promises,” she said, catching a glimpse of the two violinists on the stage. The first song they’d played since the Harbinger’s arrival had concluded, so the girls were taking it in turns to approach the front of the stage and bow to the clapping audience.

			“You want more?!” the brunette performer in the long skirt shouted out through cupped hands. The crowd answered with a clamor of cheers and whistles, and the tavern immediately filled with music again. The two violinists burst into captivating twirls and gambols while playing a rapid melody. 

			“Fine,” Glitter groaned, feeling safe to discuss their strategy under the cover of the racket. “I can try to plantify him. I feel fairly honed with my Confusion skills.” She pointed and shook her finger. “I’m not doing it to avoid collateral damage, though. Don’t expect me to start sympathizing with any of these noisy, Breezian muckheads. That’s your job.”

			Keiran accepted that with a hesitant nod. “Fine with me,” he said. “I’ll sit by the bar in a spot where I can have eyes both on you and this booth. We’ll join you as soon as I sense you’ve plantified him.” He grabbed his mug, stood, patted her on the shoulder for good luck, and went to press himself between the standing patrons. 

			“Can’t believe you got Keiran to start using ‘plantify,’” Cobald said. “It’s a fun word, and Keiran’s anything but fun. If he was, he would’ve trusted me on lookout.” 

			“Mysterious be the path of an Empath,” she was quoting an Irentian horror story in which Empaths take over the world. “I’ll be alright, Cob.”

			“I know,” Cobald said, raising his glass. “Make waves, Sister. The Order won’t know what splashed it.”

			“You bet.” 

			Fists joined, lungs filled with one final breath, Glitter started crossing from their spot in the corner of the tavern to the other end.

			Succubus. The thought distracted her from the staring drunkards. Worked three times out of five, the second failure down to this far-too-handsome cook’s assistant. Human desire beat logic that night. No regrets.

			The first failure, Glitter repressed. It was Cobald’s mark. He suggested they rob Keiran’s house - before he adopted them - and memories of seducing Keiran tasted like thick tar. Fortunately, Keiran ended it before the bedroom part, offering to recruit them to hunt Harbingers. No regrets there, either. Except for that kiss.

			The group had slain twenty-one Sun Harbingers since then, but Kerak and Blackrook - the fiercest killers among the Order - still lived. Keiran’s fault really, Glitter noted, for picking the most boring marks. 

			She approached the Harbinger’s table, by the stairs that led up to the accommodation floor. “Hey,” she said, lips curving into a little smile, “what do you think about calling an Empath Care-Snare?” 

			The Harbinger frowned. His forehead crumpled the way hers did that time when Cobald practiced Pyromancy next to a pile of oil kegs. “It has an insulting ring to it,” the Harbinger said, sounding pleasant, like a younger version of himself. 

			“I know, right?” Glitter dragged up a chair and sat down. “I can work with that. The name’s Glitter, by the way. And I feel like I should warn you they might ask you to leave if you don’t buy anything.” 

			“I have a drink.”

			She snatched the mug from him and downed numerous loud slurps. “Not anymore, you don’t.”

			Close up, the Harbinger actually was young. He had a scrawny build, straight posture, trimmed beard, and an abundance of light brown hair that matched his clear eyes. 

			He sighed, gave out an aggravated groan, and leaned forward, resting his chin on his fist. “Away with you and your attitude, harlot, I have an appointment.” 

			“First,” she hissed, leaning over the table, “my body ain’t for sale.” A common mistake, that. “Second, I am your appointment. Something about delivering a name?” 

			He pinned an invasive glare on her, tilted his head to check her hip for a weapon - which wasn’t there - and returned to her face after stopping briefly at her chest. 

			“Usually, aggressive women in bright, tight outfits seek a man for his money.”

			“Aggressive?” Glitter blushed and bit her lip. “You flirt. Ain't wrong, though. I am after your money.”

			“Drein sent you to collect for him?” 

			“You mean the little pirate fellow?” Glitter asked, evading the trap. If the name Drein was made up, confirming it would have exposed her. “Didn’t catch his name. Only the name he asked me to deliver. Speaking of names, what do we call you?” She refrained from calling him Monkey Two.

			“Ohan. Harbinger Ohan, to you.” He unbuttoned his white mantle, hung it over the back of his chair, and pulled out a small, jingling sack of coins, a pocket notebook, and a pencil.

			Isn’t that something, Glitter thought, eyes fixed on the pencil. Sixth-century technology. Even in Olyanath, they hadn’t progressed from the traditional quill and ink. 

			“Is that a new design?” she asked, grabbing the pencil. The most impossible pencil. The frame was wooden, but the nib glistened like metal – like ivoryn. Can’t be, she tested it on the table. The nib crumbled as graphite would, but that silver sheen looked just like ivoryn. An impressive work of forgery. 

			“None of your business,” Ohan said. He opened the notebook to its first page and gestured with an open palm to have his precious instrument returned. “The name?”

			“I’ll have you know it is my business,” Glitter said and handed the pencil back. “I work as a moderator between miners and merchants of ivoryn.” She was inventing it as she went along. “If someone can produce such believable replicas, I need to know.” Pretense tasted like candy in her mouth and was no less addictive. “The name I owe you is Brook Draze, by the way.” 

			“E in the end of Draze?” Ohan asked.

			“Muck if I know,” Glitter said, rolling her eyes. What business does an E have in the end, anyway?

			“Brook’s an Empath,” she added, savoring the familiar sweetness of lies in her mouth. The real Brook Draze was her father, who might still reside in Dinjen Forest. She and Cob had never bothered to check after the whole kicking-out thing. Fortunately, Brook worked as a woman’s name and had a natural witchy touch about it. 

			“She lives by the northern stream of the city. Dex Stream. You know it?”

			Ohan nodded, finished writing and returned the notebook to the pocket on his left, above the waist. 

			List location acquired. 

			He drew his knife and Glitter strained to keep a straight face. It was a small, iron piece, nothing too threatening, but an armed Harbinger alerted her defensive instincts, no matter how insignificant his weapon was.  

			Ohan used the knife to trim and sharpen the pencil tip. He tossed the sack of coins over, leaned back and folded his arms. 

			“Money and fancy toys,” Glitter said, grinning at the sack's contents. A small fortune in gold coins nestled within. “You packin’ any more surprises that might impress a girl?” 

			Oops. Too forward.

			He raised a brow and tightened his grip on the hilt of his weapon. 

			“Oh, fold your canvas, son.” She gulped the remainder of his drink and signaled to the staff to serve two more. “I’m just sailing this chat to more social waters, now that our business is done. Or, I mean, I could leave if you already have someone –“

			Monogamy had taken a serious hit when that bugger, Alliddar, had unified northern Huravoth against witches. Few in the sixth century would “have someone” the way she and Hainoch had each other, least of all Sun Harbingers. 

			“No,” Ohan said, shifting into a more comfortable poise. He rested his elbows on the wooden surface and smiled with a set of drowning perfect teeth. “Stay. Tell me about your work.”

			“It’s a drop shady,” Glitter said, looking pointedly at the stairs behind him. He’d better take the hint. 

			“My mother works in ivoryn mining,” Ohan said, grabbing a mug from a passing waitress and sipping from it. “She’s the first mate on The Harvester. Perhaps you know each other?”

			Glitter shook her head and worked her nose to inhale deeply. Stay Calm, no matter how thick he is. She resettled, sinking into her chair and sending her leg under the table to subtly meet with his boot.

			“The Harvester’s captain sells its yield solely to the capital, is what I hear.” She paused to capture his oblivious eyes. “My clients are a drop more, ehm, independent. They pay better than Olyanath, though. A girl needs funds. These emeralds don’t come cheap.” She gestured at her earrings, which Cobald had stolen for her from a jeweler’s daughter in the capital. A brother to cherish. 

			“Not a harlot, then,” Ohan said, nodding to himself as if he’d just figured out a puzzle, “but a pirate. Ever sold to the enemy?”

			“You mean Emittar? Negative. A cheap fish is what he is. And I ain’t taking sides in this siblings’ north-south war that’s brewing.” Most of Breeze preferred to stay out of Alliddar’s impending war with his brother, but their natural allegiance belonged to Alliddar. Emittar, his brother, was an enemy of Senspiriters everywhere, and of the art itself.

			Ohan pulled out the pencil again and inspected the ivoryn-looking tip. “I purchased this from a southerner merchant,” he said, tapping the pencil in the air. “She said Prince Emittar cleaned out the Ivor Hills of ivoryn to produce all kinds of things, not just weapons.” 

			And she fooled you into thinking ivoryn can crumble? Glitter couldn't help thinking, curbing the laughter in her throat. How much did this pencil cost, I wonder?

			At last, he followed her gaze toward the staircase, though he still seemed oblivious to the invitation. 

			Opaque muckhead! Ask me up!

			“This ivoryn merchant sounds like an outlaw to me,” She said, tapping her lips. “I feel an opportunity for business in favor of both Breezian security and my pocket, but we can't discuss it here. Too crowded.”

			“My room isn’t ready yet.”

			Finally.

			“Mine is,” she winked, grabbed his hand, and marched nimbly upstairs. The corridor had rooms on each side and kelp covering the walls.

			“They still construct their buildings with salvaged ship parts?” Ohan asked, checking a bigger piece of kelp high up on a crumbling plank. He spoke more quietly now that the violins and the hubbub from downstairs were muffled. 

			“Tell your mates in the capital to pay better, if it bothers you,” Glitter said, waving away a faint sea-smell while strolling purposefully from one misshapen door to the next. “I hear they can afford ivoryn coating for whole buildings, so they could surely spare some funds – ah, here’s my room.”

			Glitter pulled out a little iron key and unlocked a door on the right of the corridor. Courtesy of Keiran, that. He’d rented the room earlier this evening, insisting that, in Alliddar’s realm, a girl should always have a place to keep her sword while she goes drinking, no matter the cost. The Heave and Haul was more than affordable, anyway. Most Breezians were humble, honest people, worth protecting. 

			“You coming?”

			The Western Winds of Night whistled outside the window of the room. Her rapier awaited her like a loyal companion on the edge of the bed, right under a plank that read “Horizon’s Robber,” which must have been the name of the ship they broke up to build this inn. 

			“A sword in the sheets?” Ohan asked, walking in after her. “You packin’ any more surprises that might impress a man?” 

			Blushing with feigned timidity, Glitter grabbed the blade and handed it to him to inspect. “Not even sharp,” she said as he slid his finger across the metal. “More a toy than a weapon.”

			“You can afford a real one with the money you earned tonight.” 

			Why would I? 

			She sat down on the bed, patting the mattress invitingly.

			“You mentioned an opportunity?” Ohan asked, looming over her. He had left his mantle downstairs, leaving his weapon exposed, and more importantly, his pockets.

			“Aye.” 

			It tasted sweeter than honey. People often warned that lies could escalate, becoming an avalanche that would never stop. But these candid fools missed the beauty of an avalanche, the story that began with one lie and could evolve into anything. “See,” Glitter said, weaving the story’s arc like a spiderweb, “I have connections with southern merchants. They contact me, offering to buy my wares real cheap. I often refuse, but, I’m thinking that with your help, we could sniff out their exotic tech and sell intelligence to the capital. Alliddar would pay top gold to hear what his brother is up to.” 

			Ohan rubbed his chin and sat down next to her, brooding at the floor. The simple head of an average Harbinger required time to deal with the implications of allying with a woman. 

			Glitter seized the moment to advance, one hand reaching behind his back for that pocket where the list was, while her knee touched his, drawing his attention.

			“I should mention that I’m not one of those murderous Harbingers you hear of,” he said. “Nothing like Kerak or Blackrook or Yuren. I’m a people’s person, I follow patterns and judge characters, but I can’t protect myself that well, which is why I ended up doing this –“ 

			Glitter pressed a finger on his lips to shush his blabber, then grabbed his face and reached up for a swift kiss. 

			Succubus phase one. 

			Hainoch would forgive her if he found out. He always did, and if he didn’t, she could force him to. 

			The kiss provided a bad angle, though. Ohan’s pocket remained out of reach. She did reach the cold grip of his knife, though. 

			“You said you’re not a harlot,” he said, managing a mild grin. 

			“I have a taste for young men in uniform.” Glitter bit her lip and nailed him with a lustful gaze. “Though I do prefer them less chatty.”

			She shifted in a quick spin, cast her leg over his crotch and leaned against his torso to force him on the bed, finishing up on top of him. He reacted with predictable instinct, sticking his fist in her gut in a stabbing move, but nothing pierced her. 

			“Looking for this?” Glitter asked, dangling the knife above him. He started radiating faint white, giving away that he’d harnessed Calm for a shield – another predictable instinct. It may have protected him from harm, but it also prevented him harming her in return. 

			Ultimate protection came hand-in-hand with ultimate appeasement. Calm was a funny thing like that – a temporary obligation of peace. It wouldn’t even allow him to push her off.

			“I like me a mixture of business and pleasure,” Glitter laughed gleefully, smirking at the knife she snatched from him. “But I do have a rule about sharp things.” She threw the weapon to the far corner of the room and leaned over him, drawing close enough to smell the ale on his breath.

			Her hair fell out of its clip and cascaded over his face, a golden mane meeting the white of his radiating Calm-shield. Aggravating thing, that shield. Her own weapon was turned against her. It wouldn’t repel such harmless things as her hair or kisses, so long as those didn’t register as harm. But it would stop her from snatching the list from his pocket.

			Succubus phase two. 

			“I can’t imagine how difficult this must be for you,” Glitter whispered, sneaking a kiss while caressing up his cheek and down his neck. “Staying Calm in the presence of the most beautiful girl in Huravoth…” 

			His shield flickered like a dying candle as his mouth quivered with strain. That was the magic of the Succubus. His brow moistened with sweat, his heart racing.

			Come on… 

			He grabbed her waist as hard as the shield allowed him.

			And... 

			He snapped. “Witch!” 

			“Where?!” 

			Ohan’s shield had gone out, along with his Calm. He lifted her whole and threw her off, jumping into a battle stance. 

			Glitter reacted with a skilled tumble, palms pushing against the floor, and hopped right up to a standing position, rapier in hand. 

			“It’s you, isn’t it?” Ohan said, glancing at the far corner where she’d thrown his knife. “The assassin.” His arm muscles bulged, giving away that he’d harnessed Valor.

			We were expected? The thought had occurred to her, but Glitter stirred herself out of it. She harnessed Calm, embracing the ease that followed. It felt like blessed quiet to her ears, an invulnerable rest, as if everything harmonized with a slow heart rhythm. Engulfed in a white radiance, Glitter spun and swung her sword, aiming for his neck but meeting his fist. He clutched her blade midair. 

			“What injury were you hoping to inflict with a Calm-shield and a dull blade, I wonder?” 

			“Perplexing, isn’t it?” Glitter asked, smirking at the way his eyebrows were raised. He was plantified – a term of her own devising that described someone paralyzed by Confusion. The thing about Confusion was that people seldom acknowledged its influence, and nothing was more Confusing than a lively contradiction, making the paradox of dull weapons ideal for Mesmers. 

			For a moment there, his mind was in disarray, bereft of Senspiritic powers. Plantified.

			Glitter seized it, reached under his armpit, depleted her Calm to make herself harmful again, and snatched the notebook from his pock -

			“Son of a witch!” she blurted out, feeling an agonizing punch in her side. No, it was more than a punch – something sharp had penetrated her body. But the knife’s over there… How… the drowning pencil! 

			Ohan grunted vehemently as he jabbed the pointy thing deeper through her blue bodice and almost entirely into her flesh. 

			Instinct. Work the nose. Senspirity always started in the nose. Fast lungfuls. One. Two. Three. 

			Irentian mythology taught that tranquility depended on body language, impassivity, and self-deceit – in other words, fooling oneself into believing that nothing is wrong. 

			I am the center. Glitter labored to convince herself with every breath. I am a mountain. A fact. I cannot be hurt, let alone by a drowning pencil.

			Letting go of her rapier with his free hand, Ohan roared and thrust a fist in her face – 

			Too slow.

			She sneered at how his fist had been slowed to a stop by a faint white warp. The pain in her abdomen blurred, too, as if she was drugged. Nothing could penetrate a Calm-shield, not internal pain from a pencil stab, nor a punch reinforced with Valor’s strength. Not even the phantom fire of Hatred, according to Irentian lore.

			“You let me kiss you despite guessing my identity?” Glitter asked, wiping her mouth. She felt her insides heal around the pencil – yet another courtesy of Keiran’s. Nothing but spoils from this foster parent. He must have sensed what happened, which meant the others were on their way up. 

			“Curiosity about the taste of another liar,” Ohan said, bowing with a gentlemanly smile. He joined his fists in the classic mediation pose and radiated white again. “Also, I didn’t want to hurt your feelings, witch, seeing as you’re about to die.” 

			“How noble of you,” Glitter said, thankful that the Calm-shield prevented nausea as well. Harnessing Calm too long could deafen people to any kind of worldly effects, but she had plenty of time before then. With the pencil throbbing in her side, she’d felt no rush to deplete it. 

			Her body and mind now in synch, Glitter strapped her rapier back to its place at her hip and riffled through the notebook, pretending to read. “But what were you planning to do when my reinforcements arrive?” she winked at him.

			Perfect timing. The door disintegrated in a tirade of smoke, flames, and splinters. Glitter and Ohan shone with swift flashes of white where the debris would have hit them, their shields thwarting the shards like rocks off a tree trunk. 

			Cobald stepped inside through the swirling smoke. Glitter tossed him the notebook and he caught it in a crushing grip, which immediately flared up, ablaze. 

			The list evaporated. The Sun Harbingers’ campaign against the witches of Breeze was over. 

			“We have more in common than you think, Mesmer,” Ohan said, giving a fake laugh as he sauntered through the shifting smoke to pick up his weapon. 

			“You’re a B-class liar at best, Harbinger,” Glitter spat. “We’re nothing alike.” She peered closer and spotted through the smoke clouds that he was holstering his knife. 

			“Down!” Keiran suddenly shrieked behind her, while Ohan returned a mocking glare. 

			Then it hit – the wall shuddered and the window exploded in a moment of utter devastation. The massive blast exploded the side of the tavern and shot debris in a deafening tumult, the kind that would hurt in the bones had she not preemptively shielded herself in deep serenity. 

			A mountain. A fact.

			“See,” Ohan said, ambling through the ruined room. He’d clung to his Calm during the explosion but now the shield was gone. “We did have something in common. I have reinforcements, too.” He disappeared at Confidence speed, leaving a trail of afterimage in the fog.

			“We’re alright, Glit,” Cobald’s voice sounded behind, along with aching grunts from Keiran and Hainoch. “Appreciate your concern.” 

			The Western Winds of Night blew hard into the now vast, open space, and another explosion sounded from down the street, followed by an awful chorus of panicked screams and bells ringing in alarm. One resolute step after another, Glitter approached the ledge and looked out despite knowing what - who - had just blasted away the side of the Heave and Haul Tavern. 

			Only one person in Huravoth was capable of conjuring combustion on this scale.

			A premium target. At long last.

			“Boys, we –” She yanked the pencil from her side in a spray of blood, pausing for a deep inhalation to maintain her Calm. “I think we have an opportunity to make a tidal wave.” 

			Keiran’s healing closed the wound and mended it properly in a matter of moments. It did leave a little pink scar, though. He approached her, took the pencil, and stashed it in a pocket. 

			“It’s Harbinger Kerak,” Keiran confirmed her suspicions, shielding his eyes from the clouds of smoke and the swirling dust. “Their leader. He went berserk over what we did to the Bridlers’ outpost.”

			Concern stood out in Keiran’s rigid expression – an agony too heavy to bother with a tear. The perils of Empaths, that. He related, he sympathized, he Cared, and he must have felt so drowning accountable. Such sentiments would have clashed with her Calm, had Glitter embraced them like he did. Her stomach turned in abhorrence at the mere notion.

			“Just take a break from Caring for a moment, old man,” Glitter said, patting his shoulder.

			“No,” He breathed a loud, aching lungful of air and shook his head. “I prefer to feel their suffering than nothing at all.”

			“Sister,” Cobald ambled over between smoking planks, “is that sentiment I hear in your tone?” 

			“Eugh, Cob.” She gulped down a bitter taste - that of brutal truth - retreated from Keiran, and joined her fists to help sustain Calm. Blessed apathy cleared her mind of concerns about the elderly Empath.

			“Hm.” Cob jabbered on. “Anyway, I must stress that the Succubus did, in fact, end in utter devastation. So we could have gone for Bottleneck Fuse from the beginning. This wall would have ended up the same way.” He smirked at the vast hole. The Western Winds of Night blew through it and fluttered his trench coat.

			Below, chaos thrived in the street. Above, the night sky was obscured by thickening smoke. It looked as though Breeze was being punished by divine forces, but no, Keiran was right. 

			It is you, isn’t it? The assassin. Ohan’s words. We were expected. 

			This attack on the city might not have been a crazy, exaggerated show of power. More likely, it was a crafty lure.

			A trap. For us.

			“Oh, muck,” Glitter muttered after another explosion blew up a couple of cabins down the road. “What do we do?”

			Hainoch approached the ledge alongside them, now wearing shoulder and hip straps over his Bridler’s armor. It was a human saddle, specially designed to assist their travels. With that and enough Confidence, he could carry all three of them like a wagon’s horse urged on by Glitter’s Love instead of a whip. They could go anywhere. 

			“We do what we never do,” he said, going down on one knee to ease her climb. “We stay.”

			You mind reader, you, Glitter thought, feeling a strange flush of heat – a blush in her cheeks. A real one. She depleted her Calm to bask in the feeling of goosebumps, and exhaled, summoning it back. 

			Shield up and radiating white, Glitter climbed onto him. She held tight to the straps on Hainoch’s upper back and curled her legs around his hips. 

			“What are we waiting for, then?” She patted his shoulder and, with that, he leaped into the maw of mayhem below. 
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Symbols’ proximity reflects the difficulty of the transition. Farther symbols mean a harder transition.

			This is a general analysis – Differences between individuals are entirely possible. 
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			*Author’s note:

			The lines illustrate proximity, not transition routes. 

			It is possible to navigate between any emotion to any other. 

			 

		

	

CHAPTER 13 
Outnumbered But Not Outmatched
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			“Care can escalate into Anger rather fast, but, in contrast, switching to Calm comes with a certain delay – one that could mean death in combat. There is a map in The Complete Auralogy that illustrates all kinds of transition difficulties. I ask you to study it before our next session. 

			"That said, when The Circle is wielded correctly, it diminishes the natural delays. Listen closely youngling dear, here is how it works...”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Two

			Harnessing long-repressed Anger, Kerak strode through the smoke and flames. Devastation followed his steps. 

			He channeled the heat of his Anger into his ivoryn sword, and the blade crackled and gleamed like molten iron. Ivoryn  weapons could withstand anything except Hatred fire. 

			Fireballs flew with every swing of the glowing blade in a barrage of inferno and death. Cabins exploded, burning papers drifted in the wind, and the stench of incinerated seafood filled the air. 

			“Never liked this warren of sea vermin anyway,” Kerak muttered at the sight of Breeze on fire. He grasped his coin and punched a massive fireball into existence, blasting a couple of cabins to Mazrivcome. Smoking splinters flew up in the explosion, and debris rained down into the filthy canal. “It will be rebuilt on stronger, more loyal foundations –”

			“KE-RAK!” A familiar voice screamed throughout the destruction: Captain Shim, from Breeze’s City Council. 

			Crossed your red line, I suppose, Kerak thought dismissively, pausing amid smoke clouds and desperate cries.

			Shim arrived out of the gloom along with an entourage of Senspiriters. They wore their formal attire with the city flag – a beige, single-masted ship against a blue background with silver stripes.

			“You’re a long way from your lighthouse citadel, Councilor.” Kerak half turned, catching the mixture of fury and dread on Shim’s face. Rather satisfying, that expression. A reminder that, despite Blackrook’s irritating intervention, Kerak’s reputation still struck shuddering awe in his foes. 

			“We had an agreement with the king!” Shim said, watching his tone but maintaining an aggressive glare. “Minimal destruction to lure out the assassins.” His men stepped up with their weapons drawn. 

			Alliddar preferred finesse over brutality. Skewed judgment, that, not unlike his faith in these meager sea workers who earned more of the king's trust than Kerak himself did. 

			Realizing that made Kerak's temples pulse with refreshed Anger. He shrugged and raised the glowing blade. It shrieked and erupted into a wide cone of warping fire, consuming Shim’s men like paper. 

			The king doesn’t own my rage, Kerak thought while the inferno poured from his blade. And his monarchy was practically born of the use of cruelty to earn obedience. He will understand.

			Alliddar would need to clean up the political mess that would follow the murder of a formal representative, but he would endure. The relationship between the two cities would endure. Breeze needed Olyanath. It could never survive on deals with Emittar and wildlings alone. 

			The fire’s howl faded, and the flames retreated to their origin in his blade, which glowed sunset red. Kerak lowered it. There, behind the screen of clearing smoke, one sea rat still stood, protected within a white, auric shield. 

			“Shim!” Kerak spat and stepped up to the scrawny man, looming over him like a mountain over a tree. Shim’s breath sounded labored. His eyes were fixed on Kerak, but his neck bulged as if he was repressing an urge. 

			Kerak’s blood boiled under his skin, aching to be unleashed in the form of fire. He curbed it, waiting out Shim’s Calm. Alone in the shadow of the fiercest Senspiriter in Huravoth, even the esteemed captain could not stay serene for long. Flipping his coin between his fingers helped Kerak maintain composure in the meantime.

			“Murderer!” Shim hissed, his eyes on the coin. “Traitor! We had an agreement… an agreement –” He paused to glance at the burning carcass of one of his fellows, and the white radiance of his shield flickered. 

			The opportunity revealed itself.

			Kerak roared, heaved his blade at an angle and tore the man in two from his waist up through his chest all the way to the shoulder. The slanted blow chopped Shim in half, while the sizzling hot weapon set the man’s uniform on fire. The body quickly collapsed into dark, stinking smoke.

			“Unfortunate,” Kerak muttered as he stepped over the body and looked around. “But I can’t risk any witnesses… Huh?” He raised a brow at the sight of another blurry motion. This one, however, turned out to be a man in Harbinger uniform – a black armor of hardened leather and a sun-shaped pin on his chest, but no cape.

			“Harbinger Ohan, Sir,” he introduced himself hastily. “I found them, Sir, the assassins.” He pointed to a ramshackle tavern down the street. It lacked the wall that once had faced the road but otherwise stood in quiet insolence against the city fires. “I was informed you were coming to find them,” Ohan murmured between quick breaths. “Thought I might save you the trouble.”

			Yet another witness.

			 “Mamma!” A young voice drew his attention from Ohan. “Mamma, I’m scared!” A small shadow toddled through the distant, smoking ruins: a child in a dress. Kerak grunted through gritted teeth, the coin clutched so hard in his fist that it hurt. 

			Another one. 

			Chances were that, coming from this scene of devastation, this young girl would grow up to seek vengeance. She would try to learn Senspirity, to become a witch.

			“Mamma!”

			“This city’s infested with enough witches,” Kerak mouthed. His arm forward, air warping around it from the heat, Kerak growled and blasted out a surge of howling flame. 

			The child screamed and, rather vexingly, kept on screaming. When the fire cleared, a grown woman in glittering white appeared by the ruins where the child had stood. A blur of Confidence passed by, grabbed the wailing child, and the wailing faded with it into the distance. 

			“Harbinger Kerak!” The woman spoke up as she approached. The white glow of her Calm-shield brightened her figure amidst the smoke. It highlighted blond hair, bright blue attire, and a dueling rapier in her hand. “Congratulations, you live up to your reputation.”

			One brow up, Kerak depleted his Anger, sheathed his sword, and flipped the coin to his right hand, where he played it from finger to finger and back.

			“What reputation?” he asked the blond witch. She was clearly a Mesmer, the toughest to kill of all specialists. Alliddar had an entire dungeon built just for Mesmer prisoners, as their command of Calm made a laughing-stock of the gallows. 

			“You’re worse than they say,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Really, that’s it in a clamshell. You’re known to be worse than they say.” 

			“Die, witch!” Ohan shouted suddenly. He pushed his open palms forward in an Anger stance, his obvious inexperience a drownright embarrassment to the Order. 

			Harbingers like Ohan often failed as warriors. The mission of his type was to locate witches, not to fight them.Wasn’t Ohan the one supposed to make a list of Breezian witches? 

			Fireballs shot from Ohan’s hands, but tiny ones, the size of a fist. They extinguished in a flash of white as they contacted the Mesmer’s shield. 

			“Die! Die! DIE!” He just kept on going – 

			“Do you have the list?” Kerak interrupted.

			“Hm?” Ohan replied, pausing his tantrum of rage and fire, looking baffled.

			“The list of witches that you were tasked to make. Do you have it?”

			Ohan fell quiet at that. What a shame. 

			Kerak closed his eyes and unleashed a single massive fireball at his fellow Harbinger. Ohan vaporized with an echoing scream that shuddered through Kerak’s bones and boomed in the sky. 

			“Drown me,” the Mesmer said, waving away the stench and wearing an expression of mixed appreciation and surprise. “Worse than they say, indeed. You learned it from your king, did you? Willing to eradicate your best allies to prove your power?” 

			No, Kerak replied in his heart while working his midriff into fast breaths, maintaining his Anger. Alliddar razed the village of Trenn to spread Fear, not to prevent witnesses. Nothing is more important than stopping the night. 

			“Where’s the rest of your crew, witch?” he called, taking up an aggressive stance, leaning forward, knees flexible, feet planted into the ground. “I have an offer you can’t refuse.”

			A torrent of fire raged out of his fists. It struck the street and sounded the scream of nightmares as it crashed into the Mesmer’s shield. She stood her ground against the engulfing inferno, shoulders facing squarely in his direction. 

			Good.

			“Cob!” she yelled. “Bottleneck Fuse! Now!” She rushed in, repelling the stream of fire and smoke. When she reached him, the Mesmer swung and pinned the tip of her blade into his forehead. It felt cold but – 

			Why attempt to stab me while you’re harnessing Calm? It could never hurt me – 

			It Confused him. The blaze died immediately, and the street, fiery red until now, was plunged into absolute darkness. The dispersing screen of fire revealed a wicked glare of narrow green eyes.

			“Hi,” she said, smiling at point-blank range. “Feeling plantified yet?”

			An abrupt blast of howling heat flushed the dark night with red light. Fire came at the Mesmer from behind, engulfed her shield and seared Kerak where its flames reached with their tips. 

			Flailing his hands for meager protection, Kerak broke off and sidestepped. 

			The Mesmer stopped shining white. Her ally’s fire ceased at the same time and she seized the moment to grab Kerak by his wrist, jump up and stick a knee in his stomach. 

			He sent a feral punch at her cheek, but something restrained his momentum. He realized after the fact that he had heard a fast, deep breath as the aura of her shield returned. It repelled his slam, and the unnatural imbalance of motion sent him sprawling. The Mesmer witch gurgled at his discomfort, and suddenly something lifted and tossed him into a half-burnt cabin. The blackened wood shattered under his weight. Pain flashed up his back. That swing carried the strength of Valor. 

			That drowning cur!

			His torso ached, his back felt broken, and worst of all, his coin was lost in the rubble. Drowning insolent pup! His thoughts raged and coursed with slurs. Emotion control was hard enough with the coin, and now he would have to manage the rest of the battle without it. 

			Huravoth’s losing daylight. Kerak redirected his focus. The people are defenseless, eternal darkness is imminent... There! Sympathy. He Cared. For the people. For the land. For daylight itself. 

			His bones mended as he harnessed this sentiment. Skin and flesh fused into a healed form. The pain became nothing but a memory. Caresight also revealed the colorful auras of his enemies. Indeed, a Narcisst, taller even than Kerak himself, was glowing in Valor-gold next to the white aura of the Mesmer witch. Several yards toward the sea, he sensed red pulses and green smoke – a Pyromancer and an Empath. 

			Right. Specialists. 

			Many Senspiriters sacrificed variety for mastering a single emotion of choice. It worked particularly well for groups with complementary powers. 

			“Get him!” the witch shouted, and fireballs shot toward him. 

			Healed, but having no time to evade the attack, Kerak kicked up a broken door from the nearby debris. It went flying toward the approaching flames and exploded upon impact. The blast hurled him aback, splinters gashing his skin. The wounds healed in a matter of seconds. He rolled with momentum, grabbed an iron bar to regain stability, and stood up. 

			Back in a solid stance, Kerak harnessed Valor just in time to defend himself against the Narcisst’s charge. It toughened his body, strengthened his muscles, and fortified his stand. 

			“Die, Harbinger!” the Narcisst shouted. He leaped and heaved his sword to swing from above. Kerak dodged it and landed a fast punch against the back of the Narcisst’s skull. The man crashed to the floor. 

			“Is that uniform what I think it is?” Kerak frowned at the familiar crimson hue and the recognizable lateral stitches – the uniform of an Olyanath Bridler. 

			“You…” he delayed, giving his enemy time to stir, “are fired.” 

			The Narcisst disappeared, leaving the blurry afterimage of Confidence speed. Kerak braced his arm and waited, calculating, anticipating. He jumped out of the way just in time. The enemy's weapon hit his thigh, barely scratching the Valor-infused skin. It left a gash that looked more like a paper cut than a stab wound.

			Kerak shifted, pushing his shoulder forward. It knocked the enemy off-balance, which earned Kerak a moment to rotate his sword in a show of skill before jabbing it into the Narcisst’s leg. It pierced right through, nailing it to the wooden floor. 

			A flurry of desperate swings followed, hitting his skin as effectively as a kitchen knife against a thick tree trunk. “Iron doesn’t do well versus Valor-toughened skin, boy.”

			“Oi!” the witch shouted as he chuckled over the Narcisst’s futile attempt. “Pick on someone your own size!” 

			Kerak yanked his blade free of the Narcisst’s leg and switched Valor to Confidence – a rather smooth transition. The two were almost identical. He charged in a blur and bumped into the Pyromancer, knocking him over with his sheer weight. He grabbed the man's arm as he fell, spun, and threw him at the nearby Empath. Both fell to the ground. 

			Lightning-fast, Kerak leaped and grabbed the Pyromancer’s arms by the wrists and twisted them until a snap sounded. To the sound of the Pyromancer’s cries, Kerak slammed his boot against the man’s torso and aimed his blade at the Empath’s throat – not too deep, though. Enough to wound, not enough to kill. They both lay whimpering at his mercy.

			“Heal him,” Kerak said, leaning over the robed Empath, pressing the blade deeper, “and I’ll cut you open.” 

			One more foe still stood, though.

			“You Mesmers,” Kerak said, his back to the witch, “think yourselves so capable. Shielded, ha! You never realize how helpless you are when it comes to protecting what matters most.” He harnessed Valor again, by instinct really, feeling like a savior as he towered above these outlaws.

			“Harbingers,” she answered, mimicking his tones. “So blinded with animosity, you never realize when you’re in over your head.”

			What?

			The iron blade creaked as it cut into Kerak’s head, failing to penetrate the skull. The shame hurt, though, more than the pain itself. 

			The Narcisst! 

			Kerak ducked, turned, and lifted his weapon. His foe stood his ground despite the injury, and his sword was dripping blood. 

			Kerak charged in a battle cry, staved off the Narcisst's next swing with his bare hand, circled and shoved him so that he would trip and crush the elderly Empath. Both collapsed to the ground.

			A flash of fire caught him from behind. Howling flames crunched his skin in insatiable hunger. 

			Healed the Pyromancer so quickly, have you? 

			Kerak joined his fists as soon as he was able to, and the fires were immediately repelled in a flash of white. He’d suffered several burns, sure, and his hair had vaporized – again. But getting singed was a pain he’d long grown accustomed to. It was an occupational hazard when one dealt in the business of burning witches. 

			His cape had taken the most severe damage, while his Harbinger’s armor remained mostly intact. At least the burns hurt less now that he’d harnessed Calm. 

			“You’re outnumbered, Harbinger,” the Pyromancer spoke behind the smokescreen originating from his hands. 

			“Insects outnumber me all the time,” Kerak said. “Doesn’t mean I’m outmatched!” He rammed his sword through both the Narcisst's body and the Empath below him, sticking them to the debris. They squealed with high pitched sounds that were all too familiar. 

			“Don't you dare move!” he shouted at the Mesmer, who'd started advancing toward him. “And you, Pyromancer, keep your hands in your pockets! Consider yourselves fortunate that I need all four of you.” 

			A contented smile spread across Kerak’s face. He leaned his elbow on the handle of his blade, pressing it further into the two men. They squirmed in agony, but the Mesmer maintained a composed posture regardless. 

			“Need?” she asked. 

			“You are the Harbinger hunters?” he matched his tone to hers. “The group that’s been hunting my men across Huravoth?” 

			 The devastated street suddenly fell quiet with tension. The Western Winds of Night dispersed the smoke, giving way to a brighter sky. Save for the quiet whimpering of his foes and the crackling of burning wood, nothing made a sound.

			“I have a proposition for you,” he said at last, stepping forward. 

			“You’re in no place to offer deals, swine,” the Mesmer answered, not even sparing a glance at her stabbed comrades. Calm would do that to a Senspiriter. Such apathy.

			Kerak snorted at the brash comment. He yanked the sword free just to jab it in again, this time pinning the ankles of his enemies on the blade. “Remind me of my place again,” he said as the Empath and the Narcisst moaned in pain.

			Good. I need you more than just alive. I need you conscious.

			“I’m calling your bluff,” the Mesmer said and darted forward. Kerak frowned at that, and the thought of slaying his hostages in an inferno crossed his mind. 

			She has a nose for swindles. She knows I need them alive.

			The Mesmer returned her blade to its strap as she approached. Moonlight pierced the thinning smoke like a spotlight, lending a halo to her bright hair. She smirked, flexed her shoulders in preparation, and fixed him with a determined stare.

			“Enough!” Kerak shouted. If she was trying to provoke him, she’d drownright succeeded. Anger got the better of him. He gritted his teeth, cast his hands in her direction and blasted out fire.

			She danced through the flames in a show of elegant agility, tumbled, jumped at his palms, and locked her hands on his, chocking the fires at their source.

			“You played right into this one,” she hissed, following his movements with one eye. The other was concealed by a strand of golden hair. Her smirk widened. “Quite the stalemate, ain’t it?” she said, flicking her hair back. “You move, I move. No more fires. Step aside and I get to my friends, we heal ourselves and then kill you. Now let me tell you something, Harbinger. One of us will be moving alive here by the end of tonight, and it ain’t gonna be you.”

			“Anger clouds your judgment, Kerak,” Trezoss had often told him. “It prevents you from making smart decisions.” 

			Murmuring a curse, Kerak accepted that lesson for the first time in his life and depleted his Anger. 

			“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” he responded, summoning Confidence. He yanked his sword free from the flesh of his enemies and dashed about in a blur. He located the coin, picked it up and started flipping it, exchanging aggressive glowers with the Mesmer. 

			She jumped on her wounded friends, protecting them with her shielded body until their healing was complete. 

			Kerak joined his fists and summoned Calm immediately, just in case that brash Pyromancer had any ideas. It felt like cowering, but Trezoss was right. Calm did serve him better for brainwork. His path lit before his eyes again. 

			The witch in the blue attire launched herself upright and regarded his stance with a suspicious frown. She started stepping about, studying his pose. A clever witch, that one, her eyes on the enemy at all times. The Pyromancer stepped in behind her, tending to their wounded comrades. 

			“You can’t harm us, Harbinger scum,” she joined her fists.  

			“Mucktalk,” he replied, his coin flipping in one hand and his sword in the other. “I can harm you plenty. I’m faster than your Narcisst, especially in that ridiculous Bridler gear. I can rush back to Olyanath, get your faces drawn on every wall from Breeze to the capital, through Dinjen and all the way west to Windsend. You’ll be fugitives for the rest of your lives, forced to hide or run until we find you. Eventually, you will perish. It’s a matter of mere paperwork.” 

			“Or I could just cut you dead right now!” the Narcisst bellowed, already healed by the Empath. Impressive. Yes, this group would do just fine. 

			“Spar with me again?” Kerak asked. “After I’ve pushed you off twice? You really are a Bridler.” 

			Kerak considered reigniting his Anger. He could channel the heat to his sword, which would be harder for the Mesmer to block. That embarrassing incident when she’d blocked his fire stream at the gateway to his palms would never be repeated. 

			Feed Anger into the sword, it will gleam majestic red, I will roast the insolent Narcisst – No. They don’t stand a chance without each other. I need all four.

			Kerak found himself admitting that Calm had its strengths in focusing the mind. It was irksomely pacifistic, but undeniably more suitable for planning than Anger was.  

			“So, here’s what I think,” Kerak said. “I could ruin your lives, you see. But perhaps I won’t. Perhaps I will lie to cover for your operation if you do something for me.” 

			“What’s that?” the Mesmer asked. The Empath and the Pyromancer approached and joined her.

			“The thing you do best.” 

			“The thing we do best is bringing your pathetic Order down, filth,” the blond-haired Pyromancer yelled through cupped hands. 

			The audacity of that group… 

			Kerak exhaled, emptying his lungs, and accepted that he could not expect to be treated with respect by outlaws. Especially these outlaws. 

			“Indeed,” he said. “I need you to kill a Harbinger for me.”

			“Huh?” The Mesmer shot him a swift glare. “And in return, you won't chase us, or send anyone after us?” 

			Kerak paused to consider. It would arouse nothing but suspicion if he agreed too quickly.

			“And assuming we agree,” the Pyromancer spoke up. “How do we find this rogue Harbinger of yours, anyway?” He seemed more inclined to negotiate, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his coat like a fighter sheathing his sword.  

			“Oh, he resides in a simple, stone house,” Kerak said, “branded with the sun symbol of our Order. It lies south of the Ivoryl Gate in Olyanath, by the wall. His name is Nye.”
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CHAPTER 14 
House of Tragedy
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			“About the power of words: Irentian philosophers would say that words establish the power to remember. Others, popular in the lowlands, like to think that words are the tools of a liar – the pick that plays the strings of one’s subconscious. And like fire, they can either burn or disinfect it. To me, however, words are more than that...” 

			—Session on the potential of words, Lesson One, Part I

			Diane sipped from a glass of wine on her way down the stairs. It sounded like Lylin needed some guidance in the training room, judging by the ringing noise coming from below.

			“Another fight with Mother?” Grin asked. She sat blocking the stairway, one knee up and showing from under her red dress. “I swear the house shudders when you scream at each other like that.”

			Diane nodded and settled on the stair above Grin. From here, if she leaned forward, she could get a limited view of Lylin practicing in the underground basement. Their newest recruit was struggling to lift a suit of armor above her head, which required harnessing Valor. Lylin ought to be able to manage that by now, after nearly two weeks of Diane’s instruction. 

			Grin pulled up the strap of her ragged dress, glanced at Diane, and returned to watching Lylin. “The classic Mother-Diane argument about forgiving Nye?” she pressed, only half-interested. 

			“To be honest, no,” Diane said and downed the remaining wine in a gulp. “Some new breed of mucktalk about justifying Kerak’s attack on Breeze last week. Between Mother and Nye, I just can’t tell which is crazier. That tar of a woman simply supports the slaying of Senspiriters, wherever they are, whatever the reason. Yet Nye insists on keeping her around.”

			Lylin collapsed under the armor’s weight. She lay crushed beneath it, panting on the floor, hands spread in surrender. 

			“Guilt,” Grin surmised. “I think it’s about guilt. Mother. Lylin. Us. Nye only trusts people when he owes them something. I think I can relate.”

			Diane grunted in doubt, her elbows on her kneecaps and her chin resting on her hands. “More about self-pity than trust, if you ask me,” she said. “I don’t trust Mother. She’s no longer a part of our group, as far as I’m concerned.”

			“D?” Lylin called from below. “You up there with Grin?” 

			Diane leaned forward to reply with a wave, reviving something  in Lylin. She crawled from under the large dummy, dusted herself down, and straightened her gray training robe. 

			Then she breathed. Heels rooted to the floor, knees bent, she reached for the dummy, lifted it with a grunt, spun round and threw the armor like a rock to crash against the wall. It raised a deafening racket that echoed in the cave along with Lylin’s exclamations of triumph. 

			It hurt Diane’s ears, but drown that – the girl’s youthful enthusiasm left her nothing but impressed. Lylin had not only stayed with them at The Hut, but she had also committed to their mission like the Sun was committed to giving light. Having an altruistic obligation seemed to be helping her deal with her grief. It had worked similarly for Diane, back when Nye killed her parents.

			“She learns fast,” Grin mouthed, covering her ears with her hands until the ringing echo faded. “But she cheated. She came prepared, told me her mom was a Fervorist and compared her powers to yours. Her sister’s a Pyromancer, and she compared her to me. I confirmed that Nye spared the sister, by the way.”

			“How merciful,” Diane said dryly. Her lips drew a bitter line. “Anyhow, yes, Lylin brought an advantage from home. She knew the basics of Senspirity before I started training her. But I’m not happy that she needs me around to summon Valor and Confidence. It’s as if she’s trying to make me proud.” 

			The girl did need a parent figure, someone to look up to. What was that about comparing me to her mom? Diane stirred, captivated by a sudden chill. A sister, perhaps, like Grin. A friend, of course. Not a parent, though. Not a drowning chance. 

			“You gotta learn to express appreciation, D.” Grin threw a friendly punch at Diane’s thigh.

			“Right. Thanks for finding out about the sister. It troubled me.” 

			“Not that!” Grin hit her again, harder this time. “I meant, two weeks of training and that little Ginger’s already more prepared for our revolution than I am.” 

			Unfortunate, that. And true. Grin’s control of Anger was merely partial. Summoning it came easily, but a technique to deplete it still eluded her. Three years after Nye had brought her to The Hut, there was still no improvement. Her Pyromancy skill had stagnated, like her sense of fashion, which focused on these cheap little red dresses.

			Lylin, on the other hand, had shown great promise. She’d pulled out a jagged dagger and disappeared in the blur of Confidence speed, showing up in static, stabbing poses around the circular cave before becoming a fuzzy motion again. She looked exactly like one would imagine an assassin practicing for a regicide. 

			“Isn’t that your mother’s dagger?” Grin asked, nudging Diane’s leg. Her stare followed Lylin’s maneuvers. 

			“I had to think of a way to improve that girl’s self-image.” 

			“So you gave her a weapon?”

			“I gave her a sense of sincere faith.” Diane’s lip curved into the haughty smile of a satisfied gambler. “I told Lylin I dream of the day when my murdered parents’ knife pierces the king’s heart. Then I told her that, sometime soon, the people of Huravoth will learn of Lylin the Liberator, and they’ll venerate her as the one who ended the tyranny. That, with a pat on the back, and just look how well she summons Confidence and Valor. Never underestimate the power of words.”

			Lylin’s dependency, however, was a disappointing development. Apparently, she controlled her powers only when Diane was present. It would require more training to fix that. 

			“You know what I like most about you, D?” Grin stood up, shedding a faint odor of smoke. “You don’t just want to kill Alliddar. You want to prove him wrong, too. I mean, training yourself, training Lylin, you really show that women can control their emotions, and we’re not a danger to society, or to ourselves, when we do.” 

			Right, Diane blushed, rubbing her neck in reluctance. It was a nice compliment, but it stung in her chest just how wrong it was. She had, in fact, planned to destroy Olyanath to avenge her family. Her very existence proved that Alliddar's paranoia was justified. The king’s list of dreadful witches would have included her name, alongside Ocean and Savrin, if not for Nye.

			Way back then, it was Nye who convinced her there was a better, more precise path to taking vengeance, one that didn’t support Alliddar’s opinion about women. She’d never thanked him for that –

			“Hi!” Lylin popped up in front of them, sending the startled Grin stumbling on the stone stair. 

			“Bleedin’ Chasms, Ginger,” she said, gripping the rail to regain her balance. “Don’t just sneak on people like that unless you wanna kill them.”

			Diane frowned but confirmed it with a nod after a quick pause.

			“Sorry,” Lylin blurted, speaking fast, almost as if Confidence had sped up her mouth. “Starting now, I won’t. Just a quick question. Who is Nova?”

			Grin grunted in exasperation. Diane couldn’t help but chortle. 

			“What?” Lylin asked, blushing. “She’s a real person? I noticed the poem that Nye engraved on the wall is dedicated to her.”

			Grin scoffed and shook her head. “No one. Just some incompetent bitch,” she muttered and started up the stairs. 

			Diane sniggered at that, and Lylin flinched. “Is she jealous of her?” Lylin asked quietly.

			Diane rather hoped that Grin had heard this question and was amused to see the girl suddenly appear with her fists clenched and a frightening expression on her face. 

			“Ain’t no secret, Ginger,” Grin spat out a verbal tirade. “I like Nye. I like how he looks. I like what he has to say. I like fantasizing about bearing his children.” She paused to breathe and wink to Diane. “I fantasize a lot. So, yeah, I’m jealous of his old flame, dead or whatever. Nova was everything I’m not. Everything I hope to be. But just you wait. After Union Day, when the king is dead, I will  make Nye mine.”

			Her words hit like a fireball and faded into a baffled silence, also like a fireball. Grin left them to that feeling, climbing the stairs faster this time.

			“How can anyone be attracted to him?” Lylin asked as she and Diane went back down into the circular space. 

			“If you’d grown up with Grin’s molesting parents,” Diane said, patting Lylin’s shoulder, “your taste in men would turn out twisted, too.”

			“Molesting?” 

			“Imagine the worst parents possible,” Diane sighed. She stopped on the bottom stair, one hand on the railing, and gestured to Lylin to move to the center of the room. “Grin deceived the authorities when she said they were illegal Senspiriters, fully expecting to be exterminated with them by a Harbinger. Nye arrived, and, well, her parents are dead and here she is. This is a house of tragedy, remember, Lyl? But Nye had it even worse than any of us.”

			“Does it have anything to do with Nova?” Lylin asked. She stopped on her spot and folded her hands patiently. 

			“Mhm,” Diane confirmed, straightening her robe and tightening her belt. “You mind if I tell you the story with illusions? I could use the practice.” 

			“No problem,” Lylin said with a shrug. “Ma used to do that every now and then.”

			Not a parent. Not a chance.

			Diane shook herself and focused. Summoning Passion originated with a mind-numbing, recursive paradox. It required willing her will, so to speak. She had to convince herself that right now, wanting to bend light and air made the most sense and was worth the effort. Diane’s father had called it “lashing your logic” in terms of The Circle. Convince oneself that wanting something is logical, and the wanting should occur. He used it to summon happiness, which made beautiful sense in plain sight, but happiness involved no Senspiritic powers whatsoever. 

			He was dead. Nye had murdered him.

			Unlike him, Diane adopted The Circle to summon Passion. Light broke into colors and shapes at her command and shot out in curving angles that obeyed her will. Out of thin air, right next to Lylin, it now depicted four people sitting around a square table.

			“Whoa!” Lylin gaped and burst out laughing. “You’ve made their faces waaaay too flat and square!”

			Oh, muck. 

			Faces required precision, the biggest limitation of Fervorist power. Diane could nail one face with accurate features, which was an achievement in itself, but four faces simultaneously were beyond her capabilities. It would have been much easier if she could just bend people and force specific visions into their minds, but that could never work. Objects with a will of their own couldn’t be controlled by Fervorists, not unlike objects that were already bent to someone else’s will. 

			“Try getting used to it,” Diane said with a weary sigh, the kind that adults give to children. “Anyway, her name was Novella, but everyone called her Nova.” One of the illusory diners - a teenage girl with blond hair and a straight posture - glowed brighter when Diane pointed at her. “And Nye went by the name Neoro back then.” 

			Nova’s extra shine dimmed with Diane’s shifting focus, which now highlighted the black-haired boy sitting next to her. They were holding hands under the table and laughing about Neoro’s poor baking skills with the two more mature diners – his parents. 

			“Nye says his mother was an Empath,” Diane narrated the scene. “She ran one of the few clinics in the Dinjen Forest region. This was illegal for women, as you know, so they pretended it was the father who harnessed Care to heal people. Now, this all happened fifteen years ago. Harbinger Kerak’s skill was not as honed as it is nowadays. It took him time to realize they harbored witches, even after accepting their treatments a couple of times.”

			Diane cast her hands up, focused on the scene she’d conjured, and bent.

			Harnessing Passion made nature an extension of her body. Light shifted by her will like muscles, and the air vibrated to alter specific sounds somewhat automatically, akin to how the tongue clicked while speaking. 

			It shrieked in a horrible, piercing noise, and illusory flames consumed the characters. Lylin flinched at the sudden fireburst but watched without panic. The explosion blew the parents to Mazrivcome and sent Neoro and Nova scattered to the corners, trailing smoke. This was the end for Nye’s parents. No goodbye, no bidding good luck. Just memories of laughter.

			Nova survived.

			With the grip of her right hand, Diane maintained the illusion of Nova gasping on the floor. With her left, she conjured a cloud of smoke. There, she introduced a new character – a floating hand amidst the shifting fog, its fingers flipping a silver coin. 

			“How…?” Lylin murmured. 

			Diane froze the display, her fingers fixed in static positions. “How what?” She asked.

			Lylin strolled toward the spot where young Nye - Neoro - lay on the ground, his head drooping with defeat. “How do you know what happened? Did Nye tell you all of this?” 

			“He did. Not with vibrant, colorful illustrations like I tell it.” He couldn’t. His training in the Sun Temple did not include Passion. Rather fortunate, that. “But he shares, our Harbinger. He may be the brooding type, but he’s not so quiet if you catch him in the right mood.” 

			Lylin pursed her lips and nodded, eyeing the young Neoro below her. “What happened next?”

			“KERAK, YOU DROWNING BASTARD!” Nova’s manifestation roared back to life. She rallied, and Diane bent light to make Nova’s figure glow with the white radiance of Calm-shield. “You have a death wish?!” she shouted, fists raised to protect her face. 

			“Wait, wait, wait,” Lylin waved her hands and Diane froze the scene again. “You’re telling it wrong. No way could she shout so vehemently while harnessing Calm.” 

			“Curious, isn’t it?” Diane said, raising a brow. “Nye says Nova could harness more than one emotion simultaneously, contradictory emotions, too, like Anger and Calm. He’s a talented liar. Falling victim to his own con is basically how Nye controls his emotions, so this story might be one such con. Many more question marks pave this story, we’ll get to the rest later. But if you ask me, it’s not entirely unbelievable. He always praises Nova for how clever she was. Maybe she really could harness several emotions at the same time.”

			Lylin accepted that and glanced at Nova, who was frozen in a hostile glare toward the smoke. Her hair was hanging wildly in the air.

			Diane commanded it to continue. Nova broke into a sprint, breaking through Kerak’s fireburst in a flash of white. Her fist then blazed with a flame of its own and struck at Kerak’s cheek. He was a mere silhouette in the shifting smoke, but his blurry head took the punch and he spat blood. Nova became a blur in an instant, jumping above him at Confidence speed and slamming a high kick that sent him face-first to the floor. 

			“Understanding is defining,” she mumbled above him. 

			“A phrase Nye often connects to Nova’s ability to harness several emotions at once,” Diane explained. She struggled to depict Nova’s use of both Calm and Anger at the same time. She commanded the white light of the Calm-shield to warp around Nova’s wrist with warmth, before becoming a steady blaze around her fists. It probably hadn’t looked like that in real life, but then again, it had probably never really happened. 

			Diane commanded the conjured smoke to disperse, and the silhouette that represented Kerak became clearer. He collapsed at Nova’s mercy, his coin held tight between his fingers, his hand clawing in Neoro’s direction. 

			“Nye didn’t fight?” Lylin asked, frowning at the downed Harbinger Kerak.

			“I’m getting to it,” Diane said. “Now Lyl, did you know that Fear is a Senspiritic emotion? When someone’s absolutely terrified of you, you can harness their Fear to control them. The exact extent of the control is unclear, depending on the intensity of the Fear, I suppose. But Neoro, struck down in his own home, losing his parents in that horrific shrieking fire, he Feared Kerak.” 

			Kerak’s fist clenched and Neoro started squirming in pain. He grabbed his head and squealed in heartbreaking anguish, drooling and writhing on the floor. 

			“This is just a speculation that Nye and his master discussed,” Diane explained, “but they believe Kerak controlled Nye’s imagination by harnessing his Fear, and forced him to feel the worst pain imaginable – literally the worst.” She froze the illusion and stepped over Neoro’s character. She added details to his clothes – scorch marks, dirt, and tears in his eyes. 

			“Nye says that, at that moment, he started hearing voices. He says it shredded his sanity and that, whenever the voice speaks, it hurts with a combination of real pain, remembered pain, and what he calls Phantom Pain.”

			Lylin gulped audibly and strolled over with a blank expression as if struggling not to show pity. Understandable, that. This was the man who’d sliced her mother’s throat, after all. “But why?” she asked.

			“Nova harnessed Care too,” Diane said. “It made her relate to Nye’s pain, to feel it as her own. That’s the speculation.” Diane cast her hands in the air and utter darkness descended on the cellar, as she bent all light away. 

			“This is how Nye remembers it,” she went on. A high-pitched scream of a girl sounded and echoed, and when the light returned, Nova was beaten down, her golden hair dripping with blood. She reached with a quivering hand in Neoro’s direction. 

			Kerak stood up, his coin flipping between the fingers of one hand. The other swung his sword toward Nova and it burst into flames. Her screams were muffled by the howling of the inferno that took her, and when the smoke cleared, Nova was a charred carcass. Her flesh crumbled to ash. 

			Lylin glanced at Neoro to check, and Diane adjusted the illusion according to Nye’s story. He said the voice forced him to look, so his manifestation looked. He saw her and choked on his tears. 

			“He says the smell was the worst part,” Diane murmured.

			Chuckling and flipping his coin, Kerak turned to Neoro next. His sword was gleaming in orange and red.

			“Remember I said Nye had it worse than any of us?” Diane said just before Kerak blasted away. 

			The illusion darkened at her command again just for a moment. When the cellar came to life again, Neoro’s corpse was seared beyond recognition and Kerak was gone.

			“He burned…” Lylin mumbled. “Kerak destroyed his life in front of him, and then killed him.” 

			Diane raised a finger and started counting. “First, we know that he’s a fantastic liar,” More fingers followed. “Second, he says Nova could harness multiple emotions at the same time. Third, he says that Kerak harnessed his Fear but has no way to prove it to himself. Fourth, he survived. Many chapters in this story sound a little south of plausible. Question marks, like I said. He could have invented it all to explain how the voices got into his head. But humor him. Let me show you how the story ends.”

			The black crust covering Neoro’s body started to fall away, revealing a skin of lively colors. He breathed and coughed through a half-healed skull. New eyes formed over the scalded flesh of his old ones. Charred remains were left in the sockets though, and pushed up through his skin, resulting in hideous scarring around the eyes. It corrupted the veins and tunneled through the entire eyeball, creating the nightmarish eyes Nye had today. 

			He could gouge them out and restore normality to his eyes, but that would involve excruciating pain. Besides, he must have grown accustomed to the sinister look. It suited him.

			Finally, the skeletal features that remained resembled Neoro’s, but, in addition to the eyes, something about the face turned out different than before. It became more triangular – the familiar crow face.

			“The final question mark,” Diane continued. “He insists that he couldn’t have summoned Care to heal in his condition, even with his current skills. Also, he says he couldn’t summon it to heal Nova. Not that it could help. Care can’t really mend brain injuries, which makes it impossible to revive the dead. But the point is that he says he couldn’t even try. He didn’t have it in him. Deep down, he’s a romantic. He’d have kissed her crumbling lips if it had the slightest chance of bringing her back. His revival, however, remains a minor miracle. And Nova has passed on to the Crimson Cascades.”  

			Diane flicked her fingers, and with that, the characters disappeared and the light in the cave returned to normal – flickering torch flames. 

			“He joined the Sun Harbingers with a silent vow in his heart to destroy them from the inside, and fifteen years later, here we are.” Diane concluded with a clap of her hands. “I may have gotten a little off course there. You only asked about Nova.” 

			“What I don’t understand…” Lylin quivered, fists clutched to her sides. She looked up and gathered herself in a deep, slow, and powerful breath. She summoned Valor, evident by how her scrawny arms suddenly thickened. “What I don’t understand is whether Nye is the hero of this story, the villain, or just another victim.”

			Diane chortled at that, and a tiresome sigh escaped her throat as she settled on the lower stairs. “Lyl, sometimes life is both black and white. People tell you it’s static on a spectrum somewhere in between. But I tell you, it’s black and white at the same time.”

			“Word to the wise, Ginger,” Grin called from above. She rushed down the steps in quick bounces. “Life is a cow.”

			“So,” Lylin said, hands on hips, “Nye is both the hero and the villain?”

			“He’s also a cow,” Grin said, wearing a far-too-satisfied smile. 

			Diane turned to her, happy to embrace the cheerful addition of her sister. “You attracted to cows now, Grin?”

			“I,” Grin said, gesturing at her chest, “happen to be a proud southerner who is attracted specifically to complicated cows.” 

			Lylin finally broke and joined in the laughter. “What about cows that hear voices?” 

			“My favorite, actually. I like to fantasize that I can save them from themselves.”

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 15 
Deterioration 
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			“Reliving memories is a self-deceit technique, but it works. In short, you seek an emotion, recall a relevant memory, relive it, and emotions of power will follow despite your surroundings or circumstances. This is not the fastest technique, and often limits the Senspiriter, even with an arsenal of prepared memories. You are above that…”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Four, Part I

			Nova’s screams reverberated in Nye’s ears, intensifying, becoming more and more tangible and vocal. 

			“Have you lost your drowning mind?” someone shouted at him. 

			It snapped him back into reality. Nye found himself on the shore, without a shirt, feet sinking in the sand. His arms were still cast forward, and a howling fireburst was diminishing in his palms. 

			Impossible...

			“Hah,” the voice said, sounding genuinely surprised. “Just harnessed Anger unconsciously?”

			Impossible! 

			Nye grimaced at the dying flames. I couldn’t have. It requires investment, clarity, a high level of awareness – 

			“Well, I guess your illness is getting worse, then,”

			Hands don’t blaze with flame by accident, just as hands don’t stab with kitchen knives by accident…

			Nye stirred himself out of it, breathing fast and deep, joining his fists. 

			You mean you’re getting worse, he replied to the voice. You can harness my emotions now. Bad. Very bad. Out of my head! Beat please, oh heart of false and mold… The voice retreated, driven away by the chanting. 

			Ivy stormed toward him, splashing her way through the water, just back from her dive. “You almost hit me!” she yelled, landing on the sand. “You insolent drownhead! You almost hit me!”

			Dazed, still collecting pieces of reality together, Nye ignored her and stared at his palms. He had been holding onto Nova’s fingers, back then under the table, moments before Kerak had blasted it all – 

			“Oh, how I miss those fingers.” The whisper of Madness sounded indistinct, subdued by the poem, like a prisoner speaking through the bars. “How delicate, yet firm, they were. An impossible, contradictory combination. Fierce and weak, smooth and rugged.”

			Nova wouldn’t find it impossible, Nye thought, gulping his grief. She could harness Care, Calm and Anger all at the same time. She could understand things. You remember what she used to say?

			“Understanding is defining.”

			Understanding is defining.

			“I'm talking to you!” Ivy was scolding him. This was new. She was never the furious type before, but she’d changed in more than one way since the other night, since they’d started –

			“It’s not that,” Madness giggled from its prison. It retained the irritating habit of reading his thoughts. “She’s yelling because you shot fireballs at her, you fool. It has nothing to do with you slithering your way into her bed.”

			“There I was,” she went on, hands on hips and speaking with the elegant aggression of royalty, “inspecting those massive ivoryn plateaus underwater and studying the layout of villages drowned by The Mazriv, and when I return to the surface for a breath, what do I see? A barrage of boulder-sized fireballs! Coming from the very man I’m starting to like!”

			“Apologies, Princess,” he mumbled. “I was… off…” 

			That captivating memory… It had swept him away in the grip of a torrent, shrunk him into his teenage body, revived the images and howls of the flames…

			Then you harnessed my Anger.

			Madness whistled in feigned innocence over the background sound of Nova’s screaming. 

			Bleeding Chasms… how?

			“Well,” Ivy said, waving and flicking her fingers in front of his face, “next time you're ‘off’ and going prufff prufff,” she spoke in softer tones now, mimicking the crackling of fire like a playful child,“ do the world a favor and – hey. Wait a second,” she lifted a finger in a contemplative gesture and started pacing back and forth. “You said you need extreme concentration to harness emotions for power, so, how did you do it while you're off?” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him into range for a kiss. 

			“Oh,” the voice mocked. “Isn’t she swift?”

			Nye retreated. He rubbed his temples, feeling attacked on two fronts. Admittedly, her pressing curiosity made the princess quite physically adventurous. No complaints there. But this tenacity of hers was becoming a nuisance as his sentiments for her ebbed and flowed. She just wasn’t Nova. 

			She will never take her place, Nye reminded himself. She’s just an asset. Leverage against Alliddar. Nothing more. 

			Ivy puffed out her cheeks, grunted in frustration, and kicked him affectionately on the knee. “Never mind,” she said, “just teach me.” 

			“Teach you?”

			“Prufff prufff, silly.” She demonstrated with her hands. “You just shot enough fire to obliterate a small army. This was a Senspiritic power, wasn't it? Show me!”

			 

		

	

CHAPTER 16 
Excuses 
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			“…Your condition - how you blur the border between reality and imagination - it opens a curious ability to use dreams instead of memories. Your mind won’t differentiate between them. This means you can relive any imagined scenario instead of gathering authentic memories. Reliving dreams. The next generation of emotion-summoning techniques. I envy your sickness, youngling dear. Any sane person should.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Four, Part II

			“Just one question before we start,” Ivy said. She glared with pursed lips and pointed at his face. “What the Chasms happened to your eyes?” 

			“A fire and a miracle,” Nye replied, fastening the last button of his cape. She’d changed too, out of her Breezian swimwear into the black blouse and pants with the ivoryn stitches. It bore an eerie resemblance to Nova’s taste in outfits. She, too, preferred breeches over fancy skirts, along with short blouses that left a strip of waistline revealed.

			Mimicking her accusing gesture, Nye pointed at Ivy’s face and repeated in the same tone, “What happened to yours?” He focused on those strange, silver eyes of hers. They were reflecting the colors of the twilight sky with a somewhat metallic red sheen. 

			“Just a miracle, I guess,” she replied with a teasing smile. 

			The phantom voice in Nye’s head let out a bitter chuckle. “She’s a drowning demon is what she is.” It sounded desperate, on the thin line between crying and laughing. “And now this demon wants you to teach her to harness Anger?” 

			It had gotten worse. Harnessing Calm no longer repressed the voice – it merely obstructed it. 

			“Alright,” Ivy declared, wearing a more earnest expression. She matched his height, and her hair fluttered with the final wisps of the Eastern Winds of Day. “I’m ready. Show me how to shoot fire.”

			Ought to make you Angry first. 

			He could force it rather easily, just as he routinely did to maintain her Confusion. But without a genuine reason for the sudden mood change, she might ask him about it. She might be alerted to the clandestine game that he and Alliddar were playing with her.

			“Which emotion is it?” Ivy asked, taking up an aggressive stance and casting her hands in the Ocean’s direction. “Anger, right?”

			I have to hurt her, Nye realized, feeling a sick mixture of reluctance and excitement in his stomach. To disguise my control, I’ll have to actually hurt her.

			“Excuses, excuses,” the voice hissed. “You always find such fine excuses to hurt your friends –”

			Shut up.

			“Such a villain.”

			“Fire is dangerous, Princess,” Nye said, making his decision with a sigh. 

			Ivy scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You can heal me if I burn myself,” she said. “Come on, I’ve dreamed of having such powers since forever. You wouldn’t deny a princess her dream, would you?” 

			“Ehm,” Madness interrupted, piercing Nye’s focus like an arrow through flesh. “Dreams?”

			Not now. Hush.

			“Do you think that echoes of what she might become can leak through dreams?”

			NOT. NOW.

			“Hey!” Ivy waved at him. “Harbinger! Snap out of it! We’re supposed to do some learning here. Wha –?”

			Nye grabbed Ivy by the chin and squeezed hard enough to hurt her. Her jawbone felt formidable to him - another reminder of her uniquely toughened body - but it still had to hurt. She grunted, grabbing his wrist and struggling to pull him off. He pressed harder.

			“You think you’re ready?” he challenged her, summoning Anger himself to let it guide his tones. “Think you’re special?” 

			Ivy wriggled in his grip, wailing unintelligible sounds as he gripped her jaw.

			Now you’re ready. 

			He summoned Valor and heaved, throwing Ivy into the shallows with intensified strength. She spluttered in the muddy sand and seawater. That should suffice as a smokescreen for his control. 

			“Smokescreen, huh?” Madness taunted. “Any excuse to hurt your friends –”

			Nye harnessed her Love to break in. He freed her of Confusion, replacing it with focused Anger, and let it grow. 

			“Proud of yourself?” It hissed while Ivy struggled to her knees. “Not that I mind your vehement tendency for violence. I mean freeing her, even if only for a moment. This is a huge risk you’re taking.” 

			Nye disregarded it, paying attention to his breathing instead. Loud, deep breathing through his nose and joining his fists brought the return of Calm. He took a few paces back, opening up a distance from Ivy. 

			Her nasal work, as she called it, didn’t disappoint. Her breaths turned quicker and louder as she crawled to her feet. Water vaporized from her face as she murmured a string of curses.

			It’s starting.

			Ivy wiped her face, sounded one final, aggressive inhalation, cast her hands forward and unleashed an inferno. A fireburst the size of a building blasted from her hands. 

			White gleamed around Nye to repel the intense flames, leaving him warm but otherwise unaffected. 

			From the sanctuary of his Calm-shield, Nye studied the twirling blaze of unending raw heat. It was as if the furnace of the Red Abyss had unfurled against him. The waves of her flames took the shapes of massive whips, the size of jungle trees, completely out of proportion to the small amount of Anger he had invoked in her. He stared in awe, realizing that, in comparison to any other Senspiriter, including himself and even Kerak, Ivy was a leviathan surrounded by schools of fish.

			Drown me…

			“Perhaps Alliddar’s right,” the voice teased and giggled in the background. “Witches and all that –”

			No, Nye determined, silencing the voice in an instant. Alliddar made a generalization from a few cases - Ocean and Savrin - not nearly enough to condemn all women. 

			But to the depths with it all, the king was right about Ivy. She was dangerous. Special, but dangerous. Ivy’s fire engulfed him like a storm, persistent as rain, fierce like lightning and louder than thunder. Experienced Pyromancers would have depleted their Anger by now, but Ivy, while unbelievably powerful, had little training in control. Moreover, Anger was the second hardest emotion to manage, right after Hatred.

			Enough.

			Nye broke into her mind again, where he shuffled her thoughts into disarray and Confusion. The frenzied fire dispersed in a sudden silence. Behind the clearing flames, Nye found Ivy down on all fours, gasping, shedding white vapors. Her hair cascaded down in front of her, getting soiled in the mud.

			“How do you feel?” He asked, offering his hand. 

			“Frustrated,” she gasped, rejecting his help.

			“Frustration is the usual aftermath of an Anger burst,” Nye said. The teacher within him was delighted at her accurate response. “Unless it was depleted with skill. Come on, I have the perfect cure for frustration.” 

			He pulled her up, jerking her into his embrace. She resisted at first, but settled quickly, her head resting on his shoulder. Still warm from the Anger flush, he noticed, caressing her back until she stopped shivering. 

			“You ought to remember, Princess,” he whispered in her ear, “that, before your emotions are sources of power, they are emotions, elusive and unpredictable. They don’t always obey. A simple act like a hug can affect them, for better or worse, just as it did before you were a Senspiriter.”

			We can’t use her as a weapon against the king, Nye realized, hoping Madness would contribute something. It had disappeared, though. It often did when he held Ivy in his arms. 

			This much raw power combined with her quick perception – no. We cannot use her Senspirity. Too dangerous. Perhaps as a hostage? This idea had an appeal, but it also had a blunt ring to it. Diane would not approve. She’d capitulated on the idea to bury the city because he’d convinced her that a better path would reveal itself. Holding the princess hostage would make a poor alternative, morally speaking.

			This revolution will require more than big flames and leverage. It will require finesse and precise timing.

			“Thanks,” Ivy muttered, grasping his side in an insatiable grip. Then her hand climbed, sliding across his neck, up to his face, where she grabbed him and pulled him in for a kiss. 

			Nye succumbed in an instant. 

			You don’t want to Love her, he reminded himself, fighting not to be swept away by the addictive touch of her lips. 

			Then don’t.

			He had to apply The Circle to find the route back and regain control.

			Don’t…

			Depleting Love felt weird, but vital. He couldn’t expose his soul to her the way hers was open to him. Perhaps one day, after the revolution, when Alliddar and Kerak were dust in the fleeting wind, he’d allow himself to fall in Love. But not today. 

			Nye broke off, and Ivy retreated with a blush and a timid smile. “Thanks for helping me fulfill my dreams, Nye. Really.”

			She stepped back, and the voice returned with a deafening, crushing sound that echoed in Nye’s skull. 

			“Now?” It pretended to ask permission but went on immediately. “You realize these dreams of hers mean it’s only a matter of time until she breaks free on her own. We need a more reliable way to restrain her, better than Love and Confusion.”

			Nye gritted his teeth, fully aware of the reliable method that Madness was suggesting: abusing her. Beating her. It had worked with Diane. It would work to subdue Ivy, as well, and was surely preferable to Alliddar’s complicated method of harnessing her Love to keep her Confused.

			“You know,” the voice giggled, “I’m not surprised you have such horrific ideas in your mind. After all, of the two of us, you’re the one hearing voices.” 

			Nye shook his head, laboring to think of something else, anything else. But Madness pressed harder.

			“Then again, I think you’re just looking for another excuse to hurt a friend, villain.”

			Nova would have found a harmonized way. Somehow, she would have kept Ivy leashed and free at the same time. Conundrums, contradictions, paradoxes – she always had a solution that worked well for everyone. 

			“Until Kerak burned her...” the voice growled, as if in preparation for something hostile –

			“I wanted to tell you,” Ivy whispered. “It’s been troubling me for a few days... something Kerak said.” 

			“Kill him!” the voice snapped. “Slash, gash and carve his heart out! Burn him with Hatred! Feed his dust to the Ocean and its spawns!”

			“What did he say?” Nye asked, struggling to ignore the voice's sudden ferocity. It hadn’t acted up like that in years. Nova’s name must have triggered it.

			“I'm not sure, I suppose it’s nothing.” She retreated and shrugged in reluctance.

			“Tell me.” 

			“Something about assassins, I think? He said you should watch your back.” 

			“What was that?!” the voice barked.

			Let’s ask him, shall we?
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							A red glow that pumps in a rhythm. Attracts Hatred.
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							A pale white glow. Can be seen without Caresight as a thin outline around the source.
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							Green mists. Absorbs nearby auras to the source’s heart. Caution – absorbing an aura of Hatred delivers intense pain.

						
					

					
							
							Confidence

						
							
							A verdant glow. Often the source is mobile, resulting in a trail of shimmering green across a grand distance.
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							A fierce golden shine. Visible from afar.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 17 
Bloodsoaked
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			“I’m curious, youngling dear. Somehow you make sentences of reason out of the chaotic noise of your subconscious.

			“This phantom voice may never come to terms with you, but an enemy with whom you can communicate is easier to defeat. Be cautious about it. This is a double-edged sword. The mad voice of your subconscious will also find it easier to defeat you.”

			—Session on sparring with the subconscious, Lesson Two, Part II 

			“I killed a little girl tonight,” Alliddar said. His voice echoed around the dungeon hall. He was sitting on the floor in front of one of the prison cells, fidgeting with his crown. “Slaughtered her right then and there, in front of the crowd. Hang on –” 

			He put his diary aside and pulled an octopus doll from an inside pocket of his armorsuit. He gave it a glance, frowning at the dried bloodstains, and tossed it at the witch behind the bars. 

			She just sat there in her cell, in meditation pose, eyes closed, like a statue.

			“Red Abyss,” Alliddar muttered, “you Mesmers really sink into your Calm, don’t you?” 

			Ataraxy, a state of extreme apathy, often plagued Mesmers, but this was even worse. 

			“You have harnessed it for so long that you’re barely alive anymore. That is a dead girl’s doll right beside you!”

			Experts called them Ghostees, these people who overextended their periods of Calm. They had gotten stuck in it and lost their grip on the real world. Speculation about Ghostees claimed they were so disconnected that they would even die before shedding a tear. Alliddar dedicated this dungeon to witches of this kind – Mesmers who would become Ghostees sooner or later.

			No response came from the Ghostee in the cell. Alliddar knew the feeling. He, too, had spent years harnessing Calm for a large proportion of time. It made him an impenetrable bastion, but dimmed everything else. Nothing could harm him, and he couldn't harm anything in return, but - Chasms - it just made everything seem so insignificant. 

			He had to deplete it every once in a while, if only for a minimal breath of humanity. No Ghostee could be king. But he still harnessed Calm often. He even trained to cast a Calm-shield in his sleep.

			At least, he thought, this danger is behind me now. By trusting Nye with Ivy, he could pursue other endeavors – more complicated missions, ones that finally involved depleting Calm. Becoming a Ghostee was the one concern he would never need to worry about again.

			“Do you not wonder why I killed a little girl tonight?” Alliddar asked the witch. He sighed at the usual blank reaction. “It is because Kerak’s work in Breeze was only partly done. That slow, predictable southerner... he convinced the Captain’s Council and half the city to Fear me, true. That fits my method. But he murdered some of them and left the city abhorring my rule. You would not have believed it if you were there. The city was alive with talk of hope and colors of rebellion, despite the corpses laying in the streets. The river ran with torn clothes and bones, and above it, people celebrated with ale and wine.” 

			Apparently, when calamity hit, the best investment was alcohol. Ailing though they were, these Breezians had always known how to turn a profit. 

			“Gore everywhere,” Alliddar said, “and still they had drowning hope! I had to make them all Fear me, you see? Harnessing their Fear allows me to increase their obedience, even from here. It is a Senspiritic power, the same as your Calm. They cannot resist it once their Fear is true. But I had to make a clear statement that no one is safe, no matter how innocent or small. I had to revive my image, to uphold my reputation as the Eradicator. So, I killed a child in front of everyone. That doll was hers.” 

			“Monster!” some other Mesmer witch shouted from another cell. 

			Wearing half a smile and not even sparing a glance, Alliddar squeezed his fist and the cells rumbled in response. Dust fell from the ceiling, and a sudden metallic clang sounded as the solid rock walls suddenly sprouted stone spears in every cell. 

			The witch in front of him glowed white to repulse the piercing spikes. She looked like a star for a moment, shiny and formidable as a handful of spears struck her. The stone crumbled against the shield. 

			Most of the prisoners were shining like this, and the entire dungeon was washed in their bright white aura as it reverberated with breaking rocks. One witch, however, cried out in pain from a nearby cell. Alliddar unclenched his fingers, commanding the spears to retract, and the witch let out a weak moan as the vicious spike yanked clean out of her flesh. Alliddar stood up and approached the cell where she lay in a spreading puddle of blood. 

			“I knew this story would get to one of you.” He spoke down to the writhing witch. “Even ivoryn blades and Hatred fire cannot undo your shield, but words can. Words can penetrate anything.”

			“You,” she gasped, crawling with one hand, the other pressed against the bleeding hole in her chest. “You monster! You butcher!” She spewed blood and burst into a series of bubbling coughs.

			“You know,” Alliddar crouched, whispering to the dying woman, “Despite what they say, I do not like that word – Hatred. It leaves an aftertaste that cannot be washed away.”

			He paused, watching as she squirmed in an effort to keep pressure on the bleeding hole in her gut. 

			“As for me being a monster,” Alliddar said with a sigh, “did I not provide the Breezians with jobs? Did I not allow the survival of their despicable culture? These traitors abused my kindness. And for what? To safeguard their witches?” He paused to place the crown back on his head. He felt he’d earned sovereignty tonight. “It makes sense, I suppose. Such lowlifes, these Breezians. Why would they mind dying if they do not treasure their lives in the first place?”

			Like vermin, he found himself thinking, toying with the idea as the witch gasped for breath. But Kerak does not realize that, even if you exterminate all the vermin, they return. A more subtle touch is required – one of control, rather than death.

			The witch choked on a burst of blood. It trickled, red and filthy, through her teeth onto the floor.

			Though, Alliddar snorted at her death throes, death can work, too. Sometimes.

			“Everybody has a weakness,” he whispered so that only she would hear. “Even I do.” He knelt beside her and brought his face close to the bars, earning her dying attention. “See, I often lie. It is how I became King of Olyanath. I lied about the eradication of Trenn, for example. I took credit for summoning Hatred there, and here I stand, a properly Feared monarch. Let me share this secret with you. I cannot control Hatred. No one can. But the people believe, and the people Fear, so –” He paused, noticing a tear sliding across the witch’s face. It excited him. It proved the experts wrong. 

			“See? Deceit is the only offensive that penetrates a Calm-Shield like yours, the only weakness of Mesmers. I lied just then as well. Do you get it? Do you see? Do you? I spoke as if I was Calm, while I was actually harnessing Passion. It was my Passion that brought out the stone spikes to impale you. You call me a butcher, but I did not kill that little girl. I lied about that, too. Kerak killed her, and her family, and about two dozen others. I could not risk depleting my Calm when surrounded by so many hostiles in the center of Breeze. Something I am sure a Ghostee like you can relate to. And besides, Kerak revels in it when I tell him to kill people, and I am nothing if not a generous, considerate leader.” 

			The witch gaped, her eyes wider than they should ever be, and one final breath escaped her mouth.

			Good riddance, Alliddar thought. You witches have no business with the living. Join your family in the Bleeding Chasms and allow us heroes to save Huravoth.

			“Understand this,” Alliddar spoke to the entire complex of cells, spreading his arms in satisfaction. “None of you Ghostees is safe. I will get you all eventually. Calm cannot protect you forever. No one is safe forever.” 

			He leaned against the wall at the end of the corridor, pulled out a red-bound diary, and returned to his thoughts. No company was as quiet and serene as the company of Ghostees, especially now that one of them had just died. Nothing cast better silence than death.

			I must remain cautious, Alliddar wrote in the diary. Ivy tells me Nye has taught her to swim, but I suspect a more intimate connection. They are getting dangerously close. Emittar is amassing an army. Kerak dares to argue with me. And wherever a significant event takes place, Trezoss’ and Savrin’s signatures are to be found. They are not lurking anymore. They are active. I need more allies. I need unity. I need people I can place my faith in.

			The insolent young Harbinger controlled Ivy rather well now, and gave no real cause for suspicion. Nye was one of the most brutal of the Sun Harbingers, loyal to the Order, too. Losing control over Vivien stung in Alliddar’s chest more as a father, than as a king. 

			“Nye is weak-minded,” Alliddar murmured, tapping his pen against his bearded chin. “Engulfed in a cloud of mystery, this Blackrook, especially with those eerie eyes of his. But he poses no threat whatsoever. I sense it in the low intensity of his feelings. If he dares to betray me, he will be easy prey. A fine choice for a successor, but I cannot trust him, not completely.“ 

			Kerak posed no greater menace than Nye. None of those simpletons did. But no one was quite trustworthy either. There are none, Alliddar wrote at last. I am alone. He shut the diary and pushed it into a deep pocket. 

			His steps thudded and his cape fluttered as he paced back and forth in front of the cells. Previous diary entries coursed through his mind – entries about his pretense to have fathered Ivy, his dangling trust in Nye, lies about having defeated Savrin – that last one hurt him to the core, now that he was not Calm. 

			That drowning witch! 

			He smacked the nearest wall in frustration, making the adjacent bars shudder. Then he harnessed Passion to bend the air and an unnatural wind hurled the bloodsoaked octopus doll back to his hand. Roaring, he tore it apart and threw the stuffing remains into the nearest cell. 

			“That creature!” he spat. “It has to be Savrin interfering with the night! Has to be!” He glanced at one of the meditating Mesmers as if for consolation, but the shuddering wall displayed more emotion than these dead quiet prisoners.  

			The night Savrin defeated him on the slopes of Scarlet Mountain returned to haunt his mind. She destroyed his entire army and got away. Oh, he’d pretended to be the victorious one. He’d pretended to have sacrificed his army for victory. Then, when he returned with Ivy from the ruins of Trenn, he’d pretended she was his daughter. The image of a silvery-haired princess was quite convincing.

			These lies became the foundation of his monarchy. Even Trezoss, his advisor at the time, was not privy to the charade. But, Chasms, it had become wearisome to be working alone. 

			“Your Majesty?” One of the prison guards called from above the stairs. They had instructions not to approach the cells on account of Mesmer prisoners being unpredictable. “Your Majesty, Harbinger Blackrook has returned with the princess. He mentioned something about a meeting with you.”

			I will tell Nye about the treasure, Alliddar decided. And I will marry him off to Ivy. Then I will have him lead our forces in a skirmish against Emittar while I locate that witch abomination, and put her down. Next to burn will be that snake, Trezoss. We will win. Good must win.

			“Tell him to await me in the gardens and prepare his pipe. I will be there shortly.” 

		

	

CHAPTER 18 
Phantom Attack
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			“The conscious and the subconscious engage in a war for control. Victories of the conscious feel like nirvana, catharsis, moments of clarity. Defeats are associated with Confusion, and happen rather often – every time the subconscious crunches through the conscious and casts its shade...” 

			—Session on sparring with the subconscious, Lesson Two, Part I

			“This is why I advise you never to summon Hatred,” Kerak was summarizing as Nye burst into his lecture. 

			Though he had spent quite some time in the Sun Temple, Nye felt like a guest in the small classroom. Little of his training had taken place in these spaces. Master Trezoss had marked him as an exception and mentored him in private. 

			Three young recruits - all men, of course - occupied the round, stone table, sketching in their notebooks. They must have been at an advanced stage in their training as they already wore the black and white uniforms of the Order.  

			Kerak’s sword rested on the table, pointing toward its owner, who gaped at Nye’s entrance. The blade glinted a reddish hue in the light of dusk, akin to how it had glowed fifteen years ago when it combusted into flames and burned everybody Nye had held dear, himself included.

			“Take it!” the voice hissed. “He’ll be defenseless! Decapitate him. Smash his body and burn the skull in azure flames!” 

			Not here, Nye replied, annoyed at the voice’s interference. Not yet. Not without Diane. We’re not strong enough.

			“We don’t need her! I have a plan!”

			Drown your plan. It involved Hatred, which would basically have been insane, not unlike the voice itself. 

			“Harbinger Nye,” Kerak spoke up. “This is highly inappropriate. We are in the middle of a session here.”

			He was wearing a new cape. The old one must have been damaged beyond repair during his recent mission in Breeze. 

			“This is urgent, Kerak,” Nye said, spitting the name like a curse. “And besides, this lesson of yours was weak to begin with.” He tilted his chin toward the blackboard, where a scribbled diagram described the process of summoning Anger. Judging by the title, Kerak was teaching it as an example of the reliving memories technique. 

			“Reliving memories is reliable alright,” Nye explained. “It gets your feelings where they need to go, but it’s drownright slow. At least, this version is. The Circle’s a far better technique – smoother, and roots more properly into instinct.” 

			“The Circle?” one of the students asked, to which Nye rolled his eyes and shook his head at Kerak. 

			“The Circle, yes,” Nye replied with a sigh. “Adding logic into the system. Allow your logic to demand an emotion, yearn to feel it, then feel it. The likes of Kerak won’t teach you that, though. You need a proper teacher for that one.” 

			There weren't any since Trezoss had left, and even if he'd stayed, it was becoming clearer and clearer that Nye understood The Circle better than anyone. Better than Trezoss himself. 

			Admittedly, it came to him so easily because of his illness, because he couldn’t distinguish imagination from reality. For him, the method was to want to feel something, imagine himself feeling it –

			And the sentiment immediately followed. My condition... a boon and a bane, Trezoss called it.

			“But why are you so violent?” The voice squeaked. “It has nothing to do with me…” 

			Not now! Hush – 

			One of the recruits opened his mouth to speak, but Nye waved him off and gestured at the door. Kerak didn't seem to mind. He just stared at him through narrowed eyes. More wrinkles appeared on his face by the second, and his sparse hair seemed grayer than usual. Barely forty years old, he already looked weary with age.

			“Out,” Nye told the recruits. They remained seated, still and quiet, shifting their eyes from Kerak to Nye and back.

			“That way, boys,” Nye grunted, pointing with his thumb. He wasn't authorized to command the class, but his recent meeting with Alliddar hinted of change. The king had mentioned something about a promotion, and about doubts he had, regarding Kerak.

			“Not so clever as to whom he puts his trust in,” the voice jested in the back of Nye’s head. “For a politician, I mean. I guess the princess got her gullibility from her father. Who was the mother, by the way?”

			You never stop, do you?

			“Nope.” 

			Kerak finally suggested that the recruits leave the classroom, pointing at the doorway. Nye joined his fists as they passed by, grinning at the young apprentices as they passed him by.

			“What is the meaning of this?” Kerak asked as the last recruit shut the door. He pulled out the silver coin and started flipping it in a slow rhythm.

			“Now!” the voice urged, sounding dim behind the shield of Nye’s Calm. 

			Nye disregarded it with relative ease. Whether he would attack Kerak or not was his choice - his own - and had nothing to do with the voice.

			“I hear you’ve been to Breeze,” Nye said, fixating on Kerak's weapon on the table.

			“I have.”

			“Did you run into those so-called Harbinger Hunters? The assassins?” 

			Kerak shook his head.

			“So they're still out there,” Nye continued. “I'm surprised they didn't confront you.” He pulled out his pipe, lit the weeds with a tiny Anger-flame from the tip of his finger, and immediately returned to Calm. “You gave them quite the opportunity.”

			Kerak shrugged at that. “My estimation is that they were long gone, and the king agrees.” 

			“I'm glad you mentioned his majesty,” Nye said. His right hand wandered around his chest, keeping close to the concealed grip of his dagger. “His daughter told me you've been acting… improperly.” 

			“Did she now?” Kerak responded. He leaned against the table with his free hand, appearing quite relaxed. “What did she say?”

			“She mentioned something. Something that sounded an awful lot like a threat.”

			“Women's lies.” Kerak chuckled, dismissing Nye’s comment with a wave of his hand. He reached for his sword, alarming Nye, but soon enough he had sheathed it with a slow creak. 

			“Is that so?” Nye asked. “Did you not tell her to watch her back then? To beware of these… Harbinger Hunters?” 

			“This message was directed at you, Harbinger Nye, not the princess. Besides, I was humbly concerned for your welfare. Nothing nefarious intended.”

			Right, Nye noted, rolling his eyes. My welfare. Except that you sent me on a supposedly impossible witch hunt in Dinjen Forest two weeks ago, remember? Somehow, you arranged reinforcements for the target and almost had me cornered –

			“Nothing nefarious at all,” the voice concurred and giggled. 

			“What about your welfare, Keri?” Nye asked, exhaling a swell puff of smoke. “The king tells me he had to clean up after your mess in Breeze –”

			“The king?” Kerak asked, focused on the flipping of his coin. He suddenly stopped and grabbed it in his fist. 

			“Oh yes,” Nye confirmed. “I’m the most welcome guest in the Black Acropolis nowadays. I even sleep in the princess' chambers sometimes, if you can believe it. Took a bath there, too. I’ll spare you the rest of the details.”

			Kerak flinched at that. Good, Nye thought. I knew the murderous muckface had a soft spot for Ivy’s status.

			“Who wouldn’t,” the voice sounded a phantom giggle. “She’s pretty. That silver hair, that smooooooth skin –”

			Shut the Chasms up. 

			“We’ve started to hold routine meetings,” Nye continued, turning his back on Kerak and roaming between the empty chairs, “the king and I. We smoke, we play chess, and we discuss my relationship with his daughter. He seems very satisfied with me… he told me just now that he’s considering marrying us. Fancy that. We haven’t seen a proper marriage ceremony in Olyanath for over a decade.” He stopped by the farthest wall, right under a portrait of Alliddar wearing the emerald crown. 

			“I’ve never had a taste for talking about people behind their back,” Nye continued, “but the king did mention his disappointment with your work in Breeze. He hinted that he might make me the Head of the Order in your stead.” 

			Kerak took this like an arrow to the gut, a gasp escaping his mouth as his Calm-shield flickered out and back into existence. The glow waned there, for a split second. 

			The position was not all that prestigious. The Head of the Sun Harbingers merely conveyed Alliddar’s orders. Still, Kerak clearly valued his proximity to royalty. He would mourn the loss of the prestige. 

			“There’s a new royal butt-licker in town, Keri,” Nye concluded, stretching his arms and flexing his shoulders. “And the king prefers my pipeweed to your... whatever perversions you engage in to earn his favor.”

			Kerak put the coin in his pocket, nodded to himself, and became a blur. He reappeared right in front of Nye, towering above him, and pressed his hand against Nye’s chest as hard as his Calm-shield allowed. 

			“It’s a drop treacherous to threaten your future king, Keri.” Nye said, focusing on his breath. It would be madness to risk losing control, proper life-threatening madness, not Madness’ asinine madness. His hand did venture to the hilt of his dagger, though, resting on its cold grip.

			“Yes! Push him! Make him snap! We can beat him!” The voice’s tone escalated with excitement, to which Nye’s teeth rattled in defiance.

			“The dead cannot rule,” Kerak said, low and gruff. 

			Yet here I am, Nye thought, soon to be your king, even though you killed me once. He swallowed the urge to laugh. 

			“You don’t want to make an enemy of me,” Nye hissed and exhaled a puff of smoke right into Kerak’s face. 

			“You stole the princess from my grasp,” Kerak said through gritted teeth, raising his hand from Nye's chest to his throat to exert as much force as he could. It started glowing in shifting red and orange, and it felt warm, but it was otherwise harmless against the Calm-shield. “It is you who had made us enemies.”

			You burned my family, Nye couldn’t help thinking. And seared my eyes into these globs of rotten, sooty meat. “You never had her,” he taunted. “Fool.”

			“And you never will.” Kerak’s voice turned into an aggressive whisper. He squeezed on Nye's throat more and more until the shield pulsed with repellence and pushed him off.

			“Now,” Kerak said, easily finding his balance. “If you would –” He pointed at the door.

			Can’t fight him, Nye confirmed to himself, somewhat hoping the voice was listening this time. Not yet. As Alliddar said, all tasks are complicated if one fails to employ the correct instruments. In this case it is Diane, or at least her powers.

			“Then let's go fetch our correct instrument,” the voice said, “it’s time.” 

			“Be careful, Keri,” Nye said, slipping by the bulky Harbinger. He let go of the hilt of his dagger as he approached the door. “Play with fire, and it ends up playing you.”

			Fully prepared to return to The Hut and talk to Diane about progressing their plan, Nye pulled open the door and the three recruits fell in. Evidently, they’d been eavesdropping. 

			Nye studied them with swelling pity. Quite depressing, he couldn’t help thinking, seeing these innocents learning from such a bad teacher. This poor bunch was being directed along false paths, brainwashed by daft, misogynistic creeds.

			The Sun Harbingers need rescuing, too, he realized, like the women of Huravoth, and Huravoth itself.

			“So selfless of you,” the voice murmured. Nye could almost hear it smirking. “What about you? Don’t you need saving? Not that you deserve it.”

			I would only consider myself saved if you’d stopped bothering me.

			“Oh, we’ll wait until you die, then. See what happens.”

			“One more thing,” Nye said as the recruits returned to their seats at the table. “Before I go. Assassins or not, Kerak, you threaten me again, and I swear I'll send your scalded carcass down the Bleeding Chasm.”

			“Is that a threat, Harbinger Nye?”

			“A threat?” Nye called and puffed on his pipe as he showed Kerak the back of his head. “No, Kerak. I'm not like you. I don't waste my breath on threatening people. I just kill them.”

			Kerak sounded a loud snort before replying. “Get it into that smoke-filled skull of yours, Blackrook. I'm stronger than you. Defy me, and I will finish you.”

			Nye chuckled at that, summoned Confidence, and dashed off.

			***

			“Now that - THAT - is what I call a threat,” the voice echoed, practically quivering in triumph. “Our welfare, he said. Bah! He knows something about those assassins, I could smell it in his tones.” It jabbered on and on about the encounter as Nye jumped from building to building, crossing the city in the night. 

			The problem was that, to uphold his threat, Nye needed Diane’s aid – the same Diane who hesitated to offer him advice when asked, and adamantly refused to disclose the contrivance of her powers.  

			Most Fervorists didn’t have it in them to explain how their powers worked, and while Diane wasn’t most Fervorists, she was exceedingly secretive. 

			“She won’t surrender Fervoring lessons.” The voice spoke against a background of sarcastic laughter. “She never has in the past. But it always gives you such a succulent excuse to punch her.”

			Disturbingly tempted, his knuckles itching for a good punch, Nye was dashing to The Hut with the blurry motion of Confidence speed. 

			“You’re not ashamed of this?” the voice taunted in squeaky tones. “Not even a little?” 

			No, Nye replied, stopping atop a high building at the edge of the first district. Her defiance stands in our way to victory, both mine and hers. It earns her a punch to the face.

			“True, that,” the voice said. “But I know you. You’d have found another reason to hurt her, given different circumstances.”

			Nye groaned, tilting his head back in frustration and listening to the Western Winds of Night fluttering his mantle. Ocean’s mercy, having a chatty subconscious made repression and denial drowning impossible. 

			“You're not ashamed of this?” it repeated. “Not even a little?” it softened from one echo to the next, until an entirely different voice conquered Nye’s attention.

			“Senspirity is not about battles.” Nova's words struck him from between the whispers of the wind.

			He blinked and found himself back in Dinjen Forest, in a different skin, looking through different eyes, and answering to a different name. It was their last autumn together, and they were sitting up on a thick branch, high above the ground. He was leaning against the trunk, Nova in his lap. Her hair was glittering in gold under the rays of sunlight that pierced through the canopies. She inspired him, somehow sounding both soft and rugged at the same time. 

			Autumn leaves were swirling about. Nova caught one of them and eyed it with curiosity.

			“Senspirity is about... it’s about defeating the darkness of uncertainty, you know? Think about it, Neoro. Every time we summon an emotion, we feel resolute, empowered, triumphant even. It’s an incredible feeling, isn’t it? Beyond compare. Understanding ourselves, or should I say – redefining ourselves, is the best feeling there is. It is where lies and truth meet. I wish I could feel that all the time –”

			Fire raged about in a sudden burst. It howled and ravaged the forest around them. 

			Nye snapped out of it, finding himself on the rooftop of another building, his throat was choked with grief. It had been fifteen years since Kerak murdered her, but, Bleeding Chasms… with his illness, the memories felt so tangible that they defied the healing powers of time. The grief just wouldn’t ease. 

			“We should have killed Kerak.” Nye spoke out loud, sounding differently than he remembered himself. Sounding like – 

			“Like me!” Madness hurt within his head like a hammer striking his skull. Had the phantom voice just spoken through his actual lips? 

			Drown that!

			He couldn’t face Diane in this state, nor consider the suspicions about Kerak and the assassins. Any further steps would have to wait a couple of days until he recovered. 

			Approaching the edge of the rooftop, Nye turned and jumped in the direction of the Black Acropolis instead of toward The Hut. 

			Madness’ phantom voice returned in midair. “You belong to me, Nye!” It shouted, looming over him like a shadow. “No less than I belong to you!” 

			It crushed his Confidence, draining him of power. He couldn't harness it while his subconscious took so much of his strength. His legs trembled. His fists clenched as if by a will of their own. 

			“Stop it,” Nye murmured, crashing hard on his knees, flipping and rolling on the rooftop. He spasmed, every muscle in his body contracted to the point of pain and beyond. “Just stop it. You're a mere subconscious. How can you even talk...”

			“The subconscious always talks,” it said. “You are just bad at shushing me. Or, maybe, effective in understanding me. Most people refer to my kin as a tug.”

			“What do you want?” Nye blurted, feeling dismembered, defeated, crazy. 

			“Same as you.” It sounded sincere. “Same as anyone. I want what I don’t have.” It went on, blabbering about its necessity and credit. Every word was shrill in Nye’s ears, hurting and drilling in as if looking to pull something out. Something… some thought – 

			“There!” the voice shouted in joy and whistled as it drew on Nye’s memories of his victims – Diane’s scream as he butchered her father. Lylin's cold stare as her mother twitched in a puddle of blood. Mother's whimper as she entered the clinic to find Kerak pulling his sword from the stomach of one of her daughters, while the other one was already dead on the carpet. Mother had never forgiven Nye for not stopping Kerak. Who would?

			“I...” Nye murmured, “I saved some, too!” He barely remembered them. He tried not to get attached to the people he didn’t kill. He just sent them off after a night in The Hut, telling them to lie low. Children mostly, but adults sometimes, too – about twenty of them, spread across Huravoth. He’d killed about five times that number. 

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer,” the voice was speaking through Nye’s lips again. It tasted bitter, as if his tongue was made of coal. “You’re no better than Kerak. He, at least, kills innocents to save others from eternal night. But you? You do it for petty vengeance! And what of your violence toward the people closest to you? Can’t you see how irrelevant your intentions are? We’re all monsters, Nye. You, me, the king, Kerak, even the princess. What would Nova say if she was here?”

			Nye groaned, feeling a drop of relief as the voice finally quit its scolding. Strong as this phantom entity was, its bursts of power had cooled off as fast as they heated up. It went back to speaking from the back of his head, softer and not so harmful, but still annoying. 

			“Why so keen on hurting your friends?” it asked. “Enjoy the cries? The knocking sound of knuckles against bones? Ah, it’s delicious when you feel blame.”

			Out! Of! My! Head! Nye pleaded. I don’t want to be weak! I can’t afford weakness! You won’t beat me! Beat please, oh heart of false and mold...

			The voice vanished against Nye's chanting and retreated to the darkness from whence it came. Serenity washed Nye’s mind with blessed light, almost dazzling. It comforted his wounds and refreshed his sanity. His muscles loosened to the sound of the poem. Relaxed, Nye shook the spasm off and hauled himself back to his feet. 

			“That jabbering sludge,” he muttered. “A boon and a bane – what mucktalk.”

			He glanced down the street, scouring it for Trezoss. “A gift – hah,” he jeered, as if recalling the man's lessons would summon him like a feeling. “Drown you, Trezoss. My subconscious has gone rogue and you call it a gift.” 

			Instinct drew him to Anger, to fight, to let loose, but he joined his fists and summoned Calm instead. Relaxation filled him, and for a moment it felt like the Western Winds had ceased, and the city below had stilled.  

			The Circle, you drownhead, Nye thought, sorting out his breathing. Use The Circle. It controls thoughts, too, like emotions.

			With his lips curving into a little grin and his eyes feasting on the view of the city, Nye organized his thoughts like the captain of disobedient soldiers. He stood them in line to take commands from his logic and nothing else.

			The voice began when Kerak hurt me, he remembered, inhaling deeply, when he harnessed my Fear to inflict the worst pain imaginable. It still hurt. Fifteen years later, the echoes of the pain still hurt. Nye grabbed his pulsing forehead, giving an involuntary grunt. 

			“Be wary not to lie to yourself,” the voice hissed as if creeping over his shoulder. “Are you sure you can distinguish memory from dream? When the princess kisses you, who are you really kissing?”

			Shut up. Everything’s a lie, a lie we tell ourselves. Nova would say it doesn’t matter.

			“Doesn’t matter?” it argued, eerily peaceful. Then its tones softened into a feminine voice. Nova’s voice. “Everything is the truth, Neoro. Even when it contradicts. A truth we tell ourselves.” 

			Chasms, was that voice helpful. It hurt, sure, and was drownright crazy, but it nailed her philosophy spot on. 

			“It wasn’t your fault,” Nova’s voice whispered. He saw her now, her sapphire eyes embedded in a burnt face. Her black, ashen lips crumbling further to dust with every word she spoke. “I Cared for you, Neoro. When Kerak hurt you, I chose to keep Caring. It hurt, but it was my choice.”

			Yet another lie. Or another truth. Either way, it felt empowering. Apparently, the phantom voice could lift him up as well. A boon and a bane, indeed.

			“Let me kill him, Nye,” Madness returned, “please. For her.”

			Nye swapped to Confidence and dashed on. Nothing like a twenty-yard leap to come to terms with one's issues. The Western Winds buffeted him as he pushed through the air.

			At least his feelings belonged to him – thank Trezoss and The Circle for that. Perhaps that was why his subconscious had become this aggressive Madness entity – because Nye had stolen the domain of emotions from it. 

			Fine, Nye replied at last. If Diane won’t help us kill Kerak, I’ll consider going with your plan. Ocean’s mercy, I will, crazy as this plan may be.

			“Good,” the voice said, sounding lucid all of a sudden, clearer than ever before. “But you should know that the plan doesn’t involve killing Alliddar. It involves becoming his ally.”

			Well, drown that, then.
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CHAPTER 19 
Adapting to Adoption
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			“No, I’m not teaching you everything I know, and yes, I have trained others before you. Two witches, Adrienne and Savrin, were my first pupils. Yes, that Savrin. After them, I trained a man from Petalian who left The Circle and abused his powers to summon mere happiness. Then an Empath from Dinjen, and now you. I also advise King Alliddar sometimes, but I have nothing to teach that man, Senspirity or otherwise…”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Four, Part I 

			Lylin drifted off while Diane and Mother were at each other’s throats. Their bickering had picked up where it left off yesterday morning. Diane had defended Nye, while Mother insisted that he was absolutely beyond redemption. All behind his back, of course. Mother refrained from bringing it up in the Harbinger’s presence. 

			Both black and white. Lylin repeated Diane’s explanation in her mind. He’s both black and white at the same time. 

			Having finished her breakfast, Lylin found herself fidgeting with a fork, waiting for the argument to stop. Grin jolted her back to reality by joining the yelling.

			“We’ve been over this, Mother!” Grin stood up and struck the table with a loud thud. “It’s stupid to blame a nail for making a hole, right? It’s the hammer’s fault for hitting it. Nye was never responsible to begin with, so you can’t hold him accountable. You can’t accuse him.” 

			Mother’s name now tasted less strange on Lylin’s tongue. Ma - her real Ma - wouldn’t mind her having a new parent in these somber circumstances. 

			“It’s easier for you, Grin,” Mother argued in elevated tones, “but what of your sisters?” she kicked her chair back and stood up. “Lylin and Diane have lost far more than you.”

			“Excuse me?” Grin snapped, her hands clenched into quivering fists. “How so?”

			“You practically invited the Harbingers into your home, Grin.” Mother said, maintaining a flat expression. “You wanted your abusive family dead. By the Red Abyss, you wanted yourself dead! Nye saved you. You lost nothing in his attack.” 

			“WHAT?!” 

			“Enough!” Diane cut in sharply. She glanced at Grin, who looked like she was about to spit fire, then concentrated on Mother with patient rage. 

			The tense silence around the table held Lylin in suspense with nothing to say. How the Chasms do the three of you live under one roof? 

			It felt wrong to see an older lady like Mother arguing alone, but Lylin refrained from picking sides. Mother may have been sullen, but she had a presence when she argued. A combination of age and that authoritative voice of hers exerted influence on the rare occasions when she actually talked. 

			“It’s not a competition,” Diane said, grabbing the last bite of her omelet. “It doesn’t matter who lost more. All sides are losers in war.”

			War that we will soon end, Lylin thought. She smirked and summoned Valor, just like Diane had taught her, redirecting her thoughts to courageous goals. I will kill the king. That will cheer Mother up and make Diane so proud. The woes of the entire city will evaporate like mists in daylight.

			D had explained that summoning Valor required accepting responsibility and rejecting humility. It was a smooth sail from there, focusing on thoughts of liberating Olyanath, and harnessing the associated power, had granted Lylin incredible strength and resilience. 

			With that in mind, Lylin reached under the table and lifted the side of her skirt while the others exchanged venomous glares. She jabbed the fork at the bare skin of her thigh and her smirk widened as the spikes bent when she applied force. Valor had toughened her skin, making it as hard as stone.

			More than anything, summoning Valor had become Lylin’s mechanism of curbing grief. It felt purposeful, like life had been unkind only to prepare her for something greater. 

			Diane had taught her more than just that. These past two weeks, she’d taught her about Confidence too, about martial arts, Olyanath history, and the basic politics of the royal family. Apparently, Alliddar wanted all female Senspiriters gone, but only them. Emittar, his banished brother, wanted the entire art gone, regardless of gender. For that, Alliddar had sent him into exile.

			Realizing that Senspiritic powers were rather easily accessible had been frightening in the beginning, but D assured her that common Confusion - even a mild form - inhibited the harnessing of emotions for power. That, plus the regulations of the Sun Harbingers against illegal Senspirity, had prevented the city from filling up with incredibly powerful individuals. 

			Grin, on the other hand, had spent these two weeks teaching Lylin nothing except how to curse. Not only the words, but also to appreciate them, and how to time them right. When Lylin asked, Diane had explained that Grin’s vocabulary had developed like that because of her inability to control her Anger. Fascinating, that. It seemed that Senspiritic powers reflected the Senspiriter’s personality. 

			“Ending the war is not Nye’s main concern,” Mother said at last, breaking the silence. “He is a Harbinger. All he does is kill, and kill and kill –” She stopped to cough. 

			“You lis –” Diane started.

			“No, you listen to me!” Mother’s voice was hoarse. “Violence runs in that man’s blood! He was born of violence! Ocean’s mercy, those corrupt eyes of his are not the eyes of a hero, and you, Diane, should know this better than anyone! He doesn’t deserve your protection, nor your forgiveness.”

			Provoked, Diane raised her hand to slam at the table, but she stopped midway. She grabbed Lylin by the arm, nodded to Grin and scowled at Mother.

			“Come on,” she said, “we’re going out. I need some air.” She yanked Lylin to her feet. With her free hand, Diane commanded the house key to float to her and slide into the side pocket of her dress. 

			She can do anything... 

			“Don't feel obliged to join us, Grin,” Diane said as they pushed past her. “We’re going into the city. Boring stuff.”

			“All the more reason you need me,” Grin declared, tossing her hair, which reeked of her recent practice. “Just let me change into a clean dress first. You’re not leaving me here.” 

			***

			Lylin found Olyanath teeming with things. 

			People moved things, sold things, shouted, carried, decorated and played music with things – green things, mostly, with silver and gold ornaments in celebratory themes. Other things were jumping above between the rooftops. Confitaxes, as Grin called them, were Senspiriters who harnessed Confidence to hire themselves out for jobs that required fast travel. 

			Lylin and Grin sauntered through the crowded boulevard at a little distance behind Diane. She preferred walking faster and alone, as if she had a destination in mind, though she didn’t mention any. She only stopped once, when some blond lady in a cloak bumped into her near The Hut. After that, nothing stopped D from marching through the masses of busy grown-ups, piercing the crowds like a sunbeam through a cloud. 

			 “So festive,” Grin muttered. She grabbed Lylin’s hand and followed the path that Diane had carved for them through the people. “See? Women labor to honor the king’s celebration. Upside-down, if you ask me.” 

			The king’s celebration, Lylin repeated in her heart. Unfamiliar with the tradition, she sought information in the various decorations hanging from the balconies. The phrase Union Day recurred in gold stitches across most of the signs.

			Diane had told her about the king. This Union Day must be the anniversary of the day that Alliddar had annexed Dinjen Forest, Breeze, and Windsend to Olyanath’s monarchy. That was twenty-one years ago, when he sacrificed an army to defeat Savrin on the slopes of Scarlet Mountain. 

			More importantly, the Union Day celebration was the date that Nye and Diane had set for their assassination of the king. This would be Lylin’s inauguration - the day she would do something significant for the first time.

			Less than three weeks remain… it’s too fast.

			They’d formed an outline of a plan, too. Nye ought to marry the princess first, so he would later inherit the throne and labor to undo Alliddar’s laws. As for the celebration itself - Diane was charged with stealth and diversion, Grin with spreading chaos in the city, Nye with general security, Mother with medical assistance, and Lylin’s task was to deliver a precise strike to the king’s heart.

			The celebratory decorations suddenly made her stomach churn. 

			What if I fail? What then?

			“The women of Olyanath accepted their shackles,” Grin grunted, exercising her talent to emphasize what hurt most. Indeed, women were climbing ladders and carrying heavy loads while men supervised the beautifying of the city. The victory that Olyanath would celebrate on Union Day had been paid for by the dead, and by an entire gender in servitude. 

			“We’re going to stop this,” Lylin whispered, tightening her grip on Grin’s hand. “Right? When we kill the king, we’ll make everyone free and equal.” 

			“Sounds so righteous when you say it like that,” Grin chuckled. “Sure, yea. We’ll make everyone free and equal.”  

			They followed Diane into an alley where she stopped and waited for them to join her. The dark passage wound in an odd pattern but it provided a quiet shortcut away from the clamor of the crowds. Diane beckoned to them from the shadow of an arch. 

			“Isn’t it dangerous?” Lylin asked, glancing at the deeper shadows ahead. “I mean…” she hesitated, fretful that some bum or a passing stranger might be listening in the gloomy alley. “You know - us, out in the open…”

			“It’s only dangerous for anyone who encounters D,” Grin said, fixing the strap of her dress over her slim shoulder. That cheap red garment made her look like an urchin who lived in gloomy alleys like this one. 

			“Because she can harness Passion?” 

			If something like that were to echo… if someone overheard… 

			“You could say that,” Grin chuckled, expressing no worries whatsoever. “Or you could just say that whatever Diane wants to happen will happen, unless it involves the will of someone else. Fervorists are as scarce and weird as they are powerful. I swear I once saw her turn the Western Winds of Night to Eastern. Felt sick, I did. Wouldn’t be surprised if she could have stopped The Mazriv itself if she’d been there 500 years ago.”

			Or if she could conjure another one, Lylin noted, grimacing and gulping in dread. She recovered quickly, recalling the limits that Diane had taught her. 

			Senspirity waned over distance, Diane’s power included. She could dominate nature in close proximity, but her power and accuracy were reduced from far away. She couldn’t possibly raise a wave that washed the entire world, like The Mazriv did, nor could she stop the nights from getting longer. Diane did mention something about trying to pull up the Sun to stop it from hurrying down to the horizon, but she said it wouldn’t budge. Either the Sun was too far away or too big, or both. 

			The alley twisted and turned. The further they went, the more confined Lylin felt between the walls. She missed the forest, where even when surrounded by foliage, she could at least climb it. Stone buildings offered few crevices for such climbing.

			Her body quivered with an urge to summon Valor. She could test her jumping skills with its power, see how high it would launch her – perhaps high enough to leap right out of the dark alley. But Grin and Diane warned against using Senspirity outside The Hut. They said the Sun Harbingers deployed Empaths across the city to sense these things, and summoning Valor would reveal her aura, or something. 

			Thankfully, Senspiritic auras that radiated from The Hut were overlooked. The house officially belonged to a Harbinger, after all. Alas, out in the streets of Olyanath, Lylin felt even more cramped than in The Hut’s basement, and testing her power in the city would have to wait until after Union Day, until after they killed the king.

			“By the way,” Grin blurted, rubbing the nape of her neck, “sorry about that idiotic argument. Mother can be a real tar sometimes.” 

			Tar meaning cold-hearted, Lylin presumed. Diane explained that Mother’s attitude came from her past. The woman actively rejected Senspiritic Care, clinging instead to medical research into the living body.

			D said the process of repressing one’s Empathic instincts would make anyone a drop bitter. “Tar” sounded sufficiently bleak to describe what Mother had become. She had, however, become more communicative recently, since Nye had been spending more time with the princess and less in The Hut.

			“I don’t know,” Lylin murmured, shrugging in reluctance. “I guess I’d prefer joking around. Lucin and I always played tricks on each other after breakfast. But I don’t mind the arguments. It’s just another way to get to know you people.” 

			Grin snorted and released Lylin’s hand to wrap her arms around herself. “There ain’t that much to learn,” she said. “Diane and I are here to help Nye kill that fart king and reshape Olyanath into a better drowning kingdom, but Mother’s grown tired of hearing about it. Fourteen years of Chasm-deep grief and zero progress have cost the woman her faith, I think. And that’s about it. We’re done when the king’s done.”

			“So, things end there?” Lylin asked. A chilling shock hit her spine and spread to her legs. She paused on the spot, her eyes widening in what would soon become panic.

			“Don’t be so dramatic,” Grin said, yanking Lylin back into action. “We’re not going to die or anythin’, just go on with our lives. Maybe get some, who knows.” 

			Lylin’s brow furrowed in puzzlement, and Grin burst out laughing into cupped hands. “Ask D sometime,” she said, wiping her mouth and giggling some more. “I’d bet my best dress that she can flirt. She says she’s going out for groceries, but she comes back late, exhausted, and suspiciously satisfied. Plus she’s so attractive… how I envy her…”

			That makes two of us, Lylin noted. She felt drawn to Diane, who had just exited the alley up ahead of them. Her straight posture singled her out, along with that silky raven hair, and the way even her casual dress looked classy in daylight. Any outfit looked elegant on her, no matter how ragged or torn. Adding her ability to harness Passion made D as capable as she was pretty, as though nothing could stop her once she started walking where she chose to go. Not crowds, nor enemies, not even a literal wall. It felt like an honor to be merely her adopted sister.

			“I could never lead like her,” Grin added. “I don’t know what I’ll do in the future. But hey,” she nudged Lylin gently with her elbow, “if you bulk up, you can join them Confitaxes.”

			“I…” Lylin mumbled absentmindedly, following Diane, “… I wonder what Mother meant when –” She stopped dead at the sight of central Olyanath. Out in the fierce sunshine, Lylin was compelled to shade her eyes against the dazzling view. 

			Arrays of buildings glittered with ivoryn ornaments like diamonds, just as Diane had promised. The sidewalk was flanked by a smooth-looking lawn of the most vivid green. 

			The road had a slight curve to it, aligning the entire street as part of a wide circle. Alliddar’s palace, the Black Acropolis, loomed over it all at the center, reflecting a sinister combination of violet, crimson and - well, black - from its giant walls.

			Curious, that. 

			Everyone knew that Alliddar’s palace was built from ivoryn, which also graced other buildings in the street. The dark shades of the Black Acropolis, however, looked like an evil twin in comparison to the typical silver sheen of the prestigious metal.

			On the other side, poetically next to the Sun, the spires of the Sun Temple clawed toward the sky from afar, completing the view in bright contrast to the Black Acropolis.

			Festival preparations, apparently, had not yet reached the city center. Men in fine suits filled this street instead of working crowds, alongside other men in red uniform. The slow music of string instruments floated from a nearby restaurant, but the sound of the passing wagons and their horses spoiled it.

			Discomfort stung Lylin to the pit of her stomach. She felt underdressed in a way that would draw everyone’s eyes: old boots, a skirt, and a blouse that didn’t fit.

			“Sisters,” Diane said, spreading her arms as if owning the view, “welcome to Mazriv Main. Amazing what they can do with ivoryn, isn’t it?”

			Grin sighed in evident frustration. “D,” she hissed, keeping her voice down, “what the Chasms? Broad daylight, Bridler officers everywhere, we’ll get caught!”

			Diane gestured at the alley. They went back between the shadowed walls. “I’ll make us invisible,” she said. “I need the practice. Any possible scenario in which we kill the king will require this power. Don’t give me that face – I’ll make us silent, too. I’ve been bending the sounds of your explosions this entire week, remember?”

			“No go,” Grin replied, pointing her thumb down. “There are sensor Empaths everywhere, D. They'll pick up on your aura. You can’t make that invisible.” 

			“We’ll be quick. We just need to sneak into that crevice, behind the short building over there –” She started to point, but Grin caught her arm midway and pushed it down.

			“Don’t bother,” Grin hissed over D’s yelp of surprise. “I ain’t coming. Neither’s the redhead. If Nye’s craziness has rubbed off on you, that’s your problem.”

			“Fine,” Diane muttered. She shook off Grin’s grasp with a swift wave and stepped out of the dark alley back into the sparkling, sunlit street. “I wanted you to be there when I find out the truth about ivoryn, but if you insist –”

			“We insist,” Grin cut her off by folding her arms firmly. “Boring city stuff, my ass, by the way. I knew you were up to something. Just don’t let your curiosity get you killed.”

			Diane snorted, then did something with her fingers, a motion that resembled a spider crawling, and with that, she vanished. 

			Body language - often expressed by crooked fingers - must have helped D to focus her Passion’s commands. Ma had similar techniques.

			“Don’t wait up.” Diane’s voice came from her general direction. “I have more plans for tonight outside the city.”

			Grin snorted in reply, grabbed Lylin, and pulled her deeper into the alley.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 20 
Ivoryn
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			“…You make a fine student, but whether you will be my last, I cannot say. I have my own goals, and while they align with your campaign against the king, I cannot say that they are identical. I’m afraid that Alliddar’s death, while inevitable, will only set in motion more perilous times.” 

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Four, Part II

			Diane dashed down the glittering boulevard of Mazriv Main unnoticed. The light she reflected bent away from the Bridler officers and the rest of the streets, as well as the sounds she produced. To the world, Diane was invisible and silent.

			Grin had made a valid point, though, about Passionate aura being visible to the network of sensor Empaths deployed across the city. Nye described this aura as a thick cloud of purple fumes that he could see even with his eyes closed, so long as he harnessed Care. Any Empath could sense it, and because of the scarcity of Fervorists, Passionate auras drew even more suspicion. Luring Sun Harbingers into a skirmish did not necessarily scare her, but she’d left The Hut earlier to avoid conflict, not to seek it.

			That, and to find answers about ivoryn.

			Thankfully, the city crowds emitted thousands of auras, resulting in a chaotic mêlée of colors and shapes over the masses. Diane couldn’t see them, but she presumed this jumble of auras would cover her own like a smokescreen, granting a period of grace for using her powers undetected. 

			Cautious, but not remotely threatened by the situation, she hastened down the road between the jewel-like, glimmering buildings.

			Panting, sweating, and itching in her temples, Diane hoisted up the hem of her skirt to assist her sprint and finally slid into another dark alley, directly below the sign of the ivoryn arms dealer’s shop that she’d come to spy on. Hidden behind a parked wagon, she crouched and stopped harnessing Passion, becoming physically visible. Her aura, however, would disperse in a moment.

			“Drowning sensors,” she whispered, wiping sweat from her brow. She sat down, leaning against the wagon’s back wheel, and started counting. Any sensors who may have spotted her aura would have lost interest by the time she was done. Biding her time, Diane examined the arms dealer’s premises from the outside. It had a front window, thankfully - that would make bending light from inside easier - and two entrances: one to the main street, one back here in the alley. Curiously, it had no chimney. She’d expected a place where they forged weapons from rare metal to have at least minimal air ventilation.  

			Ninety-nine. One hundred.

			Diane pulled herself up, determined to learn about ivoryn, and harnessed Passion. Brows furrowed in resolve, fingers crooked almost by a mind of their own, her body stilled, falling into a trance.

			Light and air obeyed her desire like muscles. The former bent and angled through the window and the latter crept under the back door, meeting her eyes and ears. It created a vision that revealed the shop’s interior out of thin air, like a visual overlay pasted on the wall of the alley. 

			A blurry counter to the left became more tangible the longer she held the vision, and more details materialized shortly after – no actual weapons were displayed around the room, but the themed decor filled it with hanging pictures of shining weaponry, lamps shaped like blades, empty weapon-stands of various shapes scattered around the space, and the tablecloth on the counter – 

			That cloth attracted her attention. It bore a woven picture of a red garden of ivoryl flowers. Diane recognized the plant from a similar picture they’d had back in Petalian, her hometown. The cloth portrayed a handful of flowers with their unique silver stem and red petals. In theory, these flowers could transform into ivoryn, and myth had it that entire fields of transformed flora were drowned by The Mazriv. Centuries of water pressure then reshaped the gardens into smooth plateaux of ivoryn, which Breezians mined nowadays in Ocean’s domain.

			Scientific as it sounded, hundreds of years had passed since anyone saw an actual ivoryl flower, making it hard to believe that it provided the entirety of ivoryn in the world, or any at all.

			The ivoryn arms dealers must have kept art depicting ivoryl flowers out of respect for the alleged source of their precious material. To Diane, however, these legends of The Mazriv and anything related sounded like something Alliddar had made up – ivoryl flowers included.

			Finally, the vision revealed two men, one behind the counter, the other approaching from the entrance. Their voices were muffled. Reluctantly, Diane shifted her palms to face down, commanding a stronger focus on sound instead of light. It cost the accuracy of the room's image, resulting in the two men blurring into smears, but at least she could hear them better. 

			“I don’t mean to be rude,” the vendor’s voice sounded gruff, though patient, and he shrugged as he wiped ale foam from his beard, “but they never tell me anything. One of Emittar’s men delivers the weapons and I just sell them. We don’t forge them here.” 

			No forge. Explains the lack of a chimney.

			The customer’s hood became clearer. He pulled out something small and spiky, and displayed it from different angles. The image distorted with every motion, making the object difficult to identify.

			“See this?” he spoke softly, his figure blinking in and out of the blurry vision. “This is a pencil, a development on the ink and quill. They’ve started using them down south. But this is ivoryn.” The customer leaned forward, tapping his chin with the back of the object. “Now, ivoryn’s quite miraculous, wouldn’t you say? It can be used in weaponsmithing, construction, tailoring, and now devices? It’s dark on the Black Acropolis, but bright everywhere else. I’d like you to tell me where your wares come from. I want to understand how it’s made and –”

			“I’ll have to ask you to leave,” the vendor cut him short and stepped back, looking shaken. Big men with broad shoulders like him seldom looked so harmless, but now he reminded Diane of a feeble victim more than a man of business. “I know as little about how they craft ivoryn as you do.”

			“They?” The customer’s lip curved into a wily smile. He jabbed the tablecloth with the tip of the pencil. “So, there is a ‘they.’”

			“I don’t want no trouble,” the vendor said, hands up in surrender. “I just work here. I don’t own the place. Listen, all I know is we don’t forge any weapons here. Employees of Emittar, the king’s brother, used to deliver our goods. But they stopped when Alliddar exiled him, which is why we’re currently out of stock.”

			The customer nodded, grabbed the pencil and hesitated, looking ponderous. He snatched the vendor’s drink and sipped it before speaking again. “But I thought King Alliddar managed the supply. The trade contracts with Breeze, the deliveries – it’s all him.”

			“Mhm,” the vendor replied, biting his lip. His eyes were fixed on the pencil. Diane now realized that it had dried blood all over it. “But designing things from raw ivoryn, that was Emittar,” he said, “or at least his company. They’ve all been gone for almost two years. Now, can you please leave?”

			Gulping the drink dry, the customer returned the empty mug to the vendor and turned to leave through the back door – 

			Muck!

			Diane motioned urgently with her hands. A couple of spins and circles sufficed to conduct her meaning. The light hurried to obey, bending away so as to make her invisible. The shop’s interior vanished as the customer walked out into the alley – her alley.

			Diane clung to the side of the wagon, pressing as hard as possible to give the cloaked man space to stroll by without touching her. An inch separated them as he passed, but, thankfully, he went in the opposite direction from Mazriv Main.

			So, Emittar’s the brain behind the various uses of ivoryn –

			“This is unusual.” The man’s voice resonated in Diane’s bones. He couldn’t be speaking to anyone else. “To see a Fervorist out in the open, I mean, in broad daylight. It’s a dangerous game you’re playing.” That shredded her last hope that he might have missed her.

			“Chasms,” Diane swore. “You sense my aura?”

			“Correct,” he said, half turning. 

			“You’re an Empath?”

			“Also correct.”

			“Are we going to have a problem?” She prepared to split the ground under his feet. Empath or not, few people could focus on summoning Senspiritic powers while in freefall to the depths of the earth. 

			“Witches find no quarrel with me,” he said, a smile revealing from under his cowl, “unless they bring it with them.” He looked elderly, over sixty, with a roundish, wrinkled face. 

			Sighing, Diane reluctantly allowed light to reflect off from her, becoming visible. She stepped away from the shop’s back door and approached the Empath. 

			“Keiran,” he said, offering his hand. Diane held hers behind her back, remaining tight-lipped about her name. 

			“I assume you’re as fascinated by ivoryn as I am,” Keiran went on, obviously looking to change the subject. He rummaged for the silvery ivoryn pencil and held it out. “I don’t believe in coincidence.” 

			Diane inspected the item. It looked sharp but was clearly made for scribing, not as a weapon, despite the bloodstains. 

			“I know this thing came from the south.” Keiran said. “The king’s brother was banished there, and the arms dealers make it sound like he played a pivotal role in creating stuff from ivoryn. I can only assume he’s active, then. Who knows what else Emittar may have designed for the southerners?”

			Brushing her hair back in feign disinterest, Diane leaped and snatched the pencil to study it more closely. Keiran maintained a flat expression. 

			“A friend of mine was stabbed with it,” He explained in low, steady tones. “She’s fine now. I healed her, of course. But I couldn’t help my curiosity – wait, may I be so bold as to ask you for a favor? I can pay.”

			Diane’s brow crumpled in distrust as he pulled out a sack of jingling coins. “Can you try to give it a command?” he asked. “The pencil, I mean.”

			She found herself releasing some of her tension. In her experience, a dignified man of business was almost as rare as Fervorists. She took his money and commanded the pencil to float while removing the support of her hand.

			The pencil dropped on her boot in a thud.

			“What the Chasms…?” Diane muttered, rather peeved by the situation. 

			Lifting and dropping her hand, she commanded the wind to blow faster, slower, and faster again. It worked, as confirmed by the whistling in her ears and the fluttering of Keiran’s cloak. The wind obeyed her. 

			But that pencil…

			“This is strange,” she thrust her arm aside, commanding the entire wagon to float, just an inch. Rather disappointingly, that worked, too. But when she redirected her focus to the pencil, it just lay there in brazen defiance of her power.

			Frustrated, Diane willed the wind to lift the pencil – it floated with the help of a tiny stream of twirling air, but the item itself still eluded her wish. Objects were not supposed to ignore her like that. 

			“Food for thought,” Keiran said, grabbing the pencil in midair and stashing it away in an inside pocket of his robe. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it feels as though the pencil is already bent to someone else’s will, doesn’t it? Making it immune to your power?”

			Diane nodded but refused to believe it. Thinking about it, the ivoryn embellishments of the nearby buildings also felt out of her command. Anything made of ivoryn ignored her power as if playing deaf.

			“Something about ivoryn is special,” Keiran muttered. “I need to dig deeper. But thank you for your time.” 

			He turned to leave but Diane stopped him, laying a hand on his shoulder. “You mentioned coincidences,” she said, tightening her grip. “Funny that both of us came here for the same reason at the same time, isn’t it?”

			Keiran chuckled at that, shook off her grasp and took a few steps. “Oh, Fervorist,” he said, looking eerily satisfied. “I assure you it is no coincidence.” With that, he took off, disappearing into the crowded boulevard on the other side of the alley. 

			Diane let him go, having her next stop in mind: far to the east, near the Ocean. She’d often considered checking up on Nye’s activity with the princess. And now, with Keiran’s money, she could afford a Confitax to take her there before sundown. 
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Mesmers’ Work
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			“No, not opposites. Calm and Anger are somewhat harmonious, like tide and ebb, or a push and a consequent pull that work in the same system. But Calm and Care, on the other hand, are absolute adversaries, like Ocean and earth. You will find that Empaths and Mesmers, accordingly, are often at odds.“

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Eight, Part I

			Earlier that morning, Glitter had split up from Keiran and the others. Hainoch and Cobald went to track Harbinger Nye, to study his habits and find an ideal spot to attack him outside the city. Keiran had insisted it was necessary. He said that murdering a figure of authority inside the walls would invoke such wrath that things would only worsen for the women of Olyanath. 

			Keiran himself went to follow his silly instincts. He decided that a Harbinger’s family was worth investigating, and had gone stalking the curious trio of witches that exited the Harbinger’s house. 

			Meanwhile, Glitter stayed behind. She was lurking across the street until Keiran merged with the crowd of the city. You’re so easily distracted, she thought as Keiran went out of sight. Spent a week looking for your old pal Trezoss, couldn’t find him, now you saunter off on another random quest.

			Left alone, Glitter focused on her own objective: infiltrating Nye's house and learning about the man, his strengths, his weaknesses, his sleeping routine, anything that might help to Confuse him - plantify him - as she called it. This was classic Mesmers’ work, from way before the classification mixed with mastering Calm. 

			It used to be a glorious art of studying people and devising methods to mesmerize them – to deprive them of Senspiritic powers. The Irentians ruined it when they realized that Calm-shields did not prevent Confusing an enemy, nor getting Confused.

			Those muckheads promoted teaching all Mesmers to master Calm, and as time passed, the definitions had blurred across all of Huravoth. Even in The Complete Auralogy they defined Mesmers with Calm as their prime power.

			Glitter, however, dedicated herself to the original art. Analyzing the target before the battle could yield all sorts of useful details. An assassination without prior research suffered from a severe lack of finesse, flow, not to mention fun.

			Veiled in a cloak she’d “borrowed” from a nearby tavern, Glitter strolled up to the door with the sun symbol on it.

			“Old-fashioned, they said.” She smirked, tossing and catching the small key, which bore an identical sun symbol. “Pickpocketing is for children, they said.” 

			Such nonsense. That full-of-herself Fervorist girl had no clue that Glitter nicked the key from her pocket when they “accidentally” bumped into each other. 

			No surprise there. Arrogance often plagued people with power, and no one rivaled Fervorists in that aspect. It made them predictable. Their power blinded them to the fact that commoners - like street thieves - could easily outsmart them.

			The key clicked and the door opened. Glitter entered the living room, her steps silent on the old, faded blue carpet. Two armchairs were facing a cozy hearth, and books - so many books - were laying on the shelves.

			A boiling pot whistled from the kitchen, thankfully. Nothing like a natural cover for a burglary. It must’ve been the fourth person that Keiran had sensed in the house – the one who radiated only non-Senspiritic auras, according to the Empath.  

			After burying the key in her pocket, Glitter pressed the door shut with her heel as gently as possible, and skipped to the book cabinet. She threw the cloak over the closest armchair and grabbed a book at random, browsing for pictures.

			“Hm,” she snorted, closing the book with a soft thud. “It’s all words and letters.” Looking up, she spotted what looked like a poem engraved on the wall. It had an inscription below – more words and letters that she couldn’t read. 

			“Muck. Wish Hainoch was here.” He would always read stuff for her, and this poem might have some rhymes to copy or information about the Harbinger.

			She flopped on the nearby armchair, legs dangling, and let out a sigh, realizing she’d better refill Hainoch’s power. Large and educated though he was, Hainoch had no control whatsoever. The man reduced to a jealous, whiney whale whenever she stopped harnessing his Love to invoke some drowning Confidence. And worse yet, her influence was weaker now that they were apart.

			She harnessed his Love now, diminishing his doubts and reinforcing positivity. That did the trick. It made Hainoch a firm, Confident whale - the best version of himself - and one that could help Cobald keep up with Nye, should he scurry off at high speed.

			The pot’s whistling ceased, and the uncomfortable silence that followed signaled the call to action.

			“Find or be found,” Cobald named these situations. Find it is, Glitter determined. She hopped to her feet and tiptoed to the kitchen. 

			“Hi, sorry,” she said in the softest possible tones, hands up in surrender. It nevertheless startled the poor woman standing near the oven. A mug of tea slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor.

			“Bugger,” Glitter said. “I was hoping to avoid that.”  

			Lifelong experience of sneaking up on people had taught her that the best course was to look pretty, polite and harmless. It paid off with a few moments of tension after the initial moment of alarm, rather than instant aggression. 

			Indeed, the woman was judging her with a slanted stare instead of throwing a barrage of knives, plates and boiling pots. She had black hair with strands of gray, a lean figure that looked rather squarish in that apron, and the creases on her face gave away her age – at least twenty years older than the Fervorist girl and the others.

			“I...” Glitter stuttered on purpose, hoping it would help her hostess relax. “I gotta say, this is quite an establishment you run here. Some kind of new-age, clandestine tolerance project? Witches and Harbingers living together? Never thought I’d see the day.”

			“Excuse me,” the woman answered, frowning and pouring more tea. “I am sure I do not know what you are talking about.”

			It sounded too perfect, like a prepared and practiced statement. Rather insulting, that. Trying to deceive a Mesmer was like bringing your own food to dinner in a noble’s mansion. 

			 “You gotta try harder if you want to bluff me,” Glitter said, scoffing and gesturing at her chest. She strutted nearer while unhooking her belt, which had drawn the woman’s pale stare to the attached rapier. “I happen to be an expert in bluffing. A bluffomaster, if you will.” Or Master-bluffer? Archbluffer maybe?

			“Oh, don’t worry about my weapon.” She threw it on the table along with the strap and the belt. “Look at it. You’ve got spoons sharper than that blade. Now that’s how you bluff.” 

			The woman’s eyes narrowed in a half-bewildered, half-aggressive expression. She sipped her tea and stepped back, more to make room for Glitter than to retreat.

			“So, listen,” Glitter said, brushing her forelock back and gathering it up with the rest of her hair. Then she drummed on the table in a rhythm to accompany her jabber. “We’ve been surveilling your place for over a week now. We know Harbinger Nye stays here sometimes, and that four of you monkeys live here with him. A Pyromancer, a Narcisst, a Fervorist, and you.” Sterner, slower thumps followed one another. “But - help a girl out - what’s your name? My Empath acquaintance can’t sense everything and I’m tired of calling you ‘the not witch one.’”

			“Over a week?” the woman muttered, paling and absently eyeing her cup. “Who are you?”

			“I asked first,” Glitter said, finalizing the drumming with a definitive thud. She jumped from the table to the oven, grabbed the pot and poured a cup of tea for herself. “But in the spirit of conversation,” she added while sniffing the brew, “my name’s Glitter. I have a business offer for your Harbinger friend.” The tea tasted horribly bitter but was offset by the delightful sweetness that came with lying. 

			“They call me Mother. What kind of a business offer?”

			“Terrible name,” Glitter grimaced, “and terrible tea.” She grabbed her belt and hung it over her shoulder. The blade nudged against her back. 

			“Mother’s what they call me,” the woman murmured, somewhat aggrieved. “Mother is all I am.”

			You must be fun at parties –

			“Wait.” Glitter paused, eyes widened in shock. Mother… those witches…

			“Ocean’s mercy… you’re not sleeping with the Harbinger, are you?”

			 “Chasms, no,” Mother replied in a completely different tone. She was starting to thaw. Exchanging blunt comments with gloomy people tended to open them up – a tip that Cob devised and applied to flirting.

			“What kind of a business offer?” Mother pressed. 

			Glitter’s lips drew a sly grin. She left the cup on the table, spun with the elegance of a dancer, and hopped back to the living room. “The kind that would interest you, I believe,” she added over her shoulder, signaling for Mother to follow. 

			Back in front of the hearth, Glitter went around the armchairs and sat in the bigger one. Mother hesitated, but remained standing.

			“You know my interests,” she hissed, gulping from her cup. “How?”

			“Expert Empaths can sense auras even when they’re not Senspiritic,” Glitter said, looking for something to fidget with. The sewing equipment on the side table volunteered, so she grabbed the needle and started playing with it. “And my acquaintance is incredibly experienced. Not only can he sense your enmity, but he can also identify that it’s directed at the Harbinger, something you and I have in common. Is Nye the poet, by the way?” She pointed the needle at the words carved on the far wall.

			Mother answered with a slow nod and finally sat down, letting out a relaxed breath.

			“Hm. I like poets. He any good?” 

			“Good is the last word I’d use to describe Nye,” Mother declared half-absently, her eyes on the hypnotic fire in the hearth, “seeing as he let me live.” 

			“How rude,” Glitter sneered, curbing a laugh. 

			“When your daughters are slaughtered in front of you, believe me, child, you don’t want to continue living.”

			I only asked about his poetry skills, Glitter thought, pursing her lips. You sulky sack of tea. That Mother character had already started to exhaust her. Some people were just better off silent.

			“Can’t say I relate.” Glitter shrugged. She twirled the needle and stabbed it in the chair fabric.

			A familiar itch to join fists and summon Calm stirred in her knuckles. Listening to an older woman’s sad story was more Keiran’s game, as an Empath. Mesmers, however, sanctified indifference. Ataraxy. Freedom from Care. Getting invested in the woes of others involved profound vulnerability. It would undermine her technique to summon Calm. Besides, studying human behavior benefitted from a mental distance, according to both her experience and the Irentian lore that Hainoch had read to her.

			“Hang on.” It just occurred to her. “He murdered your daughters and you live with him? What?”

			Mother shook her head, swallowed a whimper, and rubbed her eyes. “Kerak did it,” her voice was breaking. “But Nye stood by and did nothing. Absolutely nothing. Then Kerak left us, expecting Nye to finish me off. He decided not to, and doomed me to perpetual pain just to ease his conscience.”

			“Ah,” Glitter rubbed her chin, pondering. Better not tell her it was Kerak who gave us the address, then. A sour aftertaste told her things were stacking up rather oddly, but, well, humans were odd creatures. Still, Nye sounded almost heroic according to this testament, and if Kerak was harboring a grudge against him...

			Not the typical Harbinger to assassinate, this Nye person.

			“Doesn’t explain what you’re doing in his kitchen,” Glitter persisted, attempting to connect the dots in her head. A sexual relationship could explain it all, but, rather disappointingly, this lady had already stated that no mating was involved.

			“He doesn’t stay here that often,” Mother said. She cleared her throat and studied Glitter with a heavy gaze. “He barely sleeps, as far as I know. He spends most of his time elsewhere. Anyway, the reason I’m in his kitchen is that somebody has to stay and watch over the other survivors he brings in.”

			Survivors? Plural? Not the typical Harbinger, indeed. 

			“Survivors like the three witches that live here?” Glitter asked, suppressing a sense of discomfort.

			Kerak was forcing her group to kill Nye, the alternative being to suffer eternal pursuit by every single Harbinger in his disposal. Cooperating suited Glitter fine because any opportunity to take down a Harbinger was a blessing, but this case was starting to sound like an exception.

			“Yes,” Mother said, “but make no mistake. He murdered hundreds. His mercy pales in comparison to the blood on his hands.” 

			“That’s an awful lot for a Harbinger I’ve never even heard of,” Glitter observed, squeezing her brows in suspicion.

			“Ever heard of Blackrook?” Mother asked.

			Startled, Glitter straightened and actively forced her jaw not to drop. 

			“They’re the same person,” Mother confirmed with a sigh.

			Now, that flowed right down Glitter’s stream. Pieces finally clicked into place. Blackrook was known to be second only to Kerak himself, an unforgivable evil and a challenging foe. Whatever the reason for this strange living arrangement with these witches, Harbinger Blackrook - Nye - clearly deserved to die. It even rhymes. Sort of.

			“Right!” Glitter spoke up. She pulled out the key and flicked it over to Mother. “First things first. The Fervorist had this when she left the house. Tell her a nice lady found it on the street and returned it.”

			Mother caught it and frowned. “And how did the nice lady know which door it belongs to?” 

			“I’m a simple girl,” Glitter answered with an innocent shrug. “I see a key with a sun symbol and a door with the same symbol, I can put two and two together.”

			“She’ll suspect,” Mother warned, inspecting the key. “Diane always suspects.”

			“Tell her no one in their right mind would consider breaking into a Harbinger’s house with hostile intent. Tell her you genuinely believe I just happened to find the key.”

			With no follow-up arguments from Mother, Glitter stood, joined her fists, and harnessed Calm to make a show of power. A white radiance engulfed her, tightening on her outline. It gave vivid color to the blue blouse and pants, making them look more like early morning sky rather than old raggedy garbs. 

			“My acquaintances and I are going to hurt the Harbinger,” Glitter said as she fastened the belt around her waist, “in a most unmendable manner,” she added, patting the hilt of her dull blade that was now in its rightful place on her hip. “Issues? Objections? Special requests? I was kind of hoping it would make us friends.”

			Mother gave her the same slanted stare as before. “Why?” she asked, solid like Scarlet Mountain in a storm. “Why go after him?”

			 “Why go after him?” Glitter repeated. “Because the Sun Harbingers are a social disease.” She mimicked Keiran’s serious tones and resolute gestures, clutching a fist and looking up with purpose. “They’re the worst thing to have happened to Huravoth since The Mazriv! The night’s only grown longer since they began this pointless witch hunt, and they’re still at it! Somebody has to rise up. Somebody has to stop them.” 

			She broke off, laughing into cupped hands, but restrained herself when she saw Mother’s blank expression. “So the others say, at least. I just tag along for fun and adventure.” 

			That revived something in Mother. The water had finally seeped, so to speak. She stood up with a sudden burst of energy, circled the living room with hands clasped behind her back, and finished up next to the engraved wall.

			“You sound like him,” she whispered. “You rejoice in violence.”

			“I never said I was morally superior,” Glitter responded, strolling over to Mother’s side. “Just a simple girl with simple questions. And I was hoping you’d be kind enough to answer them, seeing as you despise him and all that. I waited an entire week for a chance to meet you alone.” 

			Mother folded her hands and brooded at the engraved poem for a long pause. 

			“I’m not a monster like him,” she insisted, breaking into a regretful sigh. “I don’t want him to suffer. I don’t want anyone to suffer –” She looked up and met Glitter’s eyes for the first time. 

			“Awful timing to reconsider your side there, lady.” 

			Strategies to kidnap Mother coursed through Glitter’s mind, but she preferred to avoid harming victims. “He doesn’t deserve your protection, nor forg –”

			“Nor forgiveness,” Mother said with her. “I keep telling Diane that. It doesn’t matter where he came from, or where he wants to go.” Her voice suddenly grew strong and struck like the first blow of the Western Wind of Night. “He’s a murderous, violent fiend, and he belongs in the Bleeding Chasms. Fine, Mesmer. Ask your questions.”
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			“…Laughter and music, for example, are human inventions. Now, I know a notion of a deity - Awareness or otherwise - is almost inescapable. But I prefer to trust my faith in humans rather than God. 

			“It requires extraordinary insolence to challenge nature itself, but humanity excels in that. If the lengthening of the night happens to be a natural process, then I’m afraid nothing but humanity’s insurgence can stop it.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Three

			Cobald didn’t much like the idea of socializing with his sister’s partner one-on-one, but seeing as he and Hainoch were stuck with each other, he decided to make the most of the situation. “Seriously,” he muttered. “Sometimes I think Alliddar is just plain dumb.”

			He sat down by Hainoch’s side on the ledge of the city wall, dangling his legs over the edge. “Politicians often are,” he added. “A symptom of having their head up their own ass.”

			The migrants outside the wall were laboring in such harmony. Both boys and girls helped their parents by carrying water and construction boards between cabins and tents. They’d built fences, planted seeds, plowed the fields, and reaped fruit. Beyond their district, shepherds led their cattle to enjoy some sunlight out on the meadows.

			“I mean, look at this fantastic workforce,” Cobald said, lifting his mug of ale. He’d paid triple to take that mug out of the tavern, but it balanced against having spent the early evening with the owner’s wife and breaking into a couple of barrels while sneaking out. 

			“Imagine this workforce in the Sun Temple, men and women working together? Alliddar could conquer Huravoth in a week!”

			Hainoch shrugged at that. The timid, rotund fellow hadn’t the mouth for political jabber. He stared at their target instead, and Cobald reluctantly joined him, mimicking his earnest expression. 

			Harbinger Nye stood down below with his fists joined, at the edge of the migrants’ district, waiting for someone. His mantle was flapping with the Eastern Winds of Day.

			“Hang on,” Cobald said, tensing. He set the overpriced mug down and shaded his eyes. “Is that Princess Vivien Vice?” 

			“Not sure,” Hainoch murmured and quickly shook his head. “No, wait, I think… Yes. It’s her, alright.”

			A carriage exited through the Ivoryl Gate and pulled to a stop next to Nye. It was under escort from several Sun Harbingers in white capes, and a handful of Olyanath Bridlers in red and gray armorsuits not too different from Hainoch’s. 

			The princess herself - silver hair and all, just like the rumors - stepped out of the carriage in an elegant dress that wouldn’t shame a bride. It had thin straps and long matching verdant gauntlets that covered her arms almost up to the shoulders.

			She dived into Nye’s embrace.

			“Lives up to the gossip, that princess,” Cobald said wistfully. “But I gotta tell ya, the Harbinger’s hand on her waist really makes me wanna roast it.” 

			Hainoch leaned back on those beefy arms of his. He sneered and shook his head in disapproval. “Nothing special in my opinion. Glit says the princess is all show and no brains. Princess Numb.”

			“Exactly, you big brute!” Cobald smacked Hainoch on the forehead. “It’s obvious that someone who's all about the show would be drowning gorgeous!” 

			The princess stood by Nye’s side while the Harbinger exchanged words with her escort party. She folded her hand in his.

			Cobald depleted every trace of Anger. There would come a time to burn Nye’s face, but not right now, not from this distance, not without Glitter and Keiran for backup. 

			Instead, he examined the princess from afar. The gown could be in preparation for the Union Day ball, but that silver hair – Chasms, it really does shine like metal. Wonder if they need special blades to do her haircuts. 

			It couldn’t have been inherited from her father. The king had long, brown, curly hair that had already been graying when Cobald saw him last, some ten years past.

			She can’t be wearing a wig. How the Chasms?

			“What do you think she’s doing here, anyway?” Hainoch asked, rubbing his head. “I served for years with the Olyanath Bridlers and never once saw her leave the palace.” 

			“Hm…” Cobald drifted in thought. A relationship between Nye and the princess could explain why Kerak wanted Nye dead without getting his hands dirty. A rivalry over the inheritance of the throne? Or perhaps a simpler rivalry over a beautiful woman’s heart?

			Hard to blame Kerak for the latter. The princess was exquisite like a jewel with all that natural glinting and that - that - “That nose!” Cobald exclaimed.

			“You can’t see her nose from up here –“

			“I can judge a nose’s shape by the shape of the rest of the face.” 

			“Most men prefer to judge the shape of other things,” Hainoch pointed out, frowning. 

			“You mean breasts? Bah. Inexperienced drownin’ idiots. Breasts lie at an impossible angle when you’re on top of a woman –“

			“And the nose?” Hainoch asked and sniggered. 

			“THE most important organ for Senspiriters, you brute.”

			“So?” 

			“So I like petite noses, alright?!” 

			A familiar sensation of infatuation spread in his chest. He summoned Anger, if only to feel something that would discourage further sentiment. Warm, sizzling, ever faithful Anger. He had a trick for it: close his eyes, imagine red mists flooding his sight, hasten his breath, which involved the nose - ehm, Hainoch - think aggressive thoughts and open his eyes again. Harnessing it would make his hands blaze with flame. 

			“Just trust my experience about this,” Cobald muttered, half-smiling as his blood boiled with fury, a fury which prevented him from feeling anything else. “I’ve been with a lot of women in my life, and I tell ya, there’s none so fair as that lady down there.” 

			His heart raced, and his arms quivered with an itch to act. 

			If this Harbinger muckbag Nye is bedding her… Anger started to do his thinking for him. A bad sign. 

			He could, perhaps, with Hainoch’s help, kill them all and take the princess for himself. It would be remembered as an act of heroism, saving the princess from the Harbinger’s nefarious grip – a tale to tell their kids.

			No. Bad idea. 

			After years as a Pyromancer, Cobald was able to recognize when his thoughts were stirred up by Anger. Eyes closed, he dispersed the red mists from his mind and the Anger cooled off along with them, leaving him empty. Most Pyromancers succumbed to frustration at this point, but Cobald welcomed the sensation of emptiness. It felt spacy, sane, and coldly logical. 

			This control served him for more than the occasional fireball. It also allowed him to rid his heart of unwanted feelings, such as instant attraction to a woman he’d never spoken to. That would have been a terrible start for the courtship of a princess. 

			“I’m telling you, Hainoch,” Cobald said. “A life of womanizing has led me to this moment.” He leaned over the ledge. “Who better than me to woo a princess?”

			Hainoch rolled his eyes at that, shaking his head as if he wielded some authority. “Bah,” he said. “You’re exaggerating. Though… that hair is curious.” 

			Below, Nye seemed to be dismissing the escort. Several Bridlers climbed inside the carriage and it moved off.

			“What do you mean – exaggerating?” Cobald protested and drained his ale. “You think that just because you spend your nights with the prettiest woman in Huravoth –“

			“It’s not worth stomaching her sibling in the morning? That’s right,” Hainoch cut in.

			“Oh, we’re witty now?” Cobald retorted. “Finally! I prepared an arsenal of fat jokes for this moment –“

			“All I’m saying,” Hainoch exhaled and shifted position, “is that beauty never comes cheap.” 

			Cobald bit his lip to curb the “Explains why you come so cheap,” reply. Thankfully, Nye grabbed his attention by strolling away with the princess. 

			Crimson Cascades, if they were a couple, at least it meant the Harbinger wasn’t likely to murder her. But what if he is? What if Kerak’s trying to save her and we’re too late?

			Hainoch leaped into action, almost as if reading Cobald’s thoughts. He crouched, allowing Cobald to grab onto his epaulets and climb.

			Seeing as Harbinger Nye did not happen to look in their direction, Cobald kissed his overpriced mug goodbye and left it behind as Hainoch seized the opportunity to hop off into the migrants’ district below. 

			The wind whistled in Cobald’s ears, the ground drew nearer, and they landed behind the stables. The stench of horse dung gave it away. Hainoch's knees endured the weight of their clean, albeit smelly landing. Harnessing Valor, a Narcisst could probably jump that height upwards, so descending wasn't much of a challenge.

			People did see them land. They eyed them and whispered, but recoiled from the seven-feet-tall walking tree trunk in armor. Understandable, that reaction. Cob would have kept his distance, too, had he not known the man for the squishy, sentimental pillow that he was underneath. That side of Hainoch barely appeared nowadays, though. Glitter used her charm on him to lock it away.

			So much right about it, so much wrong. Cobald often thought when weighing whether to endorse Glitter’s trickery. He’d concluded that it was best to leave such moral considerations to Keiran. 

			“Hang on!” Hainoch shouted and burst into Confidence speed. 

			Cobald winced as the wind roared in his ears and stung his eyes. Thankfully, Hainoch stopped after a short distance. Cobald found himself behind a tall, wooden fence, his sweaty palms barely clinging on to the handholds of Hainoch’s uniform. He shook himself, recovering his senses, and peeked through a notch in the fence, spotting their target beyond. 

			Nye was carrying the princess on his back, similar to how Hainoch was carrying him. The Harbinger would summon Confidence and dash off in a moment or two. 

			Not a problem. Hainoch was well practiced at chasing speedy targets.

			“Ready?” Hainoch asked, half turning. Nye and the princess opened quite a distance out into the meadows. Nye then leaped and they disappeared in a blur of Confidence speed. 

			I’ll burn him if he hurts her, Cob muttered under his breath, twice! 

			He tapped Hainoch’s right shoulder to confirm, and they jumped in pursuit. 

			***

			Diane felt limitless. She was limitless. Here, deep within nature’s embrace, far from the nosy Empaths of Olyanath, she could harness her powers to the fullest without attracting anyone’s notice.

			She could melt the ground, force the trees to shrivel, make the sky brew with storms – no one would sniff out her aura, no one would be around to get hurt, and no brazen ivoryn objects were around to defy her Passion.

			If her father were here, he would’ve advised her to be humble and settle for summoning happiness – a charming concept, but she didn’t come to this grove for leisure, she came to check up on Nye.

			Harnessing Passion made nature feel like an extension of her body. The wind belonged to her like her own breathing, the ground was as much a part of her as her own bones, and the light – the light curved for her just as her muscles heeded her will. 

			After venturing deeper into the grove, Diane stopped and stretched out her fingers to a pointed quiver. She didn’t require specific motions to bend nature, but it helped her to focus when the task was precise – like bending light to shoot accurately into her eyes. The trees and foliage were fading away as Nye and the princess formed out of smeary colors, overlaying her vision. 

			They seemed to have arrived at a beach, on the doorstep of Ocean’s domain. 

			Diane bent away the view of irrelevant greenery, but the details were still imperfect. Nye’s face seemed flat, and the white hue of his cape blended wrongly with his skin.

			Distance was at fault for the projection’s poor quality. Fervorists could’t bend more than minimal amounts of light from afar, but it did suffice to pinpoint their exact location. She manipulated the air vibrations from there so that she could hear them, too. 

			“…Valor is about bravery and consciously realizing that your action is courageous…” Nye’s voice echoed between the trees.

			That devious miscreant – teaching the princess Senspirity just to earn her affection. 

			Having such a tight connection to feelings, Diane knew that teaching the art involved deep intimacy. And it was working. One could tell by Vivien’s avid attention. But, Ocean’s mercy, she was so gullible. The princess blushed and smiled at everything Nye said. Then again, he did control her emotions, not unlike how Diane controlled the light. Ivy’s compliant behavior could be the result of Senspiritic influence, not necessarily of her character.  

			“The most common obstacle to summoning Valor is humility…“ Nye’s voice sounded like whispers on the wind. Diane recognized the tones of a routine summary of the basics. “Senspiriters must realize how extraordinary they are, in order to properly summon this kind of power.”

			That sly genius. To mask his Senspiritic influence and avoid suspicion, he was flirting with her, too: eyes met, hands joined, words softened most romantically – and Diane’s stomach churned like the Ocean during The Mazriv.

			“Anger costs you clarity,” Nye’s lecture went on while Diane searched the trees for a comfortable canopy to hide in. “it twists your decision-making and burns away everything else you’ve felt prior to summoning it…”

			Sure does, Diane agreed, recalling when she’d opted to specialize in Fervorism. She had conjured some decent Anger flames down in The Hut’s basement, but then Nye had let slip that he couldn’t understand how harnessing Passion worked. 

			Her choice of specialization narrowed to a single option in that instant.

			So keen, yet so dullard, Diane sniggered at the thought. So reverent of The Circle, yet you don’t realize Passion comes from your will, not your feelings. It’s why you fail to harness it, dimwit. 

			Aside from that, Nye’s will had been split like a coconut shell because of his illness. Nature would never hearken to half-committed Passion. Fervoring simply required madness of a different kind than his.

			“But if I concentrate really hard…” the princess said, her voice drifting along with the rustling leaves. “I’m sure I could focus on two emotions and harness two powers…”

			Nye proceeded to lecture her about the impossibility of combining multiple powers. Another act of deceit, that one, assuming his silly story of that Nova person was true. Which it probably isn’t. No one can harness several emotions like Nova allegedly did.  

			Even Passion couldn’t combine with other powers, regardless of the distinction between will and feelings. Harnessing power from both of these sources required dividing one’s attention between them. But, as Nye had just explained to the princess – division itself diluted the commitment necessary for Senspiritic powers.

			Still, harnessing Passion did come closest to combining powers. It allowed the Fervorist to dominate up to two natural substances at the same time for a single goal. It should have been possible to bend them to separate goals as well, but Diane found that it required superhuman coordination.  

			“Alright, D,” she whispered, preparing to put the latter notion to the test. “Just hold the illusion –“ she reached with a quivering arm, “hold, hold, and... bend. Away!” She commanded light to shoot upward from her, which turned her invisible. “Concentrate,” she murmured, straining. “You can do it this time.”  

			Spying on Nye and turning invisible – two separate goals, one element: light. 

			Fingers clenched into quivering fists, breaths shortened and face twisted, her hands started to blur and darken, but the silhouette of Nye and the princess started to break up and mingle with the trees.

			“Mucky… drowning… come on…” she gasped, feeling torn as if trying to paint a picture with one hand and erasing one with the other. “Pleaszzz…” Her teeth gritted and she broke off in exhaustion. Her Passion was depleted.  

			Never gonna happen.

			She collapsed against a tree trunk, head tilted back in fatigue. Too. Drowning. Stretching.

			“What are we doing, Nye?” she mumbled to the grove as she wriggled into a more comfortable position between the tree’s massive roots. “How do you plan to use the princess?” It stung in Diane’s chest to think of taking part in killing someone’s father. No child deserved losing their family, not to mention being manipulated against their own parent – to become a weapon against him.  

			Nah, Diane shook her head, you wouldn’t use her. Not like that. You’re too much of a muckhead to let the Princess Numb steal your glorious vengeance. 

			Vivien was an important asset. A revolution could benefit in various ways from having royalty among the instigators. However, Nye’s reluctance to detail any concrete plans for Union Day - for taking Alliddar down - had grown increasingly bothersome. 

			“All this secrecy and sneaking around,” Diane muttered. “And these voices in your head… I’m not concerned you might purposely renege on our pact, Harbinger, but I have to keep an eye open, see that the king doesn’t slip between your fingers by mistake.” 

			With that in mind, she cast her hands in a commanding gesture and the blurred image of Nye and the princess reappeared between the trees. 

			***

			Cobald’s titter became a quick yelp as he fell off the branch. Swift with Confidence, Hainoch caught him by the collar with one hand and shut his mouth with the other. 

			“Shh!” Hainoch whispered as he heaved Cobald back under the cover of the canopy. “Drownhead! He’ll hear us!” 

			They’d tracked the Harbinger to this nameless beach, so far undetected, and Hainoch intended to keep it that way. 

			“What can I say?” Cobald smirked and shrugged. “I’m blown away.”

			Ocean’s mercy, Hainoch thought, rolling his eyes. Stop glorifying the princess’ beauty. We have work to do. 

			Their objective was already accomplished. This place provided an ideal spot for the assassination – remote, quiet, with the enemy backed up against the sea. They just needed to go back and fetch Glit and Keiran. 

			“Listen,” Cob went on, “my sister’s a freak of nature, alright? She’s beauty incarnate. Everyone thinks she’s pretty. But I’m tellin’ ya, Glitter aside, the princess is the hottest flame anyone’s ever fancied.”

			“No one regards women as flames, Cobald,” Hainoch grunted, resettling on the thick branch. He drew aside a veil of leaves to clear a line of sight on the Harbinger and the princess. 

			“I was going for ‘brightest star,’” Cobald said, rubbing his bristles. He tore off a leaf and frowned at it as his words drifted. “But then that girl… man, she twisted my thoughts. Brightest became hottest, star became flame –“

			“No one calls them stars, either,” 

			“Clearly, your courting skills need some practice.”

			Admittedly, Hainoch hadn’t the faintest about pursuing women. Glitter wore the pants in their relationship. He’d just sort of followed, then woken up one morning with this golden-haired beauty in his bed. 

			“Just look at her,” Cobald groaned.

			B-class pervert, as Glit had often called her brother. Cob refused to go back, claiming they should find out as much as possible. It would have made sense if only they were really staying to spy more, not just for Cobald to feast his eyes on the princess.

			“Isn't she adorable?”

			Perhaps, Hainoch noted. But the way she follows the Harbinger’s instructions… something about it smelled wrong and bitter. Hainoch preferred a more feral kind of women - the independent kind, the mischief with the serpent’s eyes - qualities that he didn’t have and often envied. The princess’ behavior with the Harbinger seemed too compliant for his taste.

			“Think they’re a couple?” Cobald asked, his eyebrows curved. “More than a couple of friends, I mean?”

			“Maybe,” Hainoch answered absently. He missed Glitter, their task was fulfilled, and Chasms, something about Nye and the princess felt drownright twisted. It turned his stomach to watch them training. “I think we should go back and get the others, Cob. We can attack him here, away from witnesses. Tonight, if we’re fast.”

			“Good thinking, Hainoch. Furtive aggression. Spoken like a true bandit,” Cobald slapped him on the shoulder and turned his back. He leaned in, probing about, establishing a firmer grip on the branch.

			“I think they are a couple,” he said, “it calls upon different instincts when I’m intrigued by another fella’s woman. Makes me look for tension between them, problems, manipulations, maybe one harnessing the Love of the other to control –“

			Hainoch’s tongue tasted sour and his stomach rumbled. “Some couples just genuinely Love each other, Cob.”

			“Not in my experience, they don’t,” Cobald said bluntly.

			“Glitter and I don’t count?” Hainoch asked, raising a brow. This did earn him a glance from the Pyromancer. 

			Cobald’s green eyes narrowed at him, invoking a chill that left Hainoch vexed when Cob returned to staring at their target. “Again,” he mumbled, “not in my experience.”

			Hainoch paled. His Confidence shattered like a wine glass.  

			Glitter was a duplicitous trickster, a real con-artist. They’d promised not to manipulate each other, but… but… Bleeding Chasms! Glitter had never been the trustworthy type. She was a criminal, a witch, a Mesmer. Honesty was her least-defining trait.

			Hainoch felt his heart dissolve. His Confidence dripped away between his fingers. Valor felt like a distant, blurry dream. Since day one, Glitter’s devious side had attracted him the most, but Ocean’s mercy, that lie… I never managed to summon these emotions by choice… He bit his lip. They just occurred when I needed them… more often ever since – ever since I met Glit. 

			A hollow sensation stung in his chest, a familiar prickling that occurred when Glitter went about flirting to extract information from other men. These doubts were often replaced by a sudden flood of Confidence, but not today. Of course not. She couldn’t harness his Love over such distance. 

			Hainoch felt shredded. It tasted like freedom – bitter, ever-failing freedom. Vomit climbed up his throat, and he swallowed it in a stinging, irksome gulp. 

			Falling in Love with a snake like Glitter, something like that was bound to happen.

			The fact was that Glitter did Love him back. He’d often sensed that he was capable of controlling her emotions. He always could, since just a few days after they’d first met. 

			But I’ve kept my word.

			Chasms, Glitter Loved him, sure, but the way a warrior loves his weapon, a rider his horse, a captain his ship. 

			“Cobald,” he murmured, shaking with distress. “We’d better get going. Sorry, but I’m afraid we’ll be walking back.”  

			***

			Diane’s vision depicted the princess appearing out of a blur of Confidence speed. Alone. She smirked and tapped her foot until Nye arrived. 

			“You’re not that fast,” she taunted when he showed up. “Are you really not going easy on me?”

			Diane was growing to like the silver-haired freak. Ivy had an elegant audacity about her, the way she spoke down to Nye and laughed at his sober face. It was the attitude of a child, no doubt, but was preferable to the condescending know-it-all that Diane had expected from a daughter of royalty. 

			A shame you were born to such a villain of a father. Diane shook her head at Vivien’s illusion. A shame you’re destined to experience this kind of loss. 

			Nye replied by grabbing Ivy’s wrists and pulling her in for a kiss, which escalated quickly with tongues and moaning. 

			Grimacing in disgust, Diane depleted her Passion. The image dispersed in an instant and the quiet grove materialized around her instead.

			“Oh, Nye…” Diane muttered, staring at the colorful canopies that graced her with a soothing shade. “Bet you sometimes wish you’d stayed dead. Then you wouldn’t have to hear those voices. You wouldn’t have to kill –“ She scowled, realizing that she’d just sympathized with that crazy, murderous, muckheaded, voice-hearing pest.  

			Steeling herself, Diane stood up and started marching back west.

			“Then,” she jabbered on, if only to entertain herself, “you wouldn’t have to pretend to Love the princess. You wouldn’t have to control her.” 

			She couldn’t help but admire Nye’s commitment. He could give up, take his own life, and put an end to his suffering. The thought must have crossed his mind, and no one would blame him. Instead, the Harbinger spent his time feigning Love for the princess just to earn mere leverage against the king. He had always been miles south of the hero that Diane wanted, and only time would tell if he’d become the hero she needed, but something warm was suddenly born in Diane’s chest as if… as if…

			A chill paralyzed her. She paused to weigh it, to weigh everything: the lies, the murders, the beatings, and the fact that he drowning orphaned her. 

			“You’d have liked my father,” she murmured, curbing tears. “He studied with Trezoss, too, I think. I can see the two of you discussing The Circle for hours by the fireplace in The Hut –“

			She summoned Passion, and, obeying the motions of her hand, the scene manifested itself beneath the sunset. The two men were sitting in the armchairs in the phantasmic living room. Grin was jabbering nearby about her fantasies, and Lylin was baking cupcakes with Mother in the kitchen. 

			“I guess I really am ready,” Diane said, surprising herself with the lucidity of her voice. “I’m ready to forgive you, Nye. You did what you had to. That’s your thing, and I forgive you. Even though sometimes you make it really hard. Now, let’s save Huravoth together.”

			The vision of the living room flickered and was suddenly filled with incredible detail: outlines, depth, and accurate shadows that danced in contrast to the hearth. 

			“Whoa,” Diane exclaimed, realizing that she could even read the titles of the books on the illusory shelves. “What the Chasms!”

			The intensity of her Passion hadn’t changed, but the extent of her power… somehow… had improved? How…?

			Alright... the vision of The Hut’s living room dispersed at her command. Then she cast her arm back in the direction of the shore, and, without much effort, conjured a much more detailed projection of Nye and the princess. She dismissed it immediately, seeing them groping each other on the sand, naked. As if the image of Nye didn’t haunt her enough.

			Poor Grin. Diane noted, biting her lip. This is going to break her heart. 

			Diane shuddered, shaking off the distressing picture along with her concerns. Her focus returned to the odd and wonderful thing that just happened to her powers. 

			“Wait,” she murmured, frowning at her palm like a soldier at his weapon. “Maybe… drown me if this works…”

			Straining to the point of quivering, Diane heaved light from all the way over Olyanath to hit her eyes. Distance delayed her command, but after a momentary wait, she saw the circular districts of the city from above, as if gazing down on Olyanath from the clouds. 

			The streets vibrated with life and work. It looked fuzzy, more shapes and shadows than anything else, but the Black Acropolis and the Sun Temple maintained a strong presence. The vast view felt intoxicating, like ownership and authority. She had never been able to bend that much light before, not to mention from so far away.

			The rapid descent of evening stirred Diane out of those thoughts. Lylin and Grin would get worried if she didn’t return soon, and she’d wanted to update them about her meeting with that mysterious Keiran fellow. 

			The view of Olyanath evaporated as she let it go and resumed her way back across the grove. 

			“Unbelievable,” she chuckled delightedly and clicked her fingers. “I can probably follow Nye without even leaving the house now. When he has his drowning clothes on, that is.”

		

	

CHAPTER 23 
Don’t Break It 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“The most supernatural phenomenon of Senspirity is how a Calm-shield can accurately identify harm and prevent it. And in both directions! Extraordinary. As if the shield is inhabited by a pacifistic mind of its own. But it is folly to think that Calm makes one either harmless or immune from harm. It is often neglected, but detachment can deliver pain to depths that even ivoryn blades cannot reach.” 

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Eight, Part II 

			Glitter continued to practice even after Cobald and Hainoch had finally joined her and Keiran on the rendezvous rooftop. She lay on her back, her upper half hanging in thin air, high above the street. Her body trembled with the intense strain of balancing itself over the ledge.

			Tales of Irentian Mesmers often mentioned this method of training. The heroes in the story would need to maintain Calm even when they are startled, and in the face of the most primal threats. They practiced staying Calm in the dark, in the midst of battle, when surrounded by fire, and when falling from height.

			After a warmup of raising and lowering her Calm-shield, Glitter had engaged in putting her reflexes to the test. Her lower half flat against the roof and the rest of her body extending over the edge, she forced herself to remain Calm.

			Cobald and Keiran had a little row that drifted past Glitter like faraway echoes, dimmed by her prolonged Calm. Meanwhile, she played with the weight and angle of her legs so as to trigger the fall instinct, maintaining Calm despite the bursts of vertigo. 

			A little bit more, she thought, slowly tilting her head downward. A pin slipped from her hair and it broke free, drawing her head down like a weight. 

			“But this is your fault!” Keiran whispered as loud as whispers could go. “Hadn’t you blown up that Bridlers’ outpost, Kerak would never have attacked Breeze to find us in the first place!” 

			None of them liked the idea of answering to Kerak’s bidding, but the grumpy Empath resented it the most. It was foolish of Cob to bring it up again more than a week after the encounter. 

			A little more… Glitter fought to relax her muscles. A reflex could not be faked. She had to prompt actual falling to properly practice resisting the involuntary shock. 

			 “You’re blaming me?” Cobald snorted and rolled his eyes. “Glit was the one who insisted on infiltrating that outpost in the first place!”

			WHOOM! Her ears deafened with a sudden, paralyzing sensation – the urgent sense of falling that made it feel like everything would soon end. 

			Obeying her instinct, Glitter jerked back into a state of equilibrium on the rooftop, cursing her incompetence. Her shield flickered, blinking in and out of existence. 

			“Speaking of which!” Cob regarded her, hands on hips in a gesture of utter indifference to her failure. “Our tardiness is also Glitter’s fault!”

			Glitter deflected it with a shrug and leaned back to test her reflexes again.

			“How so?” Keiran asked. She could barely hear him through the Calm-shield. The entire argument sounded muffled as if her ears were clogged with water.

			“Hainoch couldn’t find his Confidence!” Cob muttered, turning his attention back to the Empath. “We were stranded! We had to hitchhike with a fisherman back to the city, which is why it took us nearly half the night to get here! And why my coat stinks, by the way, if anyone was wondering.”

			Just… a little… more… This time Glitter joined her fists and focused on breathing. Despite the quivering, despite the bickering, despite everything, she remained Calm when the reflex triggered. Everything else had gone quiet. The starry night disappeared in blackness. Keiran’s reply was silent. Her tremors stopped. It felt like absolutely nothing was happening as she tipped –

			Someone grabbed her ankle and yanked her back to safety.

			Oops. I may have overdone it. She sat up and shook herself out of the trance. The world returned – the stars, the sounds, the wind, the bickering. She was back at the rooftop of the tallest building on Ivoryl Boulevard. Fortunately, it took more than a mere moment of detachment to get stuck out of reality and become a Ghostee.

			Cob was muttering something about her taking idiotic risks.

			“Yeah,” Glitter said when he finished, rubbing her temples. “Thanks. Now listen. Keiran, you need to suck it up and go with the flow. So long as we’re culling Harbingers, it doesn’t matter who asked us to.” 

			She stood up and exchanged a wily frown with Cob, which felt like looking into a mirror. They shared the high cheekbones, small chin, hair and eye colors, and more than anything – the same expressions.

			Not the same smell, though. 

			“And as for you,” Glitter added, sniffing her twin brother and waving off the fish-stench. “Just take a shower when we’re done. You need a new coat, anyway.”

			He raised a brow. “We ain’t gonna talk about how I just saved you from plummeting five stories to a stone street?”

			“Sure,” she shrugged. “If we can talk about the last time you helped me train.” It had involved Cob’s Anger-fire and her practicing to stay Calm against them. Her skin had gotten riddled with singes and burns, and Cob had just kept pushing, insisting they mustn’t quit. 

			“We can call it even now,” Glitter said with a wink.

			“Just watch yourself,” he warned her, sounding close to genuine concern. Rather uncharacteristic, this tone, as if some of Keiran’s sincerity had rubbed off on him. 

			It finally clicked – the late arrival, the squabbling, the absence of someone important. All traces of concern had been muffled by her Calm, but a notion did slip through the defenses. Hainoch hadn’t even said hello since he and Cob returned to the rendezvous point. He was standing like a statue in the corner of the rooftop, eyes fixed like a lookout on Nye’s residence across the road. 

			But no one told you to. We’re past the surveillance stage. And what’s that mucktalk about losing his Confidence?

			***

			“Feelin’ alright there, big guy?” Glitter asked on approach. Her voice made Hainoch’s stomach churn, now that he’d realized the truth. He froze, stuck between disgust and distress. 

			“You know you don’t have to stare at the Harbinger’s door anymore,” she said without a stutter, as if everything was normal. “We’re done with that routine. Keiran says the four women in there are sound asleep, like the rest of the street.”

			Keiran. Hainoch remembered. He can see auras. Our auras. He must have known she controlled me. He’s so honest… how could he approve of it? It made a sick sort of sense. If Keiran had allowed this façade to continue, he must have had a decent reason. 

			“Besides,” Glitter continued, “if you guys have the Harbinger’s location, then we have enough information to go on.”

			That pretense, Hainoch couldn’t help thinking. Always hiding behind a mask. Even with your dearest friends, like a machine of deception.

			“What happened?” she asked, cocking her head. She sounded kinder than usual, just one more lie among many. Glitter was many things, but never kind. The costume of sympathy served as her battle suit, but it wasn’t real. “Talk to me,” she said softly, reaching up to caress him on the cheek. He struggled not to turn, not to look, not to let those scheming eyes of hers charm him again. If it were anyone else, he’d have thrown her over the ledge by now. Let the streets below have their way with her. But it was Glitter. The enchanting Glitter. The faithless Glitter. His Glitter. 

			“Come on,” she said. “Use your words.”

			Run! Hainoch thought instinctively. Escape this creature. He felt his insides exposed to her influence, like a ship at the mercy of the wind. Her touch invoked a mixture of resolve and Confidence that banished his anxiety. Although subtle, it was noticeable now that he knew what to look for. It felt so counter-intuitive, so artificial, but still somewhat true.

			“Am I your pet, Glit?” 

			Everything paused. His body stilled, the crickets of the night disappeared, and even the Western Winds had quieted. 

			Glitter gulped and started glowing faintly of Calm-shield. It highlighted her blue attire, blond hair, and captivating lips, but more than anything, it revealed how threatened she must have felt.

			Truth would do that to a liar.

			“I carry you around, Glit. I read those endless Irentian stories to you. I follow your lead. And when I serve you well, you’re nice to me. Am I your drowning pet?” Every word struck like a hammer on a nail, aggressive and constructive. 

			Glitter’s Senspiritic influence retreated, leaving a refreshing emptiness in his chest, like the first breeze after stripping off armor.

			“Do you control my emotions, Glit?” he asked, finally mustering the courage to look up at her. “We agreed never to do that to each other.”

			She denied nothing. She said nothing. The Western Winds of Night returned and fluttered her hair, and after a long, deep breath, her shield disappeared and she finally replied. “Can’t this wait until after we’ve killed Nye?”

			Hainoch shook his head. “There is always another battle, Glit.” He couldn’t fight a Harbinger in this state. Feeling so betrayed, he couldn’t even fight a mere Bridler guard.

			“I…” Glitter stammered between accelerating breaths, “Fine. I'll be honest with you. But it’s weird for a master-bluffer like me – you know, honesty. I might be allergic. Be patient, alright? Promise?”

			“Like you promised never to manipulate me?” It escaped his lips without a smidge of thought. Chasms, was my restraint a part of her influence? Exactly how extensive was her control?

			Ocean’s mercy. The cat was out of the bag and the bag was burnt to a crisp. Their relationship was doomed and the gang with it. 

			Keiran’s vengeful campaign against the Sun Harbingers provided occupation, not meaning. The Harbingers deserved judgment, of course, for professing to investigate the night while slaying innocent women instead. But Hainoch had only ever stayed for Glitter.

			Who wouldn’t? But how am I supposed to stay now?  

			“Just promise, alright?” 

			“Fine,” he said, glancing at Cob and Keiran, who were keeping their distance.

			Glitter reddened and started chewing on her lips like a fretful child. Suddenly, she became the one avoiding eye-contact. Hainoch had never seen her so nervous before, but he’d never heard her being honest before, either. It looked alien, like she’d turned into someone else, someone she wasn’t comfortable with. 

			“I lied to you,” she admitted, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “I sensed your jealousy. I sensed how you struggle to summon emotions on command, even Confidence and Valor, which you trained for. I just wanted you to be the best you can be.”

			Hainoch absorbed it like a punch to the stomach. He really did keep a jealous eye on Glitter when she seduced other men to extract information from them, and he couldn’t argue with that notion about his Senspiritic abilities, either. 

			The best I can be…. His thoughts shuffled in a whirlpool of words, names, and feelings. Not a pet then… but what? 

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” he struggled to construct a single opinion. “Thought I might be offended?”

			She shook her head. “Drown offending. I was scared of losing you.” 

			Glitter? Scared? 

			“But you are losing me,” Hainoch gasped, curbing a whimper. Emotion filled his throat. “I can’t go on like this, Glit. I can’t tell if you’re manipulating me or not. I have to get away.”

			“Guess I failed, then.” She sniffed and sighed. “I’m terrible at doing good. Cob always says that.”

			Awfully true, that latter notion. But not the former. She hadn’t failed. Their connection, twisted though it was, had helped Hainoch escape the Olyanath Bridlers and make something of himself, not to mention the raw power he wielded thanks to Glitter’s influence and inspiration. 

			These eight years they’d spent hunting down Sun Harbingers had secured the lives of thousands across Huravoth. How many will be saved if we kill Nye tonight? How many will be avenged?

			“I don’t want to lose you, either,” Hainoch blurted out, surprising himself. He pulled her into a fierce embrace, his hand buried in her shaggy hair. 

			“You’re despicable,” he whispered. “Unpredictable and harder than drowning ivoryn.”

			She looked up, perplexed, her green eyes glassy with tears. 

			Drown it. She knows she made a mistake. What good am I if I can’t forgive one mistake? 

			“But you can’t be dishonest,” he said. “Not with me. To make this bond practical, we ought to be truthful about it.” 

			“Wait, what?” 

			“I...” he mumbled at first but picked up courage and spoke up. “I accept your influence over my emotions, Glit, through Senspirity or otherwise.” He grabbed her hands in his, matching fingers between gaps. “I have faults I can’t get over on my own. If you can help me become a better Senspiriter, a better person, then do it.” 

			“You…” she mumbled, looking genuinely Confused, possibly for the first time in her entire life. “You’re letting… letting me in willingly?” 

			“I’m giving you my heart, Glit. Use it right. Don’t hurt it. Don’t break it. Better in your hands than mine. Just… just be honest about it.” 

			“Son of a witch,” Glitter breathed. She pushed him off and slammed his chest with every word that followed. “You are the weirdest, sickest, stupidest, drownin’ strongest person I’ve ever met!” She gritted her teeth and avoided his gaze. “Such courage, Hainoch.” She wiped her eyes dry. “Share some of it sometimes, will ya?”

			Hainoch chuckled and felt a surge of Confidence wash over him, like the first breath of a healthy day after a sickness. Then it swapped for Valor. Golden, shimmering Valor that strengthened every muscle and reinforced his skin like armor.

			He earned this. He won this. Given the opportunity… Ocean’s mercy, given the opportunity, he could take on the entire Order of the Sun Harbingers with that power. For now, however, he settled for sliding Glitter’s forelock aside and diving in for a kiss.  

			“Besides,” he chortled between one touch of their lips to the next, “now I can come complaining to you whenever I don’t feel good.”

			She giggled in return, alternately kissing and biting. “Blaming me seems to be the theme of the evening,” she smiled.

			The kissing went on until a slow clapping rhythm interfered.

			“You’re letting my sister off too easy,” Cobald said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Ought to be harder with Glitter, or else Glitter never learns.”

			Provoked, Glitter broke off and leaped to scold Cobald for ruining the moment. Hainoch remained behind to grunt and gaze at the stars. 

			That was some decision. Hope it was the right one. 

			“Quite the talent,” Keiran whispered to him, sneaking by, “curbing your fury like that. You could make a keen Pyromancer if you only applied yourself.” 

			Hainoch shook his head. “I think I’m past learning new Senspiritic tricks,” he said, eyeing Glitter as she launched a tirade of swears and hand gestures at her brother. They kept their voices low so as not to wake the community of Ivoryl Boulevard, but it could escalate into yelling in a single, reckless moment. 

			“So long as I have her, I don’t have to worry about doing things on my own.” 

			That included learning to summon Confidence and Valor without Glitter’s assistance. Why bother? Glitter had never learned to read. She depended on others - mostly him - to read for her. We’re complementing each other. We can make it work.  

			“So everything’s settled?” Keiran asked, looking up from under his hood.

			“No. Not quite.”

			I really should have been harder on her.

			Cob wasn’t wrong. Glitter took a scolding, but a beaten snake was still a snake. “Every lie has consequences…” Hainoch murmured. His stomach churned with the temptation to try and harness Glitter’s Love to control her, just to verify, just to be sure that he could. “Glit and I have a lot of work ahead of us. Give it time –“ 

			“We don’t have time,” Keiran cut him off.

			Snorting like a displeased father, Keiran turned and stepped between Cobald and Glitter to separate them. The squabbling continued for a moment, but soon enough Glitter obliged, summoning Calm with joined fists.

			“We need to summarize our findings,” Keiran announced with the firm voice of a leader. “I, for one, am quite disappointed with myself. My efforts to find my old teacher have failed miserably. I’ve looked everywhere and even ventured into the Sun Temple, where I heard he worked until fifteen years ago. But he isn’t there anymore. Trezoss has left Olyanath, and it’s all the poorer for it.”

			Hainoch joined the group and they formed a circle. His hand found its way to Glitter’s hip. He pulled her close, and she rested her head on his arm.

			“I did find out some interesting facts about ivoryn, though,” Keiran added, stuffing his hand in the inner pocket of his robes. “And I had a chat with Nye’s Fervorist friend.” He drew out the silvery pencil that Glitter was stabbed with.

			“Ehm – sidetracked,” Glitter coughed and waved in dismissal. “Research can wait until after the assassination.”

			Or, Hainoch noted, at least until we’re not hiding in Huravoth’s capital of evil.

			Glitter brushed her hair back in a pompous gesture and smirked at Keiran and Cob as she unfolded her own findings. 

			“I was much more productive. That gloomy person you sensed in the house really loathes the Harbinger, like you said. She told me everything there is to know about him. He’s a total psycho, even by Harbinger standards. I mean, the hearing voices kind of psycho. He has a tendency for mercy, but not nearly enough to make up for all the lives he’d taken. Now, the most interesting part is that he’s only mastered the Basic Five: Care, Calm, Confidence, Anger, and Valor. He shifts between them fast, while channeling them at low intensity. That should make him easy to Confuse, so my part’s clear. We don’t have to wait until he’s drunk or tired. A simple contradiction should be enough to plantify him.” 

			As their frontline fighter, nothing filled Hainoch with more joy than hearing low intensity. It meant the Harbinger was slower, weaker, and his Anger-fire would be relatively small.  

			“See, Keiran?” Glitter gestured at her chest and put on a triumphant smile. “This is how you do reconnaissance. Don’t take no for an answer.”

			“You’re not perfect, Glit,” Cob said, shaking his head. “Someday you’ll slip up. And I’ll be there to see it and laugh.” 

			She shrugged it off. “I’m a sore loser. One of my issues. What about you? Found out anything interesting?”

			“Cob has a soft spot for princesses,” Hainoch declared with a gurgle. “You should’ve seen how he ogled her for hours.”  

			“Really?” Glitter sneered, judging her brother with a knowing stare. “It was just a matter of time, I suppose.”

			“Anything relevant?” Keiran asked, rubbing his forehead. If it hurt, it had to be psychological, seeing as he could mend almost any kind of physical pain.

			“We know where he was several hours ago,” Cobald said. “Eastern shore, outside a grove south of Breeze. I think he’s still there. I know I’d stay there if I had the princess in a place so remote. We can attack now, so long as Haini here doesn’t melt down on us midway.” 

			Hainoch flinched at that, tightening his embrace at Glitter’s side. She broke her stance and wrapped her arm around his back. He would never melt down again.

			“I can get us there before sunrise if we leave now,” he stated and went to fetch the straps they used to ride him. 

			Not a pet, he decided while fastening the gear to his armor. A team member with responsibility, like the others.

			“Just one small issue,” Cobald added, blushing and rubbing the nape of his neck.

			Flooded with Confidence, Hainoch finished his preparations before Cob concluded. To the others, his motions must have looked blurred with speed.

			“We remove the princess from harm’s way before we engage,” Cob explained when Hainoch returned, fully geared to carry all three of them.

			“Throw her in the Ocean or something,” Cob suggested. “And have Keiran make sure she doesn’t drown to death until we finish with the Harbinger.”

			“Agreed,” Hainoch said. Seeing Glitter and Keiran accepting the condition with a shrug, he crouched, letting the others clamber on and grab the straps. 
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							Post-Mazriv Symbol

						
							
							Emotion of power
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							Anger

						
							
							Aggressive. 
Not devastating.
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							Hatred

						
							
							Vehement. 
Devastating. 
Incurable.
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							Calm

						
							
							Impenetrable. 
Invulnerable. 
Indifferent.
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							Care

						
							
							Vulnerable. 
Teeming with life.
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							Fear

						
							
							Partial dominance. 
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							Love

						
							
							Complete dominance.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 24 
Every Dusk Might Be Someone Else’s Dawn
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			“You could feign behavior, lie about actions, deceive with words, but there is no such thing as a fake emotion. When it comes to feelings, things are always as real as they can be. The only difference between summoned feelings, and circumstantial ones, is that those that are summoned are logical and deliberate, while the circumstantial ones are unexpected, and often forced down your throat. But neither of them is any less real.” 

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Six 

			“I don’t have to join my fists to summon Calm,” Nye explained. He was lying on the sand with Ivy cuddled up to him, her head on his chest. They’d dressed already, and Ivy was delighted at how exhausted she’d left him. It had been a long, long night.

			“Body language isn’t obligatory,” he said, “but it is contributory to controlling your emotions.”

			“Nye,” she prodded him with a finger, “are you suggesting there’s something wrong with my body language?” She grabbed the arm that held her in his embrace and pulled it tighter.

			“No,” he mumbled, disoriented. “Ehm. Perhaps there is some hypocrisy in me teaching you about body language.”

			Ivy walked two fingers down his body like tiny legs. “Anything you’d like me to do different, maybe? Or never do again? If it’s not obligatory –”

			“It is contributory, though,” Nye tittered. She had expected the Western Winds of Night to switch direction before Harbinger Nye would ever honor her with a titter. 

			“Right you are. It is,” she said, rolling out of his grip. 

			She stopped with her back on the sand, looking up at the depressing stars – depressing in that they moved so drowning slowly.

			During the day, the Sun hastened across the sky like an anxious guard hurrying home from his night shift. Night-time was different. After sunset, when the wind changed direction, it felt as if time itself stretched and slowed, like a horse forced to slow down from a gallop to a walk. The stars cruised through the sky, like the Sun, but at a hesitant, much slower pace.

			A chill crept down Ivy’s spine as she realized that. “You’re not scared?” she asked, gulping at the starry night that would end soon, a little later than yesterday. “Or at least worried?” 

			“About what?” He twitched, bothered by the question. This often happened when she asked him about himself rather than his powers. 

			She replied with a timid nod toward the sky.

			“The night?” he asked. “It’ll be stopped before it poses a serious threat.”

			“Really?” Ivy asked, raising a brow. “I think the night would disagree. It seems rather unresponsive to the Harbingers’ efforts.”

			“The Sun Harbingers have long strayed from this purpose,” Nye said. “But your father has not. Word is that he plans to march south, locate the witch who’s tampering with the night, and destroy her once and for all. He asked me to watch over you while he’s occupied with war plans. Should anyone ask how we met, this could be the short version.”  

			You’re just trying to change the subject, she thought, holding back a chuckle. “How lo –“

			“How long do we have?” he asked for her. Chasms, she Loved how he sometimes read her mind like that. She Loved him. 

			“Two years at most,” he answered, “if your father fails.” 

			That startled her. She sat up and glowered at him as if he were to blame. “Two years?” she blurted out in escalating tones. “Two years until eternal darkness?”

			“Expert nightologists call it the Dawnless Night,” Nye corrected her, “to make it sound less dramatic, I believe. Hardly a success, now that I hear it out loud.”

			How can you be so drowning relaxed about this? 

			Sure, Nye had it in him to control his emotions, making him unpredictably inhuman. He could snap into Anger or descend into grief because of a mere daydream, while real dangers bothered him like leaves bother the wind. 

			Two years is all we have left? At most?

			He frowned at her, undoubtedly reading terror in her restless eyes. 

			“It is accelerating,” Nye explained in ponderous tones. “The night, I mean. It’s progressing faster than nightologists are willing to admit, and its acceleration is speeding up, too, but it’s also inconsistent. Some nights are actually shorter than the previous ones by a second or so. These shifting inconsistencies are what led your father to believe it’s witchcraft in the first place, rather than a natural phenomenon.”  

			“It could be a man, though, right?” Ivy asked, wrapping her hands around her knees. It felt like her dread was being suppressed by something, waning like an echo. It left her empty.

			“Unlikely,” Nye said. “It smells of a woman’s sort of crazy.”

			“Says the man hearing voices,” Ivy retorted. “I admit phantom voices probably don’t twist nature, but I’m sure you can see the possibility –“

			“The possibility that it’s a man manipulating the night?” Nye concurred and sat up, rubbing his bristles. “It’s possible, but unlikely. And your father’s resources are considerable. if he thinks it’s a woman, I believe him.”

			“You’re just scared of sounding like my uncle,” her eyes turned to the Ocean, to the horizon that had started to brighten with the dark blue of early morning. The wind would change soon, too, as it always did during the passage from night into day.  

			“Uncle Emittar’s brave enough to blame Senspirity itself, regardless of gender.” She paused as Nye stood up all of a sudden. He brooded, seemingly offended. 

			“Living without the Sun doesn’t have to be a bad thing,” he said, joining his fists and radiating the faint white aura of Calm-shield. “Even the wisest –“

			“Cut the mucktalk, Nye,” she burst in, hands on hips. “This is eternal darkness we’re talking about! E-TER-NAL DARKNESS! Absolute absence of daylight. The ultimate shadow. Denial of sight. A persistent, big, black shade –“

			“You done?”

			“The end of days at its most literal meaning,” she continued. “You can’t just dismiss it like that. It is bad! Evil, even! It needs to be prevented!” 

			He shook his head at her and approached, wearing his lecture face. “Things are only bad if we think of them as bad,” he said. “Reality as a whole is a subjective decryption our brain makes of its environment. It’s an elastic thing, easy to twist and misinterpret.”

			Ivy rolled her eyes. She stood up so that she’d match his height and he wouldn’t feel so tall and vain. Not that it helped. Nye could just summon feeling tall and vain. 

			“What the Chasms are you talking about now?” she asked.

			Nye dusted the sand off his uniform and smirked before he answered. “Your next lesson in Senspirity. I’ll teach you how I control my emotions.” He looked up and she followed his gaze to meet the hypnotic sky. The stars were captivating, shimmering so differently from one another, yet so alike.

			“Pretty, aren’t they?” he remarked. 

			“Yes, beautiful.” 

			“No, they aren’t.” 

			Huh?

			“Never heard the story of Barmy Garmy?” Nye asked.

			Ivy shook her head.

			“Didn’t think so. Garmor was a scientist, one of the first nightologists, centuries ago. He sought a much broader understanding of the universe. He had this instrument - a telescope, he called it - a device that could gather stray light and converge it to form a closer picture of faraway objects.”

			“Far away like the stars?” 

			“Particularly the stars. But old Garmy, he was the greedy type. Avid and Passionate. When the image that the telescope provided didn’t satisfy him, Garmy harnessed Passion and commanded the light from the stars to bend to his will. He bent them to focus into the telescope lens and –“ 

			He stopped and paled, looking haunted.

			Again, Nye? 

			Clearly, these insane voices disrupted his flow. Just tell them to go bother someone else! We’re in the middle of something!

			Nye had it in him to repress the voices, but recently they seemed to have gotten stronger. He didn’t shake them off as easily.  

			You’re so weird, Ivy struggled to determine whether she liked it or not. As an abnormality, she’d found his illness intriguing, but the voices had an annoying habit of interrupting Nye’s speeches. 

			It was something about summoning Passion this time, judging by the soft mumbles that escaped Nye’s mouth. He didn’t explain much about it earlier, when he summarized about Senspiritic powers. He claimed his master didn’t, either, and sounded frustrated about that.

			“Well?” Ivy pressed. “What happened to Garmy?”

			“Too much light,” Nye said, stirring out of his murmuring. “It was as if he stood on the star’s surface. Old Garmy was incinerated in an instant, exploding along with the rest of his laboratory, earning the eternal name of Barmy Garmy.”

			“Exploding?”

			“Yes. Later, more careful researchers found that light from the stars is composed, in fact, of enormous, devastating blasts of light, and light means heat. Barmy Garmy bent so much of it onto this single spot – some say the light of the explosion was seen far into space.”

			“Like a star?”

			He nodded.

			“So,” Ivy said, staring up at the mysterious dots that gave off distant, immense explosions, “your point is?”  

			“My point is that things are two-faced things, Ivy. The stars are beautiful, but also drownright ruthless and violent.”

			Nye resumed his lecture in the background, along with the wind and the waves. Within, Ivy was still digesting the story of Barmy Garmy. It stung, but she came to realize that the whole thing made sense. Sort of.

			“We’re not threatened by eternal darkness,” he concluded. “No. Just as we’re not threatened by the stars. The blue skies and the Sun itself might be reduced to mere myth, forgotten in time. And it will change things. But we shouldn’t feel threatened by change, either. We’ll adapt. We’ll endure. Humans always do.”

			Ivy pondered on that, gazing at the vastness of the Ocean with a dry sensation on her tongue. Endure… tell that to the hatmakers. The farmers. Breezians who depend on the winds to sail their ships. It’s not just about light. Everything will change.

			Something felt amiss about Nye’s view. Something obvious.

			So indifferent to the night issue, she thought. An inevitable consequence of your excessive use of Calm, no doubt. But why then… Why –

			“Why join the Sun Harbingers,” Ivy asked and grimaced as the words escaped her mouth, “if not to stop the night? Did you join them just to satisfy your appetite for killing?” 

			It was liberating, in a way, to ask the drownin’ scary question out loud rather than keep it inside. But - Ocean’s mercy - she shivered with an overwhelming chill as Nye approached and grabbed her waist. 

			“They didn’t charge me,” he whispered into her ear and kissed her cheek, working his lips down to her neck. “I have Trezoss to thank for that, I suppose. It was free knowledge, free power –“

			“You paid with blood and obedience,” Ivy said, frozen in his embrace, unable to turn. “You kill for them.”

			“I could be doing far worse,” he said, sneaking a kiss on the spot where her shoulder met the neck. “But I didn’t pay this price. Not completely. Here I am, betraying them, training a witch.” He kissed her again, and suddenly she felt unshackled. She broke free of the captivating chill like a summer wind beating the winter cold. 

			“Yes,” Ivy spoke up, full of cheer that lifted her up out of nowhere. She turned to him, their lips almost touching. Then she pushed him back and chuckled instead. “About that, weren’t you trying to teach me something?”

			“Right. To control your emotions the way I do.” He sat down on the sand and gestured for her to sit in front of him. “Considering what we’ve learned about the stars, we ought to accept that we’re deceived sometimes - often, even - without realizing. Now, who would you say is the greatest deceiver in the world?”

			“I’ll take a wild guess and say it’s you?” 

			It worked, earning her another chuckle from the pensive Harbinger. 

			He shook his head. “The brain, Ivy. It deceives you all the time, making you think that things are what they seem to be, rather than what they are. It craves objectivity, while it can never assert it. Sad, in a way.” 

			Everything sounded indistinct for a moment, and something new pounded from the back of Ivy’s head. It banged in a repetitive rhythm, following the mention of objectivity like thunder that follows lightning. It pulsed a couple of times before fading into a mild ringing.

			Annoyed, and deafened to a degree, Ivy groaned and stirred. What the Abyss was that? She scratched her head as if to communicate with her brain, feeling silly.

			“Acknowledging the lie allows you to make use of it,” Nye continued, “and lies are useful, Ivy. They only differ from truth in that truth is circumstantial and lies are deliberate. When you’re reliving your memories, for example, you deceive yourself into thinking and feeling something other than you naturally would. Experts can get invested in daydreams, too. They bathe in their imagination instead of reality. Now, when it comes to summoned emotions, it was never a question of real or fake. Emotions are always real. Summoned emotions are different, not because some call them fake, but because they are deliberate.”

			“So,” Ivy gave a bitter chuckle, “no becoming a Senspiriter if I want to stay sane?” 

			Nye was laughing again. Glorious day. 

			“Your sanity is a lie, Ivy. Always has been.” 

			Ivy fell quiet. She shifted into a pensive pose, resting her chin on her fist. Her silver hair fell over her face with the motion, and she didn’t even bother pushing it back. 

			“Not sure I want to give up my sanity, though,” 

			Nye launched into action and spun around her at Confidence speed, hurling sand about. He came to a sudden stop, roared in Anger, and shot a fireball to the sky. Before she could so much as gasp, he had already sat down in front of her, his fists joined, radiating white. 

			“Drown you,” she muttered enviously. 

			“This is what you earn in the trade-off,” he said, glowering at her with those fiendish eyes of his. “Power in exchange for sanity. It’s worth the sacrifice, Ivy. Sanity is useless when the world around you is mad muckballs.”

			“No one says muckballs,” Ivy said with a timid grin. 

			“They do in Dinjen Forest with reference to city folk acting crazy.” 

			“Oh,” she said, grabbing his hand by the wrist. “So you’re from Dinjen, then?” 

			He replied with a slight nod, the type that had her perplexed. She couldn’t tell if he was lying to deflect the question or answering sincerely. 

			“Fine,” Ivy said, half-invested. “Sanity aside. The brain deceives. What’s reality, then? I mean, if it’s not real things, then what is it?”

			“One of a thousand deceits,” Nye said, “and the Senspiriter’s greatest limitation. Transcend reality, feel what you want to feel instead of what you’re supposed to feel. You’ll become the best version of yourself. And a swift Senspiriter.”

			Ivy groaned, struggling to come up with counterarguments. He couldn’t be right about this. It sounded drownright… drownright mad. Some things are real. 

			“But,” she said at last, “but, no. You make it sound like lying’s a good thing.”

			“Truth is flat,” Nye said, “composed of feigned facts and labels, whereas lies… lies are an overwhelmingly complex formula of creativity and ingenuity. Forgive me if I find them a drop more appealing.”

			Crimson Cascades! That pulse was pounding in her head again as if in denial, a dormant force strongly disagreeing with the Harbinger. 

			“Any more questions?” Nye asked.

			“Just one. Without reality, and with so many unfavorable lies, none of which prevails over the others, how do we tell one lie from another? How do we decide what to do? What to feel?” 

			Nye frowned at that, then smiled and stood up, offering his hand. “We choose which is real,” he said, “rather than try to prove it. And the appropriate emotions follow. Doing that consciously makes us feel rather godlike, which is no exaggeration considering the powers that Senspirity allows us to harness. An old friend of mine used to say that understanding is defining. I think she meant that same notion. Come along now, we can practice.” 

			Ivy took his hand and sighed as he pulled her up. 

			“Just a little recap first,” she said, lifting a finger. “Subjectively, people can choose to rejoice at the lengthening night instead of dreading it?” 

			He nodded and arranged her hands. Her open palms were facing the Ocean in a stance suitable for engaging Anger. 

			“Yes,” he said. “Just remember that every dusk might be someone else’s dawn. And whenever something changes, aim your suspicions at whoever turns the most profit. Usually, they are responsible.” 

			She blushed, conscious of Nye’s allure as he straightened her arm with a final touch. Even if he was wrong about it - about all of it - the amount of thinking it required to construct such a theory, and the certainty in his voice…

			Ivy broke the position and leaped at him in a storm of kisses. She threw her arms over his shoulders and lifted her legs so as to float in his embrace. It felt so right –

			Nye’s eyes widened in shock and it happened so drownin’ fast. 

			Something strong yanked her from him and, before she knew it, she was cast over the massive shoulder of a man soaring to the sky. Below, a blond-haired man unfurled a tempest of howling fire against Nye. It engulfed him in curving flames, and he disappeared in a cloud of whirling sand mixed with thickening smoke.

			They landed, she and the giant abductor. Ivy struggled and called out Nye’s name, but in vain. If he heard her, he showed no sign of it. He was occupied with fighting a group of converging enemies. 

			“Let go of me!” She battered the attacker’s back. Her tiny fists hit him like scrawny twigs against a wall. 

			“Nye!”

			“Fret not, Your Highness,” He spoke in a high-pitched voice that sounded far kinder than she’d expected. “We’ll come and get you when this is all over.” 

			He grabbed her arms, whirled around, and tossed her far out over Ocean’s domain. 

			Sea above and clouds beneath, the world tumbled around her, and before Ivy could catch her breath, she crashed into the water, drowning deep. 

		

	

CHAPTER 25 
A Clash of Heroes
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			“Ah, this is the answer to all the riddles. How do Senspiriters navigate between emotions? Youngling dear, your mind belongs to you and you alone, not to the outside world. Bask in your dreams, embrace them as reality. This ability to deceive your own brain is what The Circle is all about. And you, because of your illness, do it better than anyone.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Seven

			Nye endured the assailant’s fire arrows like tree would weather a storm. His shield absorbed the heat of the enemy flames with ease. 

			“Move!” the voice scolded, sounding indistinct from afar. “What a waste of muscles you are! Move, drown it! Move!”

			Although invulnerable, Nye did feel rather stuck in this deluge of shrieking flames. Switching Calm for Confidence would get him burned, while sidestepping had, so far, yielded nothing because the Pyromancer was tracking him. Ocean behind him, time running out with Ivy drowning in the sea, he had one way to go. 

			Forward, through the raging inferno. 

			Nye exhaled, steeled himself, and pressed forward through the flames, flashing white as his shield repelled them. 

			“Spin about him and deplete Calm as you draw your dagger!”

			It never came to that. An obstacle jumped in and blocked his path. It flashed in white, repelling Nye and knocking him off-balance amidst the waning wisps of fire. 

			The radiance shrank into the outlines of a lady in blue. She’d stumbled, but found solid ground fast, like him. The stream of flames gleamed against her back and shone through her golden hair.

			Drownin’ Mesmers.

			Shielded by Calm, Nye couldn’t push her out of the way. Even if the witch wasn’t protected, he still was, and it prevented every possible offensive move. She shouted a battle cry - What the Abyss? - And swung a blade at him. 

			What…? 

			“Don’t just stand there,” the voice said, sounding distant and weak. “She’s blocking the Pyromancer’s line of sight! Move! Now!” 

			Nye summoned Confidence and scurried away, resulting in the witch’s blade jabbing the blurry afterimage he’d left behind. 

			Dawn was glimmering on the horizon. The alpenglow washed the shore with color and stunning details that ought to be savored, but Nye could barely catch sight of anything at that speed. He circled the attackers, constructing a mental image of the battlefield with the Pyromancer at the center of it.

			“We’d better attack fast.” The taunting phantom voice was restored to full force as Nye’s Calm was depleted. “We can’t afford to lose the princess. The opportunity –“ 

			One Mesmer and one Pyromancer, Nye counted, and about a minute to kill them before Ivy drowns.

			“Easy. We can summon Hatred.” 

			It sounded only half-cynical, but Nye refrained from arguing. Battle first, crazy inner feuds later. Indeed, Madness aligned to him like a shadow, enhancing him. It had happened in the past during difficult battles. 

			“Isn’t that nice,”

			Just shut up and pay attention to everything I’m not paying attention to.

			Facing the Pyromancer’s back, Nye depleted Confidence, sliding forward with momentum slowed by the sand. He changed direction, then summoned Confidence back and leaped at the insolent Pyromancer, his dagger in his hand. 

			“Wait! Where’s the third attacker? The big one that took the princess! Can’t see him!”

			In mid-air already, and at Confidence speed, Nye hadn’t the slightest chance of summoning Calm in time. 

			A large figure fell into position between Nye and his target – a Narcisst, massive and armored from head to toe. He bellowed and sent Nye a dozen yards back with a forceful kick to the ribs. 

			“Adding the Narcisst, that makes three of them,” the voice summarized as Nye crashed into a tree. 

			Three against one, Nye noted, forming fantasies of Caring in his mind. 

			“I don’t count?” 

			Nye’s bones tremored with shock, but thankfully, remained intact. His leather armor absorbed most of the blunt hit. 

			But it would not suffice against the iron sword that the gigantic Narcisst had just drawn. Harnessing Care for Ivy, he healed the compulsions, replenished his energy, stood up with a groan and summoned Calm. 

			“They may have the numerical advantage, but, individually, they lack variety.”

			And variety is power! 

			Nye rallied. He sheathed his dagger and prepared to summon Anger.

			“No! Wait!” the voice pleaded.

			Warfare research claimed that humans were unable to map more than seven objects, except in particularly lucid moments that extended their perception to nine or so. This research would collapse if they tested Nye. With the voice of his subconscious as an ally, their awareness tripled those numbers. They had the entire battleground mapped out in their mind, every tree, every rock, every footprint left in the sand. They knew the postures of their enemies and their momentum well enough to infer their strategy and estimate their timing.

			“He’s too quick!” the voice shouted, and was drowning right. 

			Even if I burn him on his leap, Nye calculated in a split-second, his sword will slice us right open. 

			“Calm! Calm! Back to Calm!”

			Nye joined his fists, and the Narcisst’s strike was deflected sideways by the white, glowing surge. The rotund man stumbled face down in the dirt, breastplate ringing, his great sword slashing at nothing.

			“Now!”

			Nye recalled an infuriating dream in which he’d been arguing with Alliddar about slaughtering a witch’s family, about how needless it was. His heart raced as his mind embraced the upsetting scene. Nothing infuriated him more than people paying the price for their superior’s failures. He was pumped with intoxicating Anger. His blood boiled within, the air warped between his fingers, and it itched to be unleashed. 

			Nye fanned that itch. He harnessed it and blasted the Narcisst with a wave of roaring flames, satisfied by the large man’s screams. 

			“Not him!” the phantom voice said, uncharacteristically earnest. “The Pyromancer! Get the Pyromancer!” 

			Nye left the injured Narcisst and charged to confront the rest of the group. Unfortunately, he hadn’t burned the Narcisst to his bones, but a better strategy - for various reasons - was to eliminate the other targets first, like that skinny Pyromancer prick. 

			Channeling his fury, Nye aimed and unleashed a sequence of fireballs in the general direction of –

			“Pay attention! Movement to our left!” Madness reacted a moment too late. The Mesmer had just jumped in to block the path. She danced through the combustion unhindered and leaped at him, rapier in hand.

			“Abyssal Mesmers!”

			She spun in elegance, and, before Nye could summon Calm to protect himself, her sword had already slashed through his throat.

			Or… what? He felt the cold touch of metal, but no stinging pain followed, nor did shortage of breath. Besides, she couldn’t hurt him while she was harnessing Calm. 

			Could she? 

			“What the Chasms?” the voice asked, hesitating. “Is the blade dull?” 

			The Bleeding Chasms would have to wait, apparently. The Mesmer’s weapon wasn’t even sharp. Nye didn’t know what to make of this.

			“Contradiction!” the voice screamed in a combination of panic and thrill.

			The inconsistency thundered in Nye's skull like drums, forcing him out of control. His fury was gone, but he couldn’t summon anything in its stead. It was as if The Circle had ceased to spin, stagnated by the dissonance. 

			The Mesmer wore a smug expression, her green eyes staring right through him. “Plantified already?” she sniggered, pinning her blade in the ground, “Chasms, you are hideous! Your eyes, man, look like globby, mucky, rotty, sort of half-deathish –“ 

			Something grunted behind. It grabbed him with a pair of strong arms and squeezed without mercy. 

			The Narcisst! How?! 

			Nye mewled, struggling against the man’s massive crushing. How did he recover?

			“An Empath nearby! Fool! We should have killed him!”

			Nye squealed and cursed, his arms locked against his body. His bones were crunching, and his mind was still recovering from the Confusion that the Mesmer struck at him. The blade must have been dull on purpose. Clever. He would have appreciated that more verbally, had the Narcisst not been crushing the life out of him. 

			“I rhymed for this moment,” the Mesmer said, clicking her tongue. “The end is nigh. Get it? I think it’s my best one.”

			The Narcisst tightened his grip, breaking more of Nye’s bones like planks between those massive armored muscles. 

			We… We could –

			“No! Focus! Summon Calm!”

			We need help… aargh! It hurt. His body was shattering like a drowning toy.

			“Don’t do it, Nye! Don’t!”

			Driven by curiosity, as well as survival impulse, Nye deployed his only choice. He broke in and removed perplexity from Ivy's mind, prompting clarity instead. 

			He set her loose.

			***

			Drowning. I’m… I’m drowning! 

			Ivy snapped awake deep underwater to find herself drifting about in the merciless currents. The sea was dragging her down to the dark depths, her waterlogged clothing weighing her like an iron weight. Her ears were hurting with the pressure.

			“Uhhhhhhh…” Something sounded indistinct and exhausted. It groaned, sort of stretching as if waking up. 

			She was suddenly struck by lucidity of a kind she’d never known before – of a kind no one had known before. Numbers and complicated patterns flashed through her mind. Every push of the currents, every wave, fish, stone, grain of sand – everything became prominent all at once. 

			Overwhelmed, Ivy inhaled instinctively, choking on the salty water. Still, this new sense of clarity helped her retain focus. She discarded the gratuitous flush of facts that flooded her mind, and hung on to what was important. 

			Senspiriters are like swimmers. Nye's lessons echoed in her ears, over the background of the bubbling water. They choose whether to go with the current or against it…

			Ivy opened her eyes to the stinging water, only to realize how deep in Ocean’s domain she was. She would never reach the surface before fainting from air loss. 

			The vicious currents were pulling her further down as if by the all-powerful will of the Ocean witch herself. And even if she resisted, even if she could make it back up, those bandits were still out there –

			Drowning. I’m… I’m dying!

			Dream and reality... the only difference between the two is that one is circumstantial while the other is deliberate. 

			She lost track, dazed by the flood of numerical celestial facts that swamped her again. It revealed the size of Huravoth, the measurements of the Sun, the average intensity of the oncoming Eastern Winds – but it also revealed her exact coordinates within Ocean’s domain, which utterly confirmed that her chances were nonexistent. She was far, far too deep.

			So. Much. Useless. Knowledge. Ivy squeezed her aching head with both hands. Where was it hiding? Why did it wait? Where – Where’s the… thing? It's gone! The thing that perplexed me! It’s gone!

			 It just had to pick this moment of near-death to disappear. Her insides rumbled with aggravation as she realized she wouldn’t live to explore what she might have become. 

			Swimming is unnatural. So is controlling your emotions. Defy nature. Rule it…

			Curse nature! Ivy screamed in her heart. And curse the Ocean! Whether the waters themselves or the mythological witch, it felt accurate all the same. 

			If I am to drown, it will be by my choice, not yours! 

			She locked her arms forward like a dart and forced her way through the currents. Not up, though: she dived down with the will of the sea, aiming for the rocky terrain in the depths. 

			My choice!

			Below, she could see a cliff, its ledge made out of curved, slippery stone. Beyond it, among the dark and endless depths, lay the ruins of old Huravoth, the drowned part of the continent. Broken towers were spiking up from below, glinting with an ivoryn sheen between the shadows.

			Survival out of the question, Ivy reached the ledge, took in the sight of the ivoryn ruins, and turned her back on it. Her end would be different than theirs, not wrought by the sadistic hand of Ocean’s nature, but by her own decision. She would die content, which surely beat dying in a struggle, or as a captive of those bloodthirsty bandits. 

			She struggled to gain friction on the slick face of the stone with her bare toes. Her chest stung with air loss. Death was coming, Ivy knew, but she refused to panic.

			My choice...

			Her arms and legs spasmed and started flailing about, out of control, as if anticipating the impending end. Of all the pleasures her short life had offered, she longed for Nye’s touch the most. Just one more time… any kind of touch, just not this cold, soulless stone…

			Nye! 

			He was wreathed in flames the last time she saw him. Chasms, he was in danger. Real danger. 

			 Memories are limited. True power lies in harnessing emotions you dream…

			“I’ll save you.” Her lips moved and allowed the last few bubbles of air to escape.

			An odd feeling of warmth filled her. It started with an image of rescuing Nye at the last moment and escalated from there, spreading through her body to soothe and reinforce it.

			Curse nature. Curse death. She would find a way out, she would save him. And then she would stop the night.

			If only she wasn’t dying.

			I won’t! Ivy felt her mind glowing with a new, warm power.

			Recognizing potential is good. It’s bad to keep it in its abstract form… It felt so obvious. Impossible to miss. 

			 Understanding is defining… 

			And, at long last, Ivy understood. Her expanded awareness revealed the vast field of reality like the view from her bedroom window unveiled. Mysteries were exposed – hundreds of answers laid bare, flooding her with knowledge like a river bursting through a broken dam. 

			Of course this is that. Obvious. Drownright obvious.

			Resolute and bereft of any shred of Confusion, the power within her redefined itself with a name. Courage to protect others, mingling with the recognition of one's bravery. This was Valor, and Ivy harnessed it to the fullest.  

			The stings of saltwater in her eyes faded instantly. Her heart was beating with replenished energy, sending reviving force through her veins. Valor reinforced her steadiness too, making her sturdy and unmovable by the Ocean’s currents. She still needed air, though not as badly. 

			Looking up with resurrected hope, Ivy wore the smug expression only Valor can prompt. She bent her knees and launched off the rocky ledge, which exploded to bits under the forceful push. 

			Empowered by inconceivable might, she felt like the whole world tilted backward in outer space against the force of her leap. She soared upward, swift and unstoppable, like a beam of light. The treacherous voice of the Ocean hollered helplessly in her ears, as if admitting defeat. 

			Nature was no longer an adversary. It yielded to her will, submitted to her control, every grain of sand, every wave, and every current of the sea. 

			The surface rushed to her, golden daylight flickering on its blurry fabric. Beyond, air awaited her. Air and a second chance. 

			I’m coming!

			“Uhhhhhhhh.” The waking voice sounded again, muffled and disoriented. Ivy dismissed it for now. Rescue Nye first, figure out this eeriness later. 

			The dawn peeped up with a shiny glint, and Ivy broke out with it. She burst out of the water in a roaring splash, soaring high, and singled out a target – that Pyromancer with the blond hair in the fur coat. She summoned Passion.

			I’ll kill you first.

			***

			Nye's back hurt like a thousand tiny talons were clawing his bones from the inside. The Narcisst threw him aside and he fell hard like a wood log on the ground. Insufferable pain shrouded the rest of his senses. Each breath felt like a stab, and every heartbeat like it would be his last. 

			He'd survived worse.

			“Still alive though!” Madness seemed to be doing just fine. “Get up! Wake up!” it urged and somehow prodded him in its spectral way.

			Shut up! I’m trying!

			He mustered all of his strength to his left arm and pushed, turning over to face upward. He screamed, falling on his back, but succeeded. 

			As comfortable as he could possibly be under the circumstances, he focused on The Circle and summoned Care. The healing started, quite quickly but not fast enough. The Pyromancer would burn him long before he’d be ready to defend himself, and even the most talented Mesmer couldn’t summon a Calm-shield in such excruciating pain. 

			With Caresight, Nye sensed their auras like vibrant colors. The Pyromancer - red with fury - was, indeed, approaching, but something else now appeared from the direction of the sea. 

			A storm of violet smoke erupted from the water. It shrouded the auras of the others with its strength, like a fog devouring petty wisps of pipe smoke. 

			Opening his eyes, Nye reveled at the sight of her daunting black and silver figure amidst the auric violet haze. Ivy landed resolutely on the beach, the Eastern Winds of Day lifting her hair. The dawn’s golden shine had broken free behind her.

			Not a twitch, nor a wisecrack. Ivy just let out a roar that sounded throughout the sky like thunder, then slammed both her fists into the earth. 

			The cloud of violet squeezed and imbued itself into the ground, and a corresponding line of sand snaked in the direction of the Pyromancer. It quivered and transformed into a glassy mat, then jolted the Pyromancer and erupted beneath him. It skewered him on a crystal shard, going right through the man’s chest.

			His furious aura faded from red to colorless anguish as another glass spike pierced his shoulder, but Nye could still sense him. He was still alive.

			This was far from over.

			Nye’s backbone reconstructed itself, one vertebra at a time. Nerves restored their connections and pulsed pain to the surrounding areas. Better than numbness, though.

			“Get up!”

			Soon.

			“You’re too slow!”

			The Narcisst bellowed a battle cry that sounded like a measly whimper in comparison to Ivy’s thundering voice. He leaped at the princess, swinging his sword. Nye gritted his teeth with concern and cursed how sympathetic Care had made him. 

			What if she doesn’t dodge?

			She didn’t. Ivy lifted her slender arm as if for protection, and the sword fell true against it. Nye prepared to sense Ivy's pain, in addition to this mixture of sentiments, hurt and auras… but it never came. Instead, Ivy radiated with the golden glow of Valor, and the strike thundered like an ax on stone as the Narcisst staggered back. 

			Valor versus Valor? Nye thought, frowning at that turn of events. He couldn’t help but gape at how triumphantly Ivy stood above the stumbling Narcisst. 

			It shouldn’t be enough… 

			Her skin was reinforced with Valor, alright – it could ward off a steel blade. But it shouldn’t be able to do that if the swing was bolstered by the same power.

			“We have something in common with the king, now, do we?” the voice remarked hesitantly. “She really is special. She really is dangerous. Huravoth needs us to protect it from her.” 

			Nye agreed and was thrilled to find that he could now nod. His spine had almost fully healed. 

			Forget dangerous. She’s a drownright monster… 

			“You’re aware that you’re concurring with your own subconscious?” It hurt to hear, but Nye continued. 

			Remember her Anger flames? How big they were? Not to mention she’s never been injured before. And now her Valor manages to repel Valor-infused strikes? You were right about her learning abilities. They’re just an echo of what she really is. It’s the small drop that seeps through the stone floodgate. We must never release that river again. Never.

			“I did tell you –“ 

			Ivy strolled toward the crystal shard where the Mesmer was helping the Empath remove the Pyromancer from the spikes. 

			“Oh, isn’t he persistent?” the voice said, seeing the Narcisst getting back on his feet and charging at Ivy from behind.

			It happened so fast that Nye didn’t have time to blink in between Ivy's motions. She grabbed the Narcisst's sword-wielding arm behind her and twisted it until he cried out in pain, forcing his weapon to drop. 

			Valor-infused bones were considered impossible to so much as crack, and Ivy had just shattered that Narcisst’s arm with just one hand. 

			From behind. 

			Without looking.

			The Narcisst twisted, moaning by her side. Her fist sought his face and struck him four times with inconceivable coordination, knocking the man back.

			With her back facing the stunned foe, Ivy started floating as if gravity was a drowning option. She rolled in a somersault, slamming her heels against the Narcisst’s head, one after the other, as she finished a full-roll. The large fellow was subdued, but Ivy let out another divine-sounding battle cry. She grabbed the Narcisst’s broken arm, heaved him off the ground, rolled in the air again, and slammed him down. 

			“Drown me,” the voice said in awe.

			Yeah…

			Ivy landed, tiptoeing on one foot, and spun elegantly, her shining hair flowing as she went. 

			“Plantify her already!” the Narcisst roared from beneath her

			Ivy growled at him. She stepped on his back as he tried to roll over and regarded the approaching Mesmer with a hostile glare. The auric colors around the princess shifted with the wind and altered, transforming from gold to red.  

			An arm cast forward, an abrupt screech sounded, and an enormous flame blazed out of Ivy’s palm toward the approaching Mesmer. The witch halted and sniggered as Ivy’s tempest of warping fire curved and shied off her shield, like wind repelled away from solid walls. 

			“Oh,” the Mesmer shouted from the midst of the firestorm. “You’re far too pretty for that muckfaced Harbinger.” 

			She threw her blade on the sand and locked her hand onto Ivy’s, choking the flame’s origin with the shielded palm. 

			Infuriated, Ivy blazed with the other hand, unfurling another inferno. It melted the witch’s weapon in a second, but the Mesmer hurriedly chocked its source with the same move. White and orange shone from between their fingers, where the Calm-shield absorbed the shrilling fire. 

			“Heal… faster… heal…”

			“Not so mighty now,” the Mesmer called and gave a creepy smirk. “Are you, Princess Numb?” 

			Failing to shake that witch off her, Ivy let out another sky splitting roar, which sounded like the heavens shared in her irritation.

			Nye’s Caresight still revealed a fierce red aura pumping from Ivy’s direction, despite the failure of her flames. Raw power didn’t suffice. Ivy just wasn’t trained enough to realize that she needed to ignore the taunts, deplete her Anger, and swap to different powers.

			“How long does it take to heal an injury that was inflicted in a second?”

			The more you interrupt me, the longer, Nye answered, filling with optimism as most of his pain became memory. Just the ribs and the arms remained.  

			“Come on!” the Mesmer yelled to the Pyromancer and the Empath behind her. “I’m handling her!”

			“That’s a fantastic pun, sis!” the Pyromancer shouted through cupped hands. He was already healed. Their Empath knew what he was doing.

			“I think it’s them,” the voice murmured, “the gang Kerak was supposed to kill in Breeze.”

			Seems like it. But why attack us here? Why now?

			“We better think about that later. The Pyromancer’s already on his feet. And his wounds were far worse than ours.”  

			While the notion was arguable, the voice did have a point. The Pyromancer was standing, his flesh healed beneath the bloodsoaked clothes. His hands were aimed straight at the clashing women.

			“I wonder, if your healing’s so sluggish, how the Abyss did you heal fast enough not to burn to death?”

			Not now!

			“How though? Even if you did summon Care that night, you couldn’t possibly –“

			Ivy’s aura shifted to transparent violet. She was Confused, or plantified, as the Mesmer’s friend called it earlier. 

			That drowning woman had outwitted the princess with both insults and untraditional fighting methods. This was no ordinary witch. She was a professional combatant, while Ivy, on the other hand, had just started to recognize her power. 

			“I think it’s them,” the voice echoed, “the gang of assassins…” 

			Finally! 

			Ivy may have been Confused and defenseless, but Nye’s ribs had finished correcting themselves, and his lungs, at long last, inflated with air without pain. He jumped to his feet, rejuvenated, and studied the battlefield. The Pyromancer was standing next to the glass spikes not far from the grove itself, where their Empath must have been hiding all this time.

			“Angles!” The voice fed him crucial information, warning him about directions and timings that no sane person could calculate so quickly. Fireballs were about to start up again.

			“Either that, or kill the Pyromancer.”

			Nye clenched and unclenched his fingers over and over to help hasten the transition. Summoning Anger had never felt so drowning slow before. Clench, unclench, clench. Nothing happened, and, Ocean’s mercy, the Pyromancer cast his arms forward and unleashed a fireburst.  

			Unclench, clench, unclench. Nye hastened his breathing as if pleading for Anger with his nose. But the screeching fires were already hitting the Mesmer’s shield from behind. They engulfed the witch and skipped forward, scorching Ivy with fiery tendrils. She screamed, but the flames ceased as the Pyromancer broke off to center himself and unleash one massive fireball to finish the job. 

			It would blast against the Mesmer's back. She would be protected, of course, but Ivy would take the heat. She’d burn, just like Nova did.

			“No!”

			No!

			“Not this time!”

			Clench, unclench, clench... Anger started pumping through his veins. He quivered with boiling blood. 

			Unclench. Clench. And…

			Nye harnessed Anger, the air around his fingers warping as heat and flames ignited. He blasted the estimated trajectory of his enemy's fireballs with his own. Shrieking flames crashed into others and more followed, from both Nye and the Pyromancer, resulting in a fierce chain of escalating explosions. It blasted the lot of them, hurling bodies and sand alike in tumult.  

			Smoke, screams, and coughs filled the battlefield. For a split second, even with the enhanced perception that Madness had granted, Nye struggled to make sense of the chaos.  

			When the ringing in his ears eased, he heard Ivy's groans nearby. Through the clearing smoke, he could make out her silhouette lying on the sand. Her glorious outfit was torn and battered. Her cheeks, all the way up to the eyes and above one eyebrow, were bloody and buried in filth.  

			“She’s not invincible, then,” the voice observed, “noted.”

			Nye sighed in relief as Ivy accepted his hand and rose to stand by his side. Their enemies were scattered around the glassy spikes, which glinted in the dazzling reflection of the rising sun. 

			The Mesmer was helping the Pyromancer up, and The Narcisst found the strength to get up on his feet as well. 

			Nye joined his fists, summoning Calm, and his heart warmed seeing Ivy do the same. 

			Ocean’s mercy, she’s beautiful. 

			With the outfit and posture of a warrior, her silver eyes glowing keen and lusting. And that smirk, despite the bruises. Fantastic.

			“You alright?” she had the nerve to ask.

			“Singed a bit. You?”

			“Never better,” she said and sounded one perfect breath. 

			Her eyes were jumping from one enemy to the next. “Nye, I think I’m hearing something. It’s like a grunt –“

			“Ignore it,” he said, dreading whatever it was that he’d let awaken inside her. It could be many things, neither of which trustworthy, or even human.  

			“Alright,” she stepped up, falling into stance by his side, “so, do we split up or focus fire on just one of them?”

			“Patience,” Nye found himself quoting his master. “Anticipate their move and counter it.”

			The Pyromancer burst into a fit of coughing as he rose to his feet. He wasn’t battle-ready, this one. The Mesmer scowled at Nye and Ivy, her face revealing a message of defeat, rather than the typical one of challenge. 

			“Get us out of here!” she called. “Get us out of here now!”

			Blurry motions went about the beach as the Narcisst rushed for the others and threw them over his shoulders. He hurried off for the Empath behind the glistening crystals and disappeared into the woods.

			“Come on!” Ivy grabbed Nye by the wrist and pulled – 

			He didn’t move. 

			“He’s carrying three of them! He can’t be that quick, we can catch them!”

			“No,” Madness said, and Nye couldn't help but agree. 

			Most definitely not. 

			Withholding explanation, Nye harnessed her Love, following the path it opened, and tied the threads of her mind into a jumble of contradicting sentiments.

			It overwhelmed her. She fainted in a half-grunt, half-yawn, slumping into his embrace.
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							Fast, leaves an afterimage. 
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							Strength. Durability. Independence. 
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							Nature curves and swirls in obedience.
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CHAPTER 26 
Ignorance is Bliss
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			“Power is a constant. Consequentially, whenever one earns power, another must lose it. This is a common ground that both Sisandus and Quithron agreed upon. The two Irentian philosophers also agreed that power equals knowledge, which means that knowledge, like power, is also a constant.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson One

			Alliddar brooded in his throne room, sitting at the chessboard opposite an empty seat. A spherical box the size of a fist was resting between the pieces, glistening with the particular sheen of ivoryn.

			He glared at it, speaking in desperation as if it would open the drowning thing. “What are you?” Alliddar muttered to the ivoryn ball, rolling it back and forth across the slab. “You’re locked, so you must have been important to someone.” 

			To Ivy’s real parents, undoubtedly. 

			He took this ivoryn ball from a chest in the same derelict house from which he took Ivy when she was an infant, almost twenty-one years ago, back in Trenn, shortly after the village was destroyed. 

			The nights in Huravoth had been getting longer for centuries, but that one still felt the longest. He remembered how the flash of azure flames distracted him from the battle with Savrin. He abandoned his army right then and there, on the slopes of Scarlet Mountain, just to reach the source of the fire before Savrin would. Twenty-one years have passed, and he still stood not one step closer to solving the village’s mysteries, just as he was nowhere nearer to finding who was responsible for lengthening the night. 

			The burden of saving the world had weighed on him like an anchor.

			Ocean’s mercy, I’m failing. I have no answers.

			The contents of the locked ivoryn box rattled inside as he rolled it around. Frustrating, that. So much easier to forget about a box when it is empty. 

			Alliddar put the ivoryn ball back in his pocket, cursing under his breath. He joined his fists and summoned Calm, which smoothed his flow of thought. 

			“Ignorance is, indeed, bliss,” he grumbled. “Indeed so, when it’s someone else’s…” 

			Whatever was inside that box could probably clarify what happened in Trenn and explain where Ivy came from before he found her in that crib. It might even make her talents weaponizable. A mere oddly shaped lock stood between him and the answers. But the chest where he’d found that ivoryn box had no key.

			Grunting in discontent, Alliddar stood up and strode down the silvery hall, haunted by his thoughts. 

			So many lies… He pulled out his diary and started reading. It is becoming harder to remember the truth… 

			Did he destroy Trenn? Everyone believed he did, but the diary contained evidence to the contrary. Did he break Scarlet Mountain? Did he defeat Savrin? Did he father Ivy? He didn’t even choose her name. The word “Ivy” was carved on the side of her crib, and she’d said it a day after he’d found her. He invented a more regal name – “Vivien,” merely to maintain the illusion that she was his daughter.

			If people were to debate whether I am a monster or a hero, none of them would be wrong, I suppose.

			He felt shriveled, not even half as strong as his reputation proclaimed. He was powerful, capable of harnessing the Fear of entire cities to endorse their resentment of women. But he felt rusty, too, and the older he got, the more aching his self-doubts became.

			Must I stoop to killing children just to invoke some Fear in my subjects? I used to be the man whose face was deadlier than any sword!

			An echo of a boot thud, a wisp of the Eastern Winds of Day, and the urge to lay blame erupted from his stomach in full force. This abyssal decline was all Ivy’s fault! 

			Had he just killed her, had he not been obliged to protect the world from her, he would have focused on being a king, a drowning good one. 

			But a poor warrior abandons his best weapon, Alliddar reminded himself of one of Trezoss’ immortal words of advice. Even if it is a weapon he is never inclined to use.  

			He stopped in the center of the hall, facing the tapestry map of Olyanath. Diary in one pocket, the impenetrable ivoryn box in the other, he reached for Ivy’s emotions, if only to feel in control of something. Harnessing her Love, breaking through, he ran into a void. She had fainted, for some reason. 

			What the Abyss?

			At least her perplexity was intact. Ocean’s mercy, if this system someday failed –

			“Your Majesty!” a messenger shouted as he burst in, sliding to a halt in a blur of Confidence speed. “There’s been an attack!”

			Maintaining Calm, Alliddar regarded the man with a half-turn and a raised brow.

			“It’s Harbinger Blackrook, Sire,” the messenger announced, catching his breath. “He and the princess were ambushed!”

			***

			“Assassins.” Alliddar rubbed his beard, sitting opposite Harbinger Nye in the War Room. They’d sent Ivy to her chambers to earn themselves some privacy, but half of Alliddar’s attention was still dedicated to her feelings. He couldn’t allow her to Fear these would-be assassins. Harnessing her Fear would allow them moderate control of her – control which he was not inclined to share.  

			Well done, Alliddar noted, satisfied at his findings. Well done, Blackrook.

			Ivy hadn’t been the slightest bit scared. Nye worked her emotions like a gardener tends his flowers, cultivating their welfare but keeping them locked behind a fence. Alliddar felt like his influence was becoming unnecessary. He let go of the strings, giving Nye full control.

			“Oh, yes, Your Majesty,” Nye said, rocking back on his chair so that it teetered on its back legs. 

			Jolly pretense aside, the Harbinger looked like he’d just climbed back from the Bleeding Chasms. His torn cape was hanging on a single button. His leather armor bore sooty scorch marks, and his face was filthy, matching the dreadful eyes. 

			“Professionals,” Nye added, sounding eerily happy about the whole skirmish. “I believe it is the same crew that was hunting our outlying Harbingers over the past few years. The same crew that eluded Kerak in Breeze a few weeks ago.” 

			“And you survived them,” Alliddar said, reading nothing but juvenile indifference on the Harbinger’s face. “How?” 

			He stood up, placed the crown back on his head, and wandered restlessly around the large room. His attention divided between the map of Huravoth embedded in the table and Nye’s face.

			“I challenged the big one to a thumb war,” Nye said, clicking his fingers. “I won. They ran away in shame.” 

			“How much pipeweed have you smoked since the attack, Harbinger?” 

			“Half as much as I’d like,” Nye said, exhaling. “I ran out.” 

			Alliddar stopped and shot him a glare. Shaking his head, he summoned Care, and forced Nye into a more sober state by curing him. The Harbinger stood up and put on a more serious expression. He came closer, barely reaching Alliddar’s shoulder-height, and pulled out his pipe. 

			“Ran out of weeds, huh?”

			“This is my emergency stash,” Nye said, lighting it with a tiny flame on the tip of his finger, “that I keep for when monarchs want me to be serious.”

			“What happened, Blackrook?” Alliddar growled, grabbing Nye by the collar of his armor with one hand and taking the pipe from his mouth with the other. “Out with it.”

			“They cornered me,” Nye said, stepping back. “I summoned Confidence. Dashed about, divided them, conquered them. But then the Narcisst recovered and ran away, carrying the other three.”

			“They are still alive, then,” Alliddar said, handing back the pipe. “Were they after you, or the princess?”

			“The princess, I think.” Nye turned and started circling the large table in the opposite direction from Alliddar. He slid his finger across the edge of the map and grabbed a miniature trebuchet from its southern side – Emittar’s side. 

			“My brother is becoming aggressive,” Alliddar said, also approaching the map now, eyeing it from south to north. “Sending assassins for the Sun Harbingers, even for royalty,”

			“You think Emittar sent them?” Nye asked, “I thought your brother rejected all Senspiriters. I heard he loathes the art itself.” 

			“People are more complicated than simply the words that come out of their mouths, Harbinger.” 

			Alliddar patted Nye’s shoulder as he spoke, tapping the map with his other hand. “Emittar abhors Senspirity, true. But he does not refrain from using it. A poor warrior abandons his best weapon. And my brother, by all accounts, is not poor. Word is, he cleared out Ivor Hills of ivoryn, weaponizing all of it.”

			Nye shrugged at that, but the position of Ivor Hills on the map did draw his stare. In time, he would develop the mind for politics. 

			“I will keep the princess here from now on,” Alliddar announced, hands clasped behind his back, “At least until Union Day. It is two weeks away, and I am certain she would prefer to stay home to recuperate.”

			Nye replied with a curious stare, his brow and chin furrowed. He appeared to be weighing whether the king’s decree fitted into his plans. Either that, or the fresh pipeweed had just hit his brain. 

			“You,” Alliddar said, stepping up to the Harbinger, “you, Blackrook, are as shady as my brother.”

			“Hm?”

			“I asked around about you,” Alliddar said. “More than before. Anyone you’ve been in contact with. You live up to what people say.” 

			Nye scoffed at that. He crossed the room, studying the pictures on the walls. “What did you hear?” he asked. “That Trezoss gave me private lessons? That the condition of my eyes is scarring from when I burned?”

			“That you are a thorn in the backside,” Alliddar said. “A firm, sharp thorn. That the night would yield sooner than you would.” 

			“Are we still talking about the assassination?” Nye asked, coming to a stop by the door.

			“We are talking about you, Harbinger. I am conflicted about your fealty.”

			“I’d be surprised if you weren’t,” Nye said, withdrawing, joining his fists. “Is that why you want the princess here? You want to take her away from me?” 

			“Perhaps.”

			“You don’t expect me to try and prove my loyalty with mere words, do you?”  

			“Your audacity is most charming,” Alliddar said. “No. I expect you to be a thorn in my enemy’s backside instead of mine. And I am merely cautious about Trezoss. Any sane leader would be.”  

			Nye burst into a fit of coughing at the mention of his master’s name. He put the pipe away and kept his eyes down, falling pensive and quiet. 

			I cannot lose this man, Alliddar thought. He must never realize how much I depend on him, but I cannot lose him. Not to Trezoss, not to death, not to betrayal, not to anything.

			“I wish to make it clear, Blackrook. You will lead the Sun Harbingers. You will marry Ivy on Union Day. And when I die, you will lead the entire city. But, being irreplaceable does not make you untouchable. Betray me and I will kill Ivy if only to make safe the kingdom from her. And I will kill you, easily, without remorse. Let the kingdom descend into chaos after I die.”

			Nye swallowed the warning like a loyal servant taking a threat of layoff – bravely, with understanding, nodding without argument. 

			Good, Alliddar thought. Servants are trustworthy. I could use someone trustworthy right now. 

			Nye suddenly burst out laughing. 

			“Alright, Your Majesty,” he spoke between one chortle and the next. “I’m in. Whatever you have in mind – heirship, leadership, Vivienship, any ship - I’m in. But only if you tell Kerak. He’ll drive his sword up my crotch and burst it into flames if I’m ever alone with him again.” 

			Alliddar chuckled at that and extended his hand. “Do not concern yourself with Kerak. He is a snake with teeth but no venom.” 

			Nye snorted at that, but he reached out to shake Alliddar’s hand. Alliddar grabbed Nye’s wrist in a fierce grip and pulled him closer to whisper in his ear.

			“But I have venom, Blackrook. And if I hear of you working with Trezoss - merciless Ocean - I will destroy you and send you blind and deaf to burn in the Bleeding Chasms. Trezoss will show up again, and when he does, if you exploit your relationship with the monarchy for his benefit –“

			“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Nye said, shaking him off and reaching for the doorknob. “Trezoss gave me thirty days of instruction and then vaporized like smoke, abandoning me to Kerak’s mercy, just as he abandoned you. How foolish one must be to trust the man who’s turned his back on those closest to him?” He opened the door to leave. “I’m loyal to you, Your Majesty. To you and to Ivy. And I’m in no hurry to reach the Chasms. I’m loyal to staying alive, too.”

			“Then you will kill these assassins if you get the chance?” Alliddar asked. “Even if you find out they work for your former master?”

			“Happily,” Nye said. “Knowing Trezoss, I’d better kill them twice.” 

			***

			Ivy dreamed she was God. 

			She was drowning in Ocean’s merciless claws, but then she erupted with power and light, darted through the water and – 

			She snapped awake, gasping so hard that she choked on her own breath. She coughed into cupped hands, still half asleep.

			“You were incredible, Your Highness,” Nye said. He was standing at the foot of her bed, brooding at one of her paintings.  

			“We’re back?” she murmured, wiping the sleep from her eyes. “Everything’s fine?”

			“You took your burns like a champ,” he explained in the usual lucid tones. “Those explosions would have killed anyone else.”

			I had burns? Her brows wrinkled as she felt her face. Her skin seemed as smooth as always. Nye must have healed her. My first injury. Hm. Missed that.

			“Our clothes weren’t so lucky, though,” Nye said. He turned, dragging his battered mantle after him. The prestigious white garment looked like a torn mop, stained and scorched. “Other than that, yes. We’re fine.” 

			“I hope the seamstress can fix mine,” Ivy said. She pulled herself out from under the covers to a sitting position, groaning with exhaustion. What remained of her ruined clothes was piled up on the floor, stinking of smoke. 

			“I was growing attached to the black and silver,” she added, blushing at his glance. “It’s a good combo.” 

			“Knowing your father,” Nye was blushing too, possibly, his eyes made it difficult to tell. “they’re probably sewing you three new ones as we speak.” 

			Ivy grinned at that, feeling somewhat safe. 

			PUMP PUMP PUMP. That thing returned to bang inside her head. She grunted, rubbing all over in effort to soothe it. PUMP PUMP. PUMPUMPUMP.

			“What happened, Nye?” she asked, glimpsing clouds of steam swirling from the adjacent bathroom. Her personal bathroom. 

			He’s really starting to feel at home here, she noted as she got out of bed.

			“Assassination attempt,” he said. “Not too uncommon for royalty, I hear.”

			Ivy chuckled as she joined him. She rested her head on his shoulder and followed his stare to the drawing of what they called The Ocean Spawn - a massive, tentacled beast, big enough to devour a city. According to legend, it guarded the Crimson Cascades against intruders. The entire bedroom was decorated with Ocean-themed drawings, but Nye was drawn to this one, for some reason. 

			PUMP PUMP PUMP. 

			“I meant,” she stuttered, self-assurance trickling away with every quivering breath. “I meant - what happened to me? I heard things. I’m still hearing –“

			“You terrify me, Ivy,” he replied, hands clasped behind his back. The crowshead of his dagger handle peeked from its sheath, where the mantle was supposed to conceal it. “How do you know what The Ocean Spawn is supposed to look like?” he asked, “without having seen pictures of it?” 

			She tried to grasp the memory, to relive it as Nye had taught her, but she found this abyssal pumping blocking her path, as usual. “They described it to me –“

			 “Who?” Nye asked, at last turning to look at her. “Who described it to you? Imaginary voices?”

			She hesitated before giving him an answer. “Dreams, I think.” She’d presumed it must have been visitors to the palace, merchants who had spoken of this creature in her hearing. But after the events of this morning…  

			“I never taught you to harness Passion,” Nye said. “I don’t quite grasp it myself.”

			“I heard things,” Ivy found herself retreating yet another pace, and another, reaching one trembling hand to lean against the closet. Somehow, she felt both secure and threatened at the same time. She exchanged a perplexed glance with her reflection in the mirror.  

			Pump. Pump. Pumpumpump.

			“I heard things that helped me harness Passion and cruise between emotions. It hit me with these weird… epiphanies… I can’t explain…” 

			He leaped at her, knocking them both against the closet as he grabbed both her arms in a fierce grip. She yelped, but she couldn’t help feeling safer. It was Nye holding her, not some assailant. 

			“You need to forget about that,” he hissed, relaxing the grip. Those damaged eyes of his hypnotized her. “I don’t want you going crazy, like me. It requires a degree of insanity to control your emotions, and if you’ve started hearing things, I can only guess it’s your craziness maturing. Forget about it, Ivy. You’re not ready to contain this.”

			“But –“

			“You’ll drown if you jump into those waters too soon,” 

			He could be wrong, though. That voice she’d heard – it spoke directly about Nye, about how terribly false his whole perception was. It spoke of objectivity, truth, and power. And when it did, she could finally feel. Passion, courage, Confidence, Valor - she owned those sentiments, if only for a moment.

			The deafening pounding returned. Once again, she was an echo of a person. An echo of herself, fading. She couldn’t even feel properly Angry about this, coming up with a faint sense of hostility instead. 

			PUMP PUMP PUMP. 

			Whatever it was that spoke to her on the beach, it was caged on the other side of these sounds, begging for release. 

			“You realize how frightening that is?” Nye asked, sighing, avoiding her eyes. “You terrified me, princess.”

			She grinned at that. Terrifying someone like Harbinger Blackrook might have been an even greater achievement than saving his ass. 

			He went into detail about the impossibility of her harnessing Passion, or any of the other powers she demonstrated without him having taught her. Couldn’t he accept that sometimes she just knew stuff? 

			I was amazing, she thought, barely listening. I blocked that Narcisst’s swing with my bare skin!

			“…feels silly that I bothered teaching you,” he was saying, “when you could do those things without my help.”

			“Did I kill anyone?” she blurted out. Her hands jumped to stop her lips, but the words were spoken.

			“What?”

			“I didn’t mean to – I never wanted –” Images of a spike skewering a man kindled in her mind. A spike that obeyed her wish.

			“They escaped,” Nye said. “All of them. Alive and well.”

			Oh, Ivy responded in her heart, still somewhat timid. Alright then. I suppose.

			“Maybe we should talk to my father –” she blurted, her voice fading. 

			Caught off guard, Nye glowered at her, then shook his head in disbelief. 

			“But he’s so clever and powerful,” She trembled, leaning against the closet for support. “Maybe he can help if we just tell him the truth?”

			Nye’s face made an expression she was too familiar with, mixing you’re just a child and you’re even crazier than I am into a single stare. 

			She found his hesitation rather peeving. You wouldn’t be here to consider anything if I hadn’t rescued you like some drowning damsel in distress a few hours ago!  

			“Well?”

			“Your craziness has progressed further than I thought,” Nye said, snorting, shaking his head. “He’d execute you, Ivy. You and me both.”

			“Or perhaps he’d see that witches aren’t necessarily evil.” 

			“This is a bad idea, Ivy, a big mistake.”  

			I can’t learn without making mistakes, though. You taught me that.

			“Then it'll be my mistake,” she said, crossing her arms. “I won't tell him about you teaching me, if that's what you're worried about.”

			Nye let out a deep, heavy grunt, the like of which her father would make after a lengthy argument with Uncle Emittar. He sat down on the corner of her bed, burying his face in his hands. 

			“If I'm worried about anything,” he grumbled, “it’s that he could order me to kill you.”

			Oh. 

			“I bet you couldn’t kill me if your life depended on it,” she sneered, towering above him, gathering her silvery hair together. 

			“You have a terrible head for gambling, then. I like living. I can’t brood if I’m dead.”

			“Oh, I don’t doubt it,” she said gently, resting her hands on both his knees and coming so close that she could feel his breath on her cheeks. “I just don’t think you could beat me.” 

			He chuckled at that – a drowning miracle. But, muck, he reeked like he’d been hit in the face by a fireball.  

			Didn’t take that bath yet, did you?

			Their gazes met, black colliding with silver, and her lips formed a mischievous grin. “You would beg,” she declared, “and I would win.”

			“All the more reason for me to worry,” Nye replied. He stood up and moved her aside to make room for him to get to the door. He entered one of his episodes, babbling indistinct words, probably reacting to those eerie voices in his head.

			“Contradiction, contradiction, contradiction…” he repeated like a mad man. 

			“You boys want to share your insights?” Ivy asked, hands on hips as he just froze there by the ornamented door. 

			“Fine, Ivy,” he said, sighing in surrender. “Tell your father you’re a Senspiriter. But wait for my signal. Wait for the opportune moment.” 

			“Agreed.” She offered her hand to shake on the deal. Ignoring her, he turned the doorknob with a slow click.

			“Hey!” She jumped in, yanking him away from door. ”Where do you think you’re going?”

			He scowled, clearly conflicted at how assertive she’d become. 

			“By my reckoning,” she said, lifting a finger, “I just saved your life –“

			“Takes more than a bunch of scoundrels to kill me, Your Highness.”

			“Right, right. But I did save you,” she tapped on her lips. “So shut up. And do express some proper gratitude to your princess.” She pulled him in for a kiss and locked the door. 
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CHAPTER 27 
The Best Defense is a Good Offense 
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			“Harnessing Hatred causes a variety of negative effects – Odium Sickness, as it’s called in Irentia. You see, the azure fire of Hatred feeds off qualities and memories, like normal fire burns up wood and oil. It will destroy the Senspiriter if not depleted in time, devouring feature by feature until nothing remains.

			“Be cautious of the Senspiritic power of words, too, youngling dear. Merely mentioning Hatred can inflict a small degree of Odium Sickness.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Two, Part I

			“I didn’t!” Cobald argued. Frustration was aching in every muscle in his body. A second failure in a row… and Glitter’s scolding didn’t help his conscience. 

			“Yes, you did,” she yelled at him. “You hesitated! You even took the time to compliment my pun!”

			It’s just because her precious rapier melted, Cob told himself, rubbing his chest with a quiet grunt. 

			Keiran had mended the gash in his flesh, but the piercing sensation still hurt in his memory. The miserable view from where they were hiding, of the wasteland next to Scarlet Mountain, served as a poor distraction from the pain.

			Stupid, Passion-bent piece of glass – 

			He groaned, aching as he resettled on the stone.

			The shard that impaled him was imbued with the princess’ aggressive Passion. It injected the sentiments into him, and Chasms, it hurt, but somehow it felt beautiful, too. 

			Lethal and attractive, not unlike the princess herself. It felt like a piece of her had penetrated him and infected his blood. 

			“I didn’t!” he grunted back to his sister.

			“You did and you know it!”

			Ocean’s mercy, Glitter hadn’t been this mad since that time he got her captured. Honest mistake, that one. Who’d have thought that blaming her for burning stables in Dinjen would draw so much attention from the Olyanath Bridlers? She’d always enjoyed credit for misbehaving before.  

			“I didn’t! Glit! Seriously! I didn’t hesitate!” But he had, and she could probably read it on his face. He’d held back long enough to give Nye time to save the princess. The first fireball could have been unleashed a moment sooner. Easy. 

			But then it would’ve killed her.

			Hainoch saved them. Slow in the brain though he was, his legs moved faster than a galloping horse. He’d carried all three of them across the country in just a few hours, all the way here, to the slopes of Scarlet Mountain.  

			One would expect the gigantic volcano to be the scariest thing around, but in comparison to his yelling sister, the mountain looked as friendly as a soft blanket.  

			She just refused to let the muck go.

			“Come on,” Glitter said, standing over him, her fists up. “One proper punch and we’re even.”

			She prodded him with a gentle kick in his side. His stomach rumbled in protest, still feeling out-of-sorts from being carried over Hainoch’s shoulder in that crazy dash. 

			“On your feet, you,” she kicked him again. “You stoop to behaving like a salacious Breezian boat roach, you get similar treatment. Come on. Up.” 

			Cobald ignored her, taking in the view instead. He knew the mountain. They’d retreated to it once before. But the Crack - the massive fissure that was tearing the earth from the mountainside all the way to Olyanath’s distant walls - he’d never seen it from up close. Rotting carcasses were hanging on the walls of the Crack, like decorations against the obsidian background. The black, glass-like surface reflected the sunrise in its captivating texture, highlighting hundreds of bones and severed limbs across the cleft.

			Twenty-one years have passed since Alliddar’s battle with Savrin, when the king created this crevice in a desperate act to terminate the witch, and no one had come to properly deal with the corpses yet. There had been no clearing up, not even by animals, not even by time itself.

			Alliddar’s narrative about the forming of the Crack remained unclear, but it involved an earthquake and an eruption of Scarlet Mountain, that much was certain. 

			“Glit,” Hainoch said, stepping in between them as she prepared to land another kick, “that’s enough.” He pulled her away, acting independently for a change. 

			“Uff,” she snorted, joining her fists. “Losing sucks.” She stormed off, her hair fluttering in the Eastern Winds of Day. 

			Cobald slid his hand over the basalt ground, then clenched a fist and pushed himself up. He felt lost, but, worse than that, this exquisite pain in his chest was trying to give him direction, as if… 

			Oh, muck. He smacked his head, repressing an urge to harness a burst of Anger. He felt drawn to the princess, as if… as if… drown me. I got me a crush…

			Glitter was right. He descended to the level of a common Breezian sailor. Falling for a woman’s charm like that, I’m supposed to be better than this. It almost cost them their lives. Worse yet, Cob thought, clutching his torso, kind of feels like I want her to jab me again.

			He’d heard similar testimonies from burn victims. They spoke of getting a sense of the attacker’s Anger when the Anger flames scorched them. Senspiritic powers had a tendency to be infused with their source emotion. 

			But this - he clutched at his chest - no one’s supposed to be seduced by this!

			“What was she?” Hainoch asked, rubbing his wrist – the one that the princess had broken. He looked up to the peak of the volcano, as if it would offer answers. 

			“I…” Cob mumbled. He took a quick breath, shook his head, summoned Anger in its classic guided imagery form of a red haze, and harnessed it to kindle a flame on his palm. “I wanna say she was fire, but it doesn’t do her justice. She… she was a star.”

			“You need to get your emotions in check,” Keiran said, crawling up behind him. The Empath had been scouting to verify they were alone, and returned just in time to be a prick. “I could spot your attraction to the princess from a mile away, Cob,” he said. “The last thing we need is someone in the Black Acropolis controlling your emotions.” 

			“What’s the first?” Hainoch asked. 

			“Excuse me?”

			“What’s the first thing we need, I mean,” he blushed, scratching behind his ear. 

			“We need a plan,” Cobald replied as Keiran seemed to have swallowed his tongue. “A plan to make certain Kerak won’t spread word of our appearance and chase us with the entire might of the Sun Temple.”

			Not that getting captured would be so bad. It might result in seeing Vivien Vice again. The silvery look, the power, it made Cob feel drownin’ wicked. 

			“Hmm,” Hainoch grunted. He leaned in to whisper while keeping an eye on Glitter. She was pacing around a short distance away. “Are we really going to ignore the fact that the king had a Harbinger train his inconceivably mighty daughter in secret? Reckon her nickname’s just a big sham. Not so numb, that princess.”  

			“I don’t oppose the training of witches,” Keiran said, twitching his eyebrows in Glitter’s direction, “though this one does give pause for thought. But we shouldn’t concern ourselves with the princess. She’s submitted to Nye’s restraint. Cobald’s right. We need to make a plan to either elude Kerak or stop him.” 

			“What kind of a name is Kerak, anyway?” Cobald blurted, rolling his eyes. “Sounds like that nasty noise of a headbutt.” He demonstrated by knocking two stones together. Then, breathing in deeply and dispersing the red haze in his mind, Cobald depleted Anger, if only to stop it from escalating. Keiran’s frustration was justified, and harnessing more Anger wouldn’t change that. If anything, proving his self-control might, perhaps, restore some lost respect from his comrades. 

			“What I don’t understand,” Hainoch said, grabbing a basalt rock in a pressing grip, “is where we went wrong?”

			“We didn’t account for the Ivy factor,” Glitter announced, showing up at last with her fists joined. She stepped in, closing the circle of the four of them.

			“It isn’t like us to overlook factors,” Keiran said, his wrinkles showing as he frowned. He looked weary, as if losing had doubled his age.

			“It isn’t like Harbingers to train witches, either,” Cobald said. “It’s a weird little world we live in –“ 

			Clack! 

			Hainoch smashed the piece of rock in his hand to powder. “If we can’t welcome women with Senspiritic powers,” he said, sounding less high-pitched and more manly than usual, like a child who has finally matured, “then we’re no better than the misogynistic authorities in Olyanath.” 

			Well, well. Cob held back the urge to smirk while the others nodded with appreciative expressions. You learned to think. 

			It must have had something to do with the development of his relationship with Glitter. Hainoch was evolving. 

			“I still can’t believe you got your butts kicked by Princess Numb,” Glitter hissed, her hand instinctively moving to the spot where she used to carry her rapier.

			“You were there, too, Glit,” Hainoch tried to argue, but she cut him off with flashing green eyes. 

			“I didn't get my butt kicked, though, did I?” She gave Cob a venomous stare. “I have a plan, which involves you redeeming yourself. Think you’re up for it?”

			He squirmed inside his coat, hesitating. Still hesitating. The situation had become too delicate for his habit of burning people, and the ale required to help ease the tension was served in taverns miles away from this wasteland.

			“We just need to find a way to empty the lobby,” Glitter murmured, brooding at the basalt ground. She stood out in this somber environment, vibrant blue and gold popping amidst the gray landscape as she mumbled her nonsense. “The rest shouldn't be too difficult, if you can deliver. It's risky. A drop risky, but not difficult.” 

			Keiran raised a thick brow at her, and Cobald couldn't help feeling alarmed at this. Every horror scenario they’d gone through recently had begun with Keiran frowning at Glitter.

			“What are you talking about, Glit?” Cobald asked, holding his coat around him like a shield. Eastern Winds hissed by, and the volcano sounded a soft rumble. The entirety of their attention, however, was focused on his sister as she adopted her most innocent façade.

			“The best defense is a good offense,” she explained. “The Sun Temple. We’re taking it down.” 

			Cobald flinched, Hainoch cocked his head, and Keiran sounded what could pass as either a snort or a repressed burst of laughter. 

			“Glitter –“ he started, but Cob burst in, stepping up to his sister, wily green eyes staring into their twins. 

			“Glit, listen,” he said. “I enjoy a good near-death experience as much as you do, but the Sun Temple? You do realize not all of us can summon a shield in the face of danger, right? Just think how terrible Huravoth will be when I'm dead. So many unsatisfied women.”

			“You fell in Love, Cob,” she sneered, “they're going to be left unsatisfied either way. Besides, my plan is flawless.” 

			Closing his eyes, Cobald summoned the red haze of Anger again, if only to deplete it. It cleared his mind, like wiping the dishes clean. It worked almost as smoothly as always, but for one nuisance: he felt sick. Lovesick. That woman... 

			“We couldn't beat Kerak before,” Hainoch said. “Suppose we infiltrate the Sun Temple, what stops him from killing us then and there?”

			“He won't be there,” Keiran replied, exchanging a knowing glance with Glitter. He mumbled a string of curses under his breath and regarded Cobald and Hainoch with a spry look. “Union Day,” he said. “Kerak will attend the party in the palace, along with the most respected of the Order, leaving the weaker Harbingers in the temple. I don’t enjoy saying it, but Glitter’s right. If we can clear the lobby, we can work to bring down the spires from the inside.”

			“Flawless,” Glitter said, tossing her hair. “We'll become the heroes of Huravoth like in Irentian adventure stories. Glitter and her boys.” 

			“Glitter and her criminals,” Cobald corrected her, but couldn’t help a chuckle. “Though I see how a show of force against the authorities could give us some leverage.” 

			“More than some,” Keiran added, looking younger the more he agreed with Glitter. “The entire Order would have to reorganize. They wouldn’t dare venture out on solo missions anymore, and it would greatly cripple the flexibility of their operations. They might be so occupied chasing us that they won’t have any time left for their witch hunt routine.” 

			“Flaaaaawless!” Glitter sang, brushing her hand through her hair over and over. 

			“How though,” Cobald blurted, doubtful that either Glit or Keiran had thought this through. “We rally some witches and storm the Sun Temple on Union Day? Is that your idea?”

			Not flawless. Not in the sliiiiigtest.

			Caresight would enable Harbingers to spot them even without recognizing them, meaning that they would have to avoid all major cities for a while, possibly forever. 

			And what if Alliddar starts executing people until we give ourselves up? 

			The king was many things. Merciless was one of them, and dumb was not. 

			“Nope,” Glitter smirked, too satisfied with herself. “No witches. Just the four of us. We'll wash the temple in fire and blood. Unless you're scared.”  

			“Chasms, Glit,” Cob objected, rolling his eyes. “How do you store so much ego in such a tiny head?”

			“I keep the reserves in my chest,” she said and winked. 

			“We just failed two assassination attempts in a row,” Cob argued, rubbing his face from top to bottom, grunting as loud as grunts go. “And we had the numerical advantage in both! Forgive me if I’m not that keen on taking down the entire Order just yet.”

			“Not the entire Order,” Keiran stressed. “Just the weak ones – the disrespected, those that don’t get an invite to the Union Day party in the palace. And their base, of course.”  

			That’s it. That’s it! 

			Cobald summoned Anger and blasted a roaring fireball into the sky. “AM I THE ONLY ONE SANE HERE?!” 

			Glitter laughed into cupped hands, then threw an arm around his shoulder and pulled him close.

			“Easy, little brother,” she said. “You’ll need those energies for your part.” 

			“My part?”

			She turned to face the mountain, forcing him to turn with her. His Anger somehow disappeared, and he felt a drop Confused. He grunted in frustration, realizing that Glitter had just plantified him. 

			“I can clear the lobby,” she said, “but the Sun Temple is made of ivoryn –“

			“Fire resistant,” Hainoch finished her sentence. “Normal fire won't even singe it.”

			What other fire is there? 

			Cobald drowned in that stream of thought. It twisted and flung him onto the rocky terrain of the next one – his heart raced in anxiety, and his eyes opened wide with dread. She couldn't mean –

			“I'm not summoning Hatred, Glit,”

			“I did say it’s only possible if you’re not scared.”

			“Well, I am. We’ll find another way. I’m not summoning Hatred.” He shook her off, and she started circling the group, hands clasped behind her back, golden hair fluttering like a mantle as she went. 

			“I hope the princess is attracted to cowards, then,” she jibed, her tone pouring oil onto the fire of his fury. “You know, for the sake of your relationship.” 

			Since childhood, her role had been to act as an endless source of provocation for his Anger. But this –

			“You’re all mad muckballs,” he swore, exhaling in frustration.

			Narcissts harnessed Confidence and Valor because the two resembled each other and proved themselves easy to rotate. Pyromancers, accordingly, were sometimes expected to specialize in both Anger and Hatred, because their powers looked alike. 

			Glitter, like many people, failed to realize that Anger resembled Hatred like wind resembled a tornado. The fact that he could control one meant nothing about the other.

			“We’re risking my soul for this?” he asked, resting his eyes on Keiran with mild hope. 

			“What’s the worst that can happen?” Glitter teased, nudging an elbow into his side. “You don’t seriously believe in that Odium Sickness nonsense, do you?”

			“Ain’t a matter of belief, Glit. ‘Tis the matter of chances and risks. What if I lose myself, huh? What if I die?”

			“You won’t die!” she sniggered. “It might be fun! A tidal wave, the like of which they’ll always remember!”  

			Fun… 

			Only fools harnessed Senspiritic powers without prior safe practice and tuition. He’d heard of at least three people who went crazy harnessing Care, simply by absorbing too many auras at once. And Glitter often spoke of how fleeting Calm can be, betraying many when they needed it most.

			But Irentian mythology of Hatred sounded far worse. It claimed that Hatred burns traits and memories like acid, feeding insatiably until nothing remains of the Senspiriter. Except for when Alliddar destroyed the village of Trenn, no documentation of actually depleting Hatred existed, not on command. It mostly ended with the Senspiriter’s demise, consumed by shrilling azure flames. 

			Cob visualized the red haze of his Anger and recalled the odor of the first rains of spring. The fragrance dispersed the cloud and depleted his Anger. It was that easy. 

			Hatred wouldn't give up like that. It wouldn’t give up at all. It would kill him.

			He turned his back on the group and went closer to the volcano, feeling the rumbling below the earth. It reverberated, an echo of something truly massive. However, even the full might of Scarlet Mountain couldn't destroy the Sun Temple.

			Only Hatred could.

			It’s also a matter of making amends, he realized, to compensate for missing Kerak in Breeze, and for putting everyone else at risk against the princess.

			“Let’s say I agree,” Cob sighed. “How are we clearing the first floor?”

			Glitter scoffed, gesturing at herself.  

			“There’ll be at least a dozen Harbingers in the building, Glit, most of them in the lobby. You can’t possibly hope to plantify them all. Not now that the princess has destroyed your favorite toy.”

			She straightened and shrugged it off. “We either die crying or we die trying, Cob.” 

			“Got any scenarios where we don’t die?”

			“Trust me,” she said, glowing with faint white.

			I really am the only sane one here.

			“A solid plan, then.” Keiran stepped in between them. “We’ll get them on the run and use the time to disappear.”

			Glitter and Keiran having reached an accord, and Hainoch following Glit as always, left Cob with no allies. He felt suffocated, surrounded by people who expected him to risk his sanity for the cause. He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his coat and broke in a heavy groan. “What the Chasms,” he conceded. “At least I'll arrive in the Crimson Cascades as a hero.”  

			“That’s my brother!” Glitter jumped on him. She gave him an affectionate punch on his arm, a kiss on his cheek, and a pat on his back. “I’ve been fantasizing of burning the Sun Temple for years! And finally, we’re in a position in which we can actually get it done. And hey, we can hope that this Odium Sickness thing will burn out your womanizing. It’ll boost your chances with the princess, it really will.” 

			Cob didn’t have it in him to reply with more than a mere smile. His heart was racing, even more so than during the battle with the princess. He shook off Glitter’s arm and sauntered off. 

			“I need a drink,” he said, more to himself as the others were cheering for the new plan. They called it a tidal wave, second only to The Mazriv itself. But, having removed himself, Cob sank into solemn thoughts. A lot of drink. An entire tavern’s worth. Hatred is never a good idea.

		

	

CHAPTER 28 
Don’t Be Like Them
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			“…To me, words are much, much more. Words conduct emotions from the dungeons of the subconscious to the freedom of the conscious, where they can be harnessed for physical power. This capacity makes words the bridge between the spiritual realm and the physical, and like most bridges, they are rather simple to use. Moreover, words can become immortal when written down. Fancy that. Immortality…” 

			—Session on the potential of words, Lesson One, Part II

			“They were not very good people,” Grin said, summarizing the story of her abusive parents. She’d spared Lylin the nasty details of spit, sweat, and swelling. There was no need to taint the brain of a twelve-year-old with those images, no matter how curious she was. 

			Before recruiting the little redhead, Grin had spent an hour tidying up the mayhem and dust created by her fireballs. Lylin dealt with that mess in a mere ten minutes, sweeping and scrubbing at the blurry motion of Confidence speed. Her pleasant company and willing aid came, however, with a deluge of questions on the most sensitive subjects from the past.

			“I don’t understand,” Lylin said, placing the last dummy on its designated spot in the underground training room. “You seem so fine and feisty all the time.”

			“Oh,” Grin said, wiping her sooty hands on the hem of her dress. “Well, you know, it’s all a mask. Happiness is almost always a mask that people wear to hide the terrible stuff.” 

			Lylin pondered this for a moment, then disappeared, leaving a smeary afterimage. She materialized shortly after as if from thin air, with two bottles of water. She handed one over with an innocent smile.

			Bless that girl.

			Lylin had spent the last few days fixing her issues and learning to muster Confidence even when D wasn’t looking on. Rather enviable, that. She’d proven herself quite the prodigy, overcoming many difficulties of Senspirity in a short time.  

			It’s been years since I made any progress in my training. Grin thought, sipping from her bottle. Every gulp drowned the memories of her father’s intrusive touch and her mother’s manic laughter further into her stomach. Exhaling with a deep sigh, she sat down on the lowest stair and buried her face in her knees. 

			The routine battle against frustration commenced. It followed her Anger bursts like thunder after lightning, ending her rage in paralyzing weakness. I could have… the thought haunted her… I could have stopped the abuse. I could have gotten the Harbingers involved far sooner. I could have harnessed Anger and burned them myself.

			Diane often suggested applying logic to ward off the frustration, fending it off with questions like, “Do I really need to feel frustrated right now? Why? Maybe I don’t have to?” 

			It only drowned Grin deeper in depression when it failed. 

			Frustrated by her frustration itself, Grin slipped into the alluring loop of self-pity. These memories never allowed her to truly control her Anger. Summoning it came easily, but she had zero control when it came to stopping the fire. Struggling to hide her fragility from the little redhead, Grin snuffed, curbing the tears in her throat.

			“Hey!” Diane called from above and clapped her hands. “Quit moping, sister. I need the training room.”

			Her voice, combined with the weight in Grin’s chest, threw her back to that conversation from a couple of weeks ago when Diane had reported that Nye and the princess were doing “grownup things,” as she’d put it in Lylin’s presence. It shattered her fantasies of having any kind of companionship with the Harbinger, just like waking shatters a dream. Still, seeing him return to The Hut the morning after the assassination attempt had helped put the situation in proportion. Better he belonged to the princess than to the Red Abyss, but the mere thought of the princess rescuing him churned in Grin’s gut like rising vomit.

			“Come on, Grin,” Diane said, approaching with a kinder tone than usual. She grabbed her by the wrist, yanked her up, and fixed the strap of her dress. “Nye’s at the palace, and Mother’s asleep. You two can continue your gossip in the living room. And hey –“ she gripped Grin’s cheek and pointed firmly at her face, “cut the sincerity, sister, alright? It isn’t like you. Leave the earnest brooding to Nye and me.”

			Fine. Grin thought, rolling her eyes. As if anyone could argue with that woman – power incarnate. Diane had always gotten what she wanted. Nature literally bowed to her wishes.

			Climbing two stairs at a time, Grin left Lylin to Diane in the basement and headed up to crash on an armchair in the living room. There she could, perhaps, get some rest and sleep off the post-Anger headache and frustration. 

			“Em…” Lylin popped in, hands stuffed in the pockets of her overall. D must have sent her away. She preferred to practice in privacy. 

			“Sorry, I don’t mean to annoy you or gossip…” Lylin was using that tone, the one that cued another question. “If it’s not another grownups-only thing that you prefer not to explain…”

			“What is it?” Grin asked. She slid off the armchair to sit on the carpet. From that spot, she could maintain a good view of the staircase where Nye’s poem was engraved on the opposite wall.

			Lylin hesitated for a long time, mumbling nonsense to herself. It happened often when she depleted Confidence, but Diane insisted that she must practice depleting it, as well, otherwise she would grow dependent. 

			D sure liked dishing out her little tips of casual wisdom… Cut the sincerity. Right. On it. Easy. Swift as sunset. First thing I’ll do when I find a way to destroy these fun memories of getting –

			“Remember that stroll a few weeks ago?” Lylin nudged at her. “When Diane stormed out of that fight in the kitchen? Mother said that D should know better than anyone that Nye is a bad man. I wondered –“

			Kids and their questions.

			Grin cut her off with a grunt. “He’s not bad,” she said, focusing on the poem. Spirit of truth, show us mercy, Guide us away from the glittering light. She rubbed her forehead, weighing up the pros and cons of telling the truth. Lyl was young, but she’d been through a cyclone of changes since arriving at The Hut. She could handle it.

			“But sometimes…” her voice betrayed her mid-sentence. Maybe I shouldn’t. She pondered, quietly moving her lips in partial words.

			“Sometimes…?” Lylin pressed. 

			We trust her to kill the king. She needs to trust us, too. No secrets in The Hut. That’s what we agreed.

			“D and the Harbinger fight a lot.” It slipped out like water from a breached dam. “And sometimes Nye beats her. Really beats her. He’s not bad. He’s just sick.” It felt rather therapeutic to share, and the inquisitive expression that Lylin made was radiating reassurance.  Somehow, kids can endure things that adults would never tolerate.  

			Grin let her voice flow with the liberating sensation of spilling a story for the first time. “Mother tends to her wounds afterward. It gets quite gruesome sometimes, but at least it gives the old tart something to do.”  

			“Gruesome?” Lylin reddened, her face creasing in perplexity. She looked around as if searching of clues. “I’ve been here for several weeks and I’ve never seen anything like that.”

			Grin sipped the last drop from her bottle and tilted it to indicate that Lylin should have it refilled. Lylin complied with a smile, grabbed the bottle, and slowly ambled to the kitchen.

			Left alone between the hearth, bookshelves, walls, and the ceiling, Grin suddenly felt like a guest. Only a couple of days separated them from Union Day – and their regicidal plans, but with no hope of a future with Nye, it finally occurred to her that The Hut would soon cease to be her home.

			Something within her said she should move out. Something new, a mild sense of initiative, for the very first time. The world has so much to offer, she realized. There’s so much waiting to be discovered. 

			“Here,” Lylin said, handing over the glass bottle. “But I don’t understand. I’ve never seen anything gruesome around here.”

			“He’s been a little less aggressive,” Grin said dryly, watching the tiny bubbles in her drink, “since that princess business started. I don’t know. She’s stealing our Nye-time. Royals do that. I suppose D enjoys not getting beaten, but she does argue with Mother a lot more than before. It’s like the animosity between a physician and a patient who returns over and over again because he doesn’t listen to the physician’s directions.”

			Lylin took this in with her usual patience, sipping her water in quiet gulps. The blush faded from her cheeks and she settled down on her knees, looking more puzzled than disturbed by the news. “Mother’s right, then,” she mumbled, rubbing her brows. “About Nye. I mean, Diane doesn’t resist? She just takes the beating? She’s so amazing and so powerful… she could fight back, couldn’t she? Or leave? Or at least threaten to leave?” 

			“Beats me,” Grin shrugged. Lylin’s eyes widened with alarm, nailing her with a stare as if –

			“Oh, sorry!” Grin blurted with a chuckle. “Sorry, not my best choice of words. I just meant that I don’t know – you know? You can’t really talk to her in the first couple of days after it happens. She either disappears into the city or goes downstairs to practice those martial arts of hers, but she never fights him back. Maybe she’s just mad, too. Let me tell you, Ginger, in this world, strength and crazy come hand-in-hand.”

			“Crazy weird…” Lylin murmured. She yanked herself up using a nearby armchair for leverage and approached the hearth. She added twigs to the already crackling fire and riddled it with the poker. “It just doesn’t make sense,” Lylin said to herself. She was immersed in the fire, not even turning, as if no answer could explain this prolonged, violent relationship.

			Puffing out her cheeks in hesitation and exhaling slowly, one possible explanation occurred to Grin: her own story. “I think,” she began, eyeing the first lines of Nye’s poem - the most miserable ones - “that when you’re harassed, when you’re on the wrong side of a punch or abuse, or even when someone simply disappoints you, you tell yourself never to become like them. You tell yourself that if you live through the mistreatment or the humiliation, you’ll work to decrease suffering in the world, not to spread it.”

			This drew Lylin’s gaze from the fire.

			Having the girl’s attention, Grin spilled everything in a flood of honesty. “When my parents hurt me, I just knew I must never become like them. It took me years to muster the courage to spread the lie that they were illegal Senspiriters – to hurt them back. Even then, when Nye arrived to eliminate them and set me free, I remember thinking that I could never kill someone like he did. Still can’t. I’m not incompetent, I just don’t want to deliver suffering, you know?”

			“Even at the expense of your own suffering?” Lylin asked.

			Grin shrugged this off, repressing the memories. “Honestly,” she said, “I wouldn’t trust myself to burn a man even if an attacker burst through that door right now. I admire Nye for it. When he’s hurt, he hurts back. He’s not afraid of sullying his conscience. But I think we should be thankful that D stops herself from becoming like him.” 

			It may have been a poor rationalization, but it sufficed for Grin to convince herself, even though the little redhead grunted in discontent.

			Lylin sealed her lips for a change, pausing the stream of questions. She drew the jagged dagger that Diane had given her and turned it in different angles in the firelight. 

			“That’s quite a responsibility,” Grin said, eyeing the orange reflection of the hearth across the blade. 

			“D said it belonged to her mom,” Lylin returned to sit down on the floor. “She said I need to stab the king’s heart with it –“

			“He ain’t a very good man, though,” Grin said, patting her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Ginger. It doesn’t make you like them. It doesn’t make you like Nye. You’re just a weapon in this story. You’re not becoming like them.” 

			Reinforced by her own words, Grin’s fingers suddenly itched with the urge to practice with Anger again. Not that she could control it, but burning an enemy had finally started to seem like an acceptable solution. 

			“Can we trust you?” Grin asked.

			Lylin replied with a quick nod and a shy smile. 

			“Then – drown it,” Grin added, landing a soft punch on Lylin’s arm. “If you can fight, I can fight, too.”  

			And drown the frustration that’ll follow. 

			Lylin took it with a grumpy face and a groan of protest. She returned the weapon to its side-strap and lay down on her back looking up at the ceiling. “So Nye’s one of them?” she asked, half absent. “Them bullies, I mean?”

			“You can’t call him innocent,” Grin said. But he’s not a villain. Not like they were. 

			“Why?” Lylin asked reluctantly. “Why is he like this? Why fight with Diane? Why beat her? She’s so nice and smart. Doesn’t it scare you?” 

			Ocean’s mercy, if she asks one more question… 

			It was tearing Grin up from inside. Every exchange of words with Lylin made The Hut feel more homely, but also wrong and stagnating. A future awaited her outside these walls, away from Mother, and beyond this forced sisterhood. A future teeming with surprises and power, away from heartbreaking envy.

			A future away from memories.

			“Well,” Grin spoke at last. “Mother’s right. Nye is crazy. Proper crazy. Asylum crazy. He hears voices. He’s addicted to applying his strengths. And he’s just a drop too comfortable with violence.” She chuckled, “makes you wonder about his preferences.”

			“Preferences?” 

			“Grownup stuff, Lyl.” 

			“Eugh. Weird and eugh.”

			“Hey,” Grin said, raising her hands in surrender. “I thought you liked it when I’m feisty.”

			Lylin answered with a blade-sharp glare. She shifted into a sitting position, gulped from her bottle, and gestured for Grin to continue.

			“I don’t know,” Grin said. “Maybe I’m blinded by my emotions. But I think… it’s just who he is, you know? Might have something to do with his past. Might be because he represses his violent urges when he summons Calm, and then these urges erupt. Or, ehm, more likely, it’s just because Diane has been giving him a hard time. Take your pick.”

			“What hard time?” Lylin asked, frowning. “What could possibly justify –”

			“He envies her power,” Grin explained with a heavy breath. “Passion is the one Senspiritic emotion he never grasped. There ain’t many Fervorists in Huravoth, and those that exist keep the secrets to themselves, just like D.”

			“She doesn’t trust him?” Lylin asked. 

			That crossed the line of Grin’s patience. She preferred not to answer, and thankfully, she didn’t need to. 

			The main door opened and the Harbinger entered in a whirl of boot thuds and cape flaps. 

			Grin focused on his eyes – the charred globs embedded in a net of black veins. Nye stopped above them and rested those sinister, aggressive eyes on her. 

			“Where is she?” he asked, clearly referring to Diane. “Downstairs?”
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CHAPTER 29 
Uprising
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			“Manipulation isn’t always evil. Let’s break it into three types – 

			“First is egoism, the wicked type: manipulating others, altering their feelings for your own benefit. 

			“Second is altruism: convincing people to act against their own instincts - their own subconscious - for their own good. It is bound to trigger suspicion. 

			“The third is the core of Senspirity – meditation: manipulating yourself, your conscious or subconscious or whatever, to feel anything, regardless of the circumstances. Perhaps you should write this down…”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson One

			Diane had one arm cast straight out to the side, commanding the air to circle around her in a whirlwind of dust. She stood in the eye of the little storm, with her other hand clenched in a fist near her chest. Through it, she was channeling her will to listen in on the fascinating little gossip upstairs. The air complied, carrying Grin’s blabber down to the underground training room, right into Diane’s ears. 

			“He envies her power…” Grin was saying, “…There ain’t many Fervorists in Huravoth, and those that exist keep the secrets to themselves, just like D.”

			Nye’s arrival cut off the conversation. “Where is she?” He stressed every word with rising hostility, a particular tone he had not used for weeks, not since that evening before he brought Lylin with him. “Downstairs?”

			“Don’t bother me,” Diane spoke into the whirlwind, bending her voice to shoot up to Nye. “I’m practicing.” 

			Lylin mentioned something about Mother, but Nye’s sole response was to draw nearer, his boots thudding on the stone. 

			Dealing with Nye required more sense than emotion. Words worked better on him than any exhibition of power. With that in mind, Diane depleted Passion, and the whirlwind gradually lost momentum. A dusty cloud formed around her instead, slowly descending in a thick, foggy circle.

			“So,” Diane said as Nye arrived on the bottom stair. “Two days to Union Day. We got a plan yet?” 

			Nye needed these reminders, he said so himself. Without them, childish thoughts of decapitating Kerak or sentiments for his precious little princess replaced the logical pursuit of dispatching the king. 

			“We have a plan,” Nye replied in a cold, steady tone, maintaining a flat expression. 

			His brand-new Harbinger outfit shone with an orange hue in the torchlight of the cavern. It was captivating to see those ivoryn buttons reflect the flickering light, but the beauty immediately transformed to alarm in Diane’s gut.

			Orange is not white. He’s not harnessing Calm. 

			“Feel like sharing?” Diane asked, refastening the belt of her training robes. 

			“Depends,” The black lines under his eyes crumpled into odd angles, as if pleading. “Do you feel like teaching me about Passion?”

			Diane gulped in preparation, straightening and shaking her head. She retreated a pace with every step that Nye took toward her.

			“Kerak will seize the opportunity,” his voice rose, “he’ll beat me in battle and take the leadership of Olyanath into his own hands –“

			“Stop,” she snapped as her back reached the wall. “Can’t you hear yourself? You sound like a frightened child!” 

			It finally hit her. Men like Nye needed to feel believed in. With so many regrets weighing his heart, so much loss and blood on his hands, he needed to lean on others’ faith like a senior on his walking stick. He would trip and drown without it. 

			“We’ve already established that you’re the smarter of the two of you, right?” 

			“Wit cannot win me this battle, D.” 

			“Then something else will.” Her reply was swift and decisive like the swing of a blade at Confidence speed. One moment wasted, one word out of place, and Nye would lose it and start throwing fists.

			“We’ll think of something,” she murmured, “together. But I can’t teach you –“ 

			He loomed over her, the black and white uniform adding to his bulk. Their gazes locked. Her skin began to itch with sweat under her robe. Her muscles tensed in expectation of pain. 

			If only Nye were radiating Calm, she would’ve counted on the shield to prevent him from harming her, but he didn’t even join his fists. And either running away or summoning Passion would only end up with him unloading his aggravation on someone else, probably Grin. 

			“D,” he kept using her nickname, the brazen muckhead. “I ask only for the strength to make things better. To undo the evil and the murder –“

			She brushed her face with the sleeve of her robe. “You ask only for the strength to avenge your old flame,” she scoffed, staring into those charred eyes. “It’s almost romantic. Fifteen years and you’re still all about vengeance.”

			Chasms, she realized, this is bordering on infantile. By that logic, I should have strangled you years ago. Drownheaded idiot. 

			To be fair, she did try harnessing Hatred when she saw Nye pulling his dagger from her father’s flesh. She had yearned to bury the entire city, but, unlike him, she had grown away from these sentiments.

			“I can’t beat him,” Nye murmured. He slammed his fist against the wall and held his posture, blocking her sidestep. “Not with the powers I currently possess. I need an advantage. I need Passion.”

			“You’re too old,” she hissed, “you can’t adapt to new Senspiritic emotions anymore.” A cheap shot, that one, since versatility defined Nye even more than his corrupted eyes. Well into his thirties, he still resembled a kid more than an adult. Age would not limit him like it did the majority. 

			He mumbled, exchanging messages with the mad voices in his head. She recognized it by that stagnated, haunted expression. 

			“I did my part,” Diane spoke softly as if attending to a child weeping alone on the street. “I trained Lylin. She turned out to be quite a determined little Narcisst. I tried my best with Grin –“ That tasted of bitter disappointment. The young Pyromancer couldn’t deplete Anger on command, even when she heeded Diane’s advice. Even the teachings of The Circle, which Diane’s father passed on to her, had failed to yield practical results for Grin.

			Something escalated in Nye’s mumbles. His breath quickened and his brows furrowed. He looked as if he was being convinced, and worse than that, becoming violent. 

			“Please, Nye,” she whispered, reaching to caress his cheek. “Fulfil your end of the bargain. Lead us to kill the king –“ 

			He caught her wrist midway in the air and pinned it to the wall. “I have a plan, D!” Spittle escaped his lips as he barked at her. “Quit your needless defiance! Morality will replace brutality across the entire kingdom if you just agree to help!” 

			He grabbed her throat and squeezed, more to hurt than to choke, and it hurt like Chasms, merging humiliation and dread into paralytic pain.

			“But I can help,” she gasped, squirming and writhing, struggling to speak. “You’ll… have my power… you won’t wield it, but you’ll… have it.” 

			“You’d take that risk?!” Nye heaved and threw her stumbling across the underground space. She turned to face him only to be crushed onto the floor. It turned the room upside down in a spiral of walls, ceiling, distress, and pain. 

			Diane struggled and wriggled, but she kept resisting the temptation to summon Passion and fight back. “You just want to kill Kerak yourself!” she shouted, half-dazed, trying desperately to twist away and push him off with her free knee. “Can’t –“ she coughed with a mixture of tears and pain as he grabbed her thigh and pinned her leg back to the floor. “Can’t you see… you’ve already… given this man… far more than Nova? It can’t be worth it. It can’t –“

			His sinister eyes filled with madness. Nye grabbed her wrists and locked her hands to the ground. She wriggled and yelped, but her energy was draining away.  

			“I won’t let go,” he hissed, panting and drooling like an animal. “Not until you agree to teach me.” He pressed his knee against her thigh, crushing the muscle forcefully. It throbbed with surreal pain in a series of pulses, growing fiercer.  

			Oh, I’ll teach you, alright. The thought filled her mind as she curbed a cry for help. Just this once. Never mind that you’re my only family. Never mind that you’re crazy. Never mind that I’m afraid of turning out like you. I won’t take this anymore!

			Rock and air became her allies, like a sword and shield in the hands of an old veteran. The floor quivered as it strove to assist. A mere flick of Diane’s fingers and a spear would erupt from the stone wall to skewer Nye through his chest – 

			“Nye!” 

			Grin?

			“Get off my sister before I vaporize both your asses.” Her voice came from the staircase.

			Diane exhaled in relief as Nye’s grip on her hands loosened, but her leg was still paralyzed with pain. She lay on the floor and looked at Grin from upside down. Wearing that red rag of hers, Grin descended the stairs, hands aimed in their direction. 

			“Tough luck, Harbinger,” Grin hissed through rattling teeth. “D ain’t gonna teach you nothin’. Touch her again and I swear I’ll summon Hatred and burn you to ash.” 

			Nye became a black and white afterimage as he dashed off. He materialized two stairs beneath Grin, his fists joined – At long drowning last. 

			“Will you kill Kerak, then?” he asked, cocking his head at Grin. “You can’t even control your Anger, and even if you could – don’t roll your eyes at me!”

			“But I will.” She spoke with plain, admirable insolence. It reminded Diane of the tone she had often used with Nye, but Grin had never dared to challenge him like that before.

			Her timidity disappeared like stars in broad daylight. 

			“It’s not about Kerak, you muckhead,” Grin said, shaking a finger. “It’s about you. Listen, it ain’t no secret that I like how crazy you are. And frankly, I think Diane’s even crazier than you, but, ehm, anyway, you must see how scary this is!” She pushed past him, strolling into the circular cavern in bare feet. 

			“You go around,” she continued, “you manipulate, you kill, you hurt, you lie. We can trust you only as far as we can resist you.” She grabbed Diane by the arm and helped her up.

			That was a first. Never before had Grin shown such initiative, not to mention kindness. The sudden wave of sincerity caught Nye in a whirlpool of words and repressed emotion. He stood there like a statue, absorbing her criticism with quiet solemnity.

			“You okay?” Grin asked, her big, brown eyes scanning Diane when she finally mustered the strength to stand. 

			“Let’s just say I’m more proud than aching,” Diane said, massaging her hurting thigh.

			Grin’s lips curved into a tiny smile and she turned back to Nye, speaking up in a better-late-than-never forwardness. “But we can’t offer these voices in your head access to more power. It would be irresponsible. I’d rather kill D than see her powers end up in the wrong hands.”

			Ouch, Diane recoiled in alarm. Good to know, sis. 

			Envy alone could not have caused such a drastic change in Grin. Something else must’ve happened. She had grown. 

			“The wrong hands,” Nye repeated, radiating the faint white of Calm-shield. “So neither of you trust me.”

			“I want to,” Grin said, stepping up with one hand pressing on her chest. “I really do. But we can never tell whether you act on our behalf, or for your own silly vendetta, or at the command of those mad voices in your head.”

			Nye broke his stance at that. His shield faded, and Diane tensed, prepared to harness Passion and blow Nye to Mazrivcome if he turned violent again. Instead, he waved his hand in a gentle gesture, and the pain in her throat and leg suddenly passed into memory. 

			Sure, Diane couldn’t help her cynicism. Now you Care. 

			He massaged his thigh just as she had done a moment before – the outcome of harnessing Care to heal others. It required him to relate, to sense an auric echo of her pain and endure it for a short time until she was completely healed. 

			Still, she noted, rolling her eyes, better you than that git, Mother. On previous occasions when Nye had turned violent, Mother would brew some herbs to soothe Diane’s pain and help her heal. Senspiritic Care would have been far more efficient, but that insufferable pretense of a parent held a severe personal grudge against Senspirity. Diane herself had never quite grasped how to Care for others while maintaining the clarity of mind that Senspirity required. Confusion would overcome her whenever she tried harnessing powers other than Passion. 

			“Bested by the ladies,” Nye said, drawing a deep breath and bowing his head in a gentlemanly manner. “Fine. You call the shots now. What do you want me to do?”

			“First!” Diane raised a finger, commanding the air to shout the words for her. It echoed in the circular cavern like an earthquake that had taken on a personality. “I want you to learn that brutality will gain you nothing!”  

			Nye had said the exact same thing to her, back when she’d wanted to destroy the city of Olyanath. And he’d repeated it when he explained to her the dangers of summoning Hatred. 

			The Harbinger had failed thus far to live up to his own lessons.

			“Second, tell me we’re going to kill the king.” She gestured with her left hand, pulling on the air to make it vibrate in softer, more relieved tones. “Tell me we’re going to do that together, like you said way back then. To outwit Alliddar Vice, we’ll need a variety of abilities. A variety of people.”  

			“Including the princess,” he said.  

			Grin paled at that, regressing to her usually restraint self. 

			Envy at its finest, Diane reasoned. It gave you power, now it drains it.

			One could only hope that it wouldn’t drive her to do anything stupid before Union Day. Whatever Nye’s plan may have been, it involved the princess, unharmed.

			Returning her attention to the Harbinger, Diane couldn’t help but notice that he, too, looked somewhat distracted. He was staring upwards as if tracking something beyond the ceiling. 

			“I know this aura,” he grimaced. “It’s Kerak. He’s here. Don’t move. Leave him to me. And no Senspirity. Don’t let him sense you.” 
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Home Visit 
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			“Summoning Care also bears implications such as feeling your enemy’s pain and the like. It is unnecessary, youngling dear. Body language, tone, breathing rhythms, and facial expressions are sufficient to infer a person’s emotions. This way, you can harness whatever emotion fits the opportunity while still retaining a shred of the power of Empathy.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Four, Part II

			“I could rip your head right off,” Kerak said, grabbing the tiny ginger-haired girl by her hair. 

			She yelped, struggling like a bug held by its wings. A jar dropped from her hand and shattered on the floor, spilling milk over his boot.

			“If I just pull a little harder…” he hissed, twisting her hair like a rope to expose her neck. His blade was pointing at her throat.

			“That’s enough, Kerak!” Nye’s voice echoed from below. 

			There you are, Kerak looked up, following the voice of the irksome, smoke-headed nuisance of a man as he crossed the room. Two weeks had passed since the failed assassination attempt, during which Nye had hidden himself away – either in Ivy’s chambers, or here, in this house-shaped lair of the wicked. 

			Among witches. I should have known.

			“Let the girl go!” Nye demanded, looking south of unthreatening in his newly-issued uniform, short and harmless like the smallest child in the class. It was hard to believe that the king would soon promote this weakling to his position as Head of the Order. 

			“Harboring witches now, are we?” Kerak spoke through a smirk, chuckling as he sporadically shook the mewling ginger. “I knew suggesting you to Alliddar would prove itself a good idea in the end,” he slid the blade across the girl’s neck, gently, without spilling any blood. “I knew you’d be easy to destroy.” 

			Nye murmured something to the couple of young witches who followed him, and they scurried away. 

			“Let's take it outside, Kerak,” Nye said, holding his hands forward as if approaching in peace. “This can always get nasty later.” He sounded like he was begging. “Let’s be civilized first.”

			Four witches, Kerak counted, sensing them through Caresight. The redhead, the two that ran downstairs, and the one sleeping, none of which radiating any Senspiritic aura, though. Four, not including Nye. I should have arranged backup. 

			“Fine,” he said, snorting. He threw the girl down and she fell hard, face-down on the carpet. She crawled to the kitchen door and disappeared behind it. 

			Nye passed him by without a glance, radiating vivid white of Calm as he exited the house. Kerak sheathed his weapon, joined his fists and followed. 

			In broad daylight, the street was teeming with life – and with witnesses. People had gotten active with their money so close to Union Day, buying new clothes, jewels, and kegs of the finest ale they could afford. 

			“This is my home, Kerak!” Nye hissed at him as the door closed behind them. “What are you thinking?”

			“I thought I should check up on my subordinate’s welfare,” Kerak chortled. “Your home, you say? Looks like a sanctuary for witches to me.”

			Nye growled at that like a savage dog. “It’s a crown conspiracy, you slow brute!” He paused as a merchant passed by with a cart filled with bottles, shouting about his perfumes. “Alliddar’s orders.” 

			Kerak swallowed an urge to laugh at the obvious attempt to lie. He settled on shaking his head instead. “Entertain me, Harbinger. What kind of conspiracy?” 

			“I bring together the monarchy's greatest threats,” Nye whispered, glaring at him, still and steady. A liar, night-certainly, but a good one. “Once they're all gathered, we crush them in a single strike.”

			Kerak scoffed and held himself from bursting. Ocean’s mercy, it even made sense. Alliddar often arranged such ploy, baiting his enemies into a location, giving them false hope, then burning them in the end. That was how he’d exposed Emittar’s treachery in the first place. 

			Nye produced a paper with the king’s signature on it. It detailed the specifics, and - Chasms - it was accurate. 

			“You won’t mind, then,” Kerak said, folding his arms, “if I ask the king how I may be of assistance.” 

			Nye had unimpeded access to the palace. He could easily forge a royal signature. He chuckled, provoking Kerak out of his Calm. A short breath and a quick play with the coin in his pocket helped restoring the shield, but he did lose control there, for a split second. 

			“Go ahead,” Nye said, still mocking him. “The king would undoubtedly be amused at the desperate attempts of the jealous, soon-to-be-ex-Head of the Harbingers to badmouth his replacement.”

			Bothered by a flush of chilling sweat, Kerak composed himself and managed a tiny, one-sided smile in return. “And,” he said, “what happens when he finds out he trusted his entire house to a traitor?” 

			I need the strongest Harbingers with me on Union Day. All of them. The temple will not fall if I leave it unguarded for one night.

			“No one likes a rat, Kerak,” Nye said, pulling out his pipe. “Not even a righteous one. I suggest you keep your distance – whoa!” 

			Kerak slapped the pipe out of Nye’s mouth, only to be repelled by a pulse of white. It washed over the street, drawing gazes from passersby. 

			Witnesses. I must exercise restraint. I cannot attack him here. 

			“You know what your problem is, Keri?” Nye sneered, lighting the pipe with a swift switch to Anger. He let out a wisp of smoke and returned to radiating vague white. “You’re just plain stupid.” 

			Why, you... 

			“No, really. Listen –“

			“Cut the mucktalk, Harbinger,” Kerak snapped, towering above his enemy. The insolent boy didn’t even come up to his armpit. “The king is busy with the final preparations for the Union Day ball. But tomorrow night, when I catch him alone in the palace compound before the celebration begins, I will tell him what I found here. With everything prepared and ready, who knows? He might marry me to the princess on the same terms. Fancy that. Harbinger Kerak, heir to the throne. Once you are dead, of course.” 

			“You’ll find I’m not so easy to kill, Kerak.”

			Kerak scoffed at that and tapped restlessly on the hilt of his blade. Hundreds of victims flashed before his eyes. Throats he’d slashed open, backbones he’d broken, children he’d burned. 

			He studied his enemy – his twisted enemy, from those blackish, globby, horrible eyes down his tiny body to the scrawny legs. You have one, maybe two days, he smirked, harnessing Confidence.

			“I never leave my enemies alive, Blackrook,” he said at last, and dashed off.

			***

			“Never leave my enemies alive,” the voice repeated in Nye’s head between echoes of laughter. “Even his accent couldn’t ruin such a delicious irony!” 

			Leaning against the outside wall of The Hut with joined fists, Nye watched Kerak's afterimage trail behind him.

			For the first time, he found himself thankful that only four of them had stayed in his house. If more had decided to join him, if he’d harbored a dozen witches and their relatives, Kerak would never have given him time.

			Only two days, Nye thought. Even Ivy’s part in the plan is set.

			After the assassination attempt, the king had demanded that she returns to her princess role. A fortunate turn, that one, as Nye didn't feel inclined to train her for so much as a minute longer, and time would do well to suppress her excitement about her new-found Senspiritic powers.

			Admittedly, Kerak’s surprise visit had capsized Nye’s sense of comfort. It could endanger everything. Kerak would never manage to reach the king so close to Union Day, even Nye was unable to see him, but if he could –

			No. On the off-chance that he does, they won’t manage to mount a proper assault on this house within just two days. Not one that Diane can’t handle.

			“The Fervorist was here!” the voice taunted in high pitches. It had grown so tenacious that harnessing Calm barely managed to ward it off. “You were here! He was here! Why didn’t we kill him?”

			We promised Diane, Nye answered. We promised we’d take the throne first, revoke the ban and the loathing of female Senspiriters across Huravoth. Only then can we kill Kerak. The people would not let a traitor into the throne room of the Black Acropolis.

			“Uncertain, are we?” the voice asked, tender all of a sudden. It still hurt, though, like repeated tapping the same nerve for hours. The pain echoed as if from afar, so long as Nye held to his Calm, but - Ocean’s mercy - he couldn't be harnessing Calm all the time. And, as if its mere voice wasn't irritating enough, Madness’ lack of new topics was becoming a real bother. This was the fifth time it had played this particular card in the last couple of weeks. Repeating the same conversation about uncertainty hurt almost as badly as the pounding within his skull.  

			“I was there with you and the king two weeks ago,” it said now. “You meant it when you gave him your loyalty. And what was that about Trezoss? Who knows if the old rascal’s still alive.”

			He is, Nye replied. Trezoss was so strong when it came to harnessing Care that he healed faster than fire can burn. Only a blast of Hatred could kill him, and none had been witnessed since the destruction of Trenn. 

			He’s lurking around here somewhere, Nye told the voice while scrutinizing the street. Between merchants and soldiers, slaves and witches, Trezoss is playing an intricate game, stirring something awful somewhere, crafting conflicts with his words like a blacksmith with his tools. 

			A group of wagons crossed the street toward him, the merchants calling out their goods. Nye skipped the ivoryn weapons wagon and passed by the leatherworker. He approached the farmer's cart with a handful of coins. 

			Five minutes later, with fresh herbs in his pipe, he returned to The Hut. 

			“Crown conspiracy, huh?” Diane asked. She was standing in the middle of the living room with crossed arms, staring at the entrance as if she knew exactly when he would return.

			“She does know, fool,” the voice hissed, “just as she knew about the assassination. She follows you, the little witch. We must assume she knows everything about the princess as well.”

			“We agreed on this, D,”

			Explosions echoed from the cave below, followed by Grin’s shouts, and Lylin’s conversation with Mother sounded from the kitchen – routine had returned to The Hut. 

			“We agreed that, if we were discovered, this is the lie that I should sell.”

			Everything suddenly went pitch dark. A mild ringing started in Nye’s ears and intensified to a high-pitched whine. 

			“That abyssal Fervorist witchling…” the voice murmured. Nye, for his part, hung to his Calm, fascinated by Diane’s continuing ability to take away his sight and hearing despite his shield. 

			“I know.” Diane spoke through the darkness, her voice reverberating as if in a cave. He saw what she allowed him to see – her finger, tapping against her opposite arm with impatience. 

			“Then what’s this all about?” he asked. Chasms, he almost felt threatened. Diane was, by all measures, a scary, powerful witch, but she wouldn’t harm him. She never had, and she wouldn’t start now. 

			“You don’t trust me? Not even about this?” 

			“I tolerate you, Harbinger,” Diane said, revealing her face in the dark. Her lips didn’t move. She was making the air speak for her with that eerie Fervorist technique. It would have given him the chills if his fists weren't joined. 

			“And I’m capable of forgiving you. But I’ve never trusted you. And I trust you even less now.” 

			She sauntered off. His sight returned from out of a blur, and the deafening whine faded away. 

			“Trust my vengeance, D,” 

			She couldn't hear him, not by natural means. But the phantom voice was right. She had been following him. She would twist the air to carry his voice to her ears.

			“They burned me and mine. I’m not done until I burn them and theirs in return.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 31 
Every Revolution Requires a Good Blaze
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			“For me, for the Harbingers, and even for King Alliddar, Senspirity may be essential, but we can live without it. 

			“For you, however, I’m afraid The Circle will become the last line of defense against total insanity. Without it, the phantom voices in your head will burst free and consume you.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Three

			“Every revolution requires a good blaze,” Grin whispered with so little spirit she might as well have been a brick. Either a brick or Mother. Fire would burst from the Ocean before that woman would allow emotion to show on her face. “More like a better blaze,” Grin muttered, looking down at the flames retreating into her fingers. Sparks drifted by her and faded, some sticking to her hair and dress. Her heart had sunk in frustration as the final glowing dot had died away, and the last trace of her Anger vanished along with it. Once again, a burst of exasperation had brought her fury to a sudden end.

			“I know what to do,” Nye murmured behind her. He’d been at it for a while now, repeating like crazy while radiating that vague auric shield of his.

			“You sure you don’t want to be my dummy?” Grin asked, half turning. “I know what to do.” She answered herself in concert with him. “I know what to do. I know what to do.” She imitated his tones along with him, going lower and lower with her voice until she hit the level of ridicule. 

			Nye had really lost it. His insanity had become the norm. He was now having occasional flashes of clarity amidst whole days of madness. He hadn’t eaten either, not with them. Not for a long while. Perhaps he ate when he went to visit that drowning princess, but probably not. He looked pale and starved. 

			“Wish I could fix you,” Grin mumbled under her breath. “I promise I’ll try to, once the king’s dead and I don’t have to look over my shoulder for Harbingers.”

			With that, Grin returned to the line of wooden dummies. She hastened her breath, repeatedly clenching and unclenching her fists. It sped up her heart, laying the foundation for renewing her Anger. She recalled those muck-ridden memories of her parents abusing her, laughing while they were at it. Their faces vivid in her mind, she blasted away. 

			One, two, three fireballs burst from her hands, roaring to her satisfaction. A continuous burst of flames followed and – 

			It cut off. She gasped and bent over, hands on her knees as smoke and burnt debris wafted around the cave. Once again, no progress. Frustration dragged her down, making it drownin’ impossible to stay furious.

			“A heart beats again,” Nye said behind her, as clearly as if he was giving a speech. She recognized the words. The end of his poem. 

			“And the enemy is crushed and burnt.” He stirred out of his fit, getting the crazy out of his hair, so to speak. He became Harbinger Nye again – their host, their savior, the man with the plan. 

			“You need to summon it willingly,” he said, stepping up to her, his attention fixed on the line of dummies against the wall. Those sooty eyes of his captivated her as always, with a mixture of dread and fascination, like the crumbling face of a charred carcass. 

			What did it feel like to burn? Grin wanted to ask. Does it still hurt? She lost herself in his eyes. In him.

			Hearing Nye’s ostentatious voice cheered her up, like a surprise visit from an old friend. It felt like he moved away since he got involved with the princess. Until now.

			“Like this,” Nye said, taking up a stance with an open palm toward one of the shattered dummies. “Summon Anger just as you usually do,” he kindled a hesitant flame forward from his wrist. He pushed his arm in, like a punch in the air, and unleashed the flame like an arrow, but somehow nothing followed. He had such control over his Anger that he could confine himself to a single fireball.

			“Then,” he went on, “willingly summon the frustration that normally creeps in and interrupts you. Once you do this, you can facilitate the same will to deplete it and go back to Anger. Control your frustration, accept it, but make it your pet instead of a pest. Better yet, make frustration a tool you use for self-restraint, rather than an obstacle.” 

			Summon frustration? Grin thought, pursing her lips and taking up position next to him. Drown me… this might actually work… 

			“Once a sentiment obeys your will,” he said, “it will continue to obey you. It’s a part of The Circle.”

			The mechanics of The Circle yielded nothing back when Diane tried to teach her about them, but Nye looked so night-certain. 

			Alright, Grin decided, grabbing her Anger with one side of her heart and frustration with the other. Let’s try it. 

			Recalling her father’s hand climbing up her thigh brought Anger flooding into her, boiling under her skin.

			She shot a raging fireball at one of the wooden dummies, blowing it to Mazrivcome, and invited frustration in – frustration at how little respect she’d earned, at how slow her progress was, at living with Nye yet always being overlooked by him. It ceased her power, stopping her Anger like always. 

			Now, Grin exhaled until nothing remained inside of her, not air, nor frustration. Then, after a couple of hasty breaths, she burst into screams and unleashed a sequence of fireballs. The dummies exploded, and the whole cave structure quivered and flooded with thick, gray fumes. 

			In the shifting smoke, the last few standing dummies collapsed into piles of twigs and coal. Beside her, Nye stood with his fists joined, approving with his silence. 

			More importantly, in between her fingers, flames were still dancing about – sparking, fading, kindling anew. Frustration was no longer her master. It waited its turn. She was finally in control, unstoppable unless she wanted to stop. 

			I so Love you, Grin thought, glancing at the Harbinger. Chasms, I Love your brain.

			He had already returned to his crazy mumbling of the same repetitive phrase: “I know what to do. I know what to do. I know what to do.” 

			Poor you, Grin couldn’t help thinking. She’d just learned how to control herself properly, but Nye had two selves to control. Voice of darkness, words of torment, like you call it in that poem.

			“I know what to do,” he repeated, “I know what to do, I know what to do.” His fists were joined, but he wasn’t radiating the thin white shield of Calm. Instead, he quivered, as if pressing too hard.

			Wait.

			He actually was pressing too hard, as if he had lost the basic restraint of his muscles. His fists meshed so fiercely that his hands looked bruised and grazed. 

			“I know what to do. I know what to do.” 

			Is it the princess? Grin pondered, sauntering around him, studying him like some piece of pre-Mazriv art in a museum. Is she harnessing your Love to make you crazier? 

			She couldn’t have. Nye made it very clear that he harnessed Ivy’s Love to force her into Confusion, which blocked her from any kind of Senspirity.

			“I know what to do,” he went on and on. His quivering intensified and spread to the rest of his body. 

			I’ll fix you, Grin thought, her lips curving into a one-sided smile. One day. Whatever it takes.

			“When did it escalate so much?” she asked, circling him for the third time. “You were fine yesterday when you attacked D.”  

			Oh… Red Abyss! What if you needed to beat someone? What if it somehow prevents your condition from deteriorating? She’d stopped him. She’d threatened him with live fire if he hurt D again. Was it her fault that he’d gotten worse?

			“I know what to do. I know what to do.”

			Only a decent punch in the stomach would wake him at this point. But maybe it’s the princess after all, Grin thought, bouncing about, mimicking what she presumed Vivien Vice’s infantile posture looked like. You have deteriorated since she became involved.

			“Do we really need her?” She asked, eyeing the rubble left from the dummies. “The princess, I mean. I’m only asking you because you know what to do.” She adopted to his tone of voice, puffed out her cheeks, and stressed her muscles to look masculine. “You know what to do. You know what to do.”

			“Never decline power when it’s offered to you, Grin,” he said with a flash of lucidity. He’d shaken himself out of it on his own. Apparently, he wasn’t completely lost. Not yet. 

			“I’m not denying that we need her, it’s just –“

			“Ivy is leverage, Grin.” He rubbed his forehead with a heavy grunt. “Not to mention incredibly powerful, attractive, and clever. But more than anything, she gives us leverage against the king. Wherever your life takes you after tomorrow, always have your hand on leverage.”

			What has leverage over you, though? Grin couldn’t help wondering. If I want to save you from yourself, what’s the lever?

			“But your condition,” she whispered, grabbing his quivering hand. It slowed, but his fingers were still trembling. “It’s gotten so much worse.”  

			“Worse?” Nye asked, folding his fingers into hers.

			Chasms, he’d never felt so available. He’d never accepted her advances like that. Her heart raced so fast it hurt. 

			“I’m in a dilemma, Grin.” His eyes rested on their joined hands. “I let the phantom voice out to confer with it, to see if it could help. But I’m fine.”

			What? Ocean’s mercy. I’m such an idiot. 

			She summoned Anger if only to conceal her blush. Her cheeks reddened anyway. She blushed when she was Angry, too. 

			Nye’s condition may have gotten worse, but, apparently, not that much worse. His fit was a matter of conscious choice, not insanity. 

			“Did it?” she asked, feeling strangely naked all of a sudden. “Did it help, I mean?” 

			Nye shook his head, snorting. He let go of her hand and stepped back. 

			“Maybe I can help instead,” Grin suggested. “What’s the dilemma?”

			“Nothing that need concern you.”

			She swallowed the insult, grabbed him with both her hands, and forced him to embrace her. 

			“Just let me say this, then,” she whispered, her cheek against his chest. “You’re not a villain, Nye. You’re just trying so hard to be.” 

			She tightened her grip as much as her scrawny arms could manage, which earned her a chuckle. It might have been the first time in ten years of knowing the man that she’d made him laugh. It was the first she remembered, at least. The first that was worth something. 

			“Come along,” he said, patting her head. 

			“Where?”

			“I said I know what to do, right?” Nye chuckled to himself. “Time to share it with you and the others. We’re going to incite a revolution and –“

			“And every revolution requires a good blaze.” Grin chorused with him. 

			***

			Lylin’s thoughts were haunted by the memory of Kerak pointing his sword at her throat, but it vanished at the sight of Diane in that awfully lavish gown. Sewn of thin, violet silk, the dress revealed an inch of cleavage behind an outline of lace. That, along with a matching set of elegant evening gloves that reached her elbows, made Diane look like a drowning noble. 

			“I bought one for you, too, Lyl,” Diane said. “We need you to be disguised when we infiltrate the royal ball tomorrow. We can’t risk Kerak recognizing you among the guests.”

			Lylin’s stomach fluttered with excitement. Her hand yearned to wield the dagger that belonged to Diane’s mom. She’d been keeping it sheathed and strapped to her hip since Kerak’s visit yesterday. The weapon called to her at the mention of the Union Day’s ball, as if it had a bloodlust of its own.

			“Tomorrow, everything changes,” Lylin said, exchanging a smile with Diane as they crossed the passageway to the living room.

			“Everything changes, indeed.” Mother’s bitter voice came from the area of the hearth. She was sitting there, teetering on one of the armchairs, sewing with a needle and a thread of silver. “When the king’s dead and Nye inherits his throne, he’ll have a war on his hands. Prince Emittar will march up north and claim what is his.” 

			“What is his?” Diane asked in elevated tones. She snorted and charged between the armchairs, leaning over to shoot a glare at Mother from point-blank range. “What is his?” 

			“Come on, Diane, you know Emittar would make a better king than Nye. Better than anyone. With him, there’ll be no Senspirity to watch out for. He’ll finally put an end to this abominable craft. And if anyone stands a chance against the witch who’s tampering with the night, it is Emittar. He’ll get rid of her, along with the rest of them.”

			“Along with the rest of them?” Diane repeated, her voice growing hostile. She steeled herself, stepping back and planting her heels in the carpet. She cast her hands about in a specific motion, and an unnatural wind blew in Lylin’s ears. It hurled the garment from Mother’s hands to float in front of Lylin’s face. 

			“Isn’t that the Ivor Hills emblem?” Lylin asked, frowning at the shapes. It wasn’t fully sewn yet, but the outline was clear: a silver sword and cogwheels over a brown background. “Emittar’s emblem?”

			But why?

			“You’re such a snake,” Diane spat in Mother’s direction. She grabbed the cloth and threw it back to the brooding woman. “Crawl back into your tunnel with your wily southerner friends. We have a revolution to prepare for.”

			Mother’s allegiance to Emittar supported Lylin’s theory of the woman. According to Diane, Mother used to be an Empath, but she’d refused to summon Care since her daughters were murdered for running an Empath clinic. Actively depleting her Care like that must have made her bitter – bitter enough to support Emittar’s loathing of all Senspiriters. It was yet another confirmation that Senspirity and personality affected one another, even if Mother’s sole use of Senspirity was to deplete Care. 

			“You see,” Nye said, emerging from the stairs with Grin trailing behind him, “this is why we have a Fervorist.” He sounded strangely satisfied. He’d never sounded like this before. “Passion-driven, she always has her eyes fixed on the target.” 

			“I take your optimism to mean that you’re finally going to talk about your plan?” Diane asked, folding her hands. 

			Grin smiled at them and strolled away down the corridor, unzipping the battered red dress as she went. 

			“In detail, yes,” Nye said, not sparing a glance toward Lylin, but her stomach churned with excitement regardless. For the first time since she’d joined them, things felt real. 

			“Does it involve unleashing Ivy?” Diane asked. 

			The subject had been brewing in the living room for the last couple of weeks. Ivy this, Ivy that. Too powerful. Too wild. Too unpredictable, and something about Diane’s aura being massive and thick like rainclouds, while Ivy’s aura was so big it could shroud the entire Ocean. 

			“No, D,” Nye insisted. “Stop asking.”

			“Why the Chasms not?” Diane erupted at him. Objects around the living room started to float in league with her emotions. Since Nye had hit her yesterday, she’d become very liberal with her powers. 

			Lylin bit her lip at the sight of the armchair levitating, the carpet folding itself upwards, and wisps of dust rising from the floor. She summoned Valor to take shelter in her hardened skin. If only Ma could see her now. It felt so right to summon emotions like that, as though light shone from inside her, warm but not bothersome. Diane called it “Catharsis.” It hadn’t to do with Valor itself, but with the fact that she could summon it and get rid of it whenever she wanted. It really made her feel like she could do anything – kill a king, for example.  

			“You were spying on me when the assassins attacked,” Nye said. “You’ve seen what she’s capable of. D, you have to trust me on this. We can’t release her.”

			“I’ve seen a powerful asset. One that you’ve wasted so much of your time preparing.”

			“We will use her,” Nye said, pulling out that smelly pipe of his and lighting it, “but not by unleashing her powers. It’s a force we can’t contain. I have a better idea. An elegant one, with minimal bloodshed.”

			Grin returned, wearing another short dress of the same design and color. Her hair remained a dirty mess though, with strands popping out all over. That broad smile on her roundish cheeks, however, made her look much happier than usual. 

			“And we need a dress for Lylin, too,” Nye said. 

			Lylin sighed at that. The Harbinger spoke as if she wasn’t in the room. Maybe it’s a test, she thought, to see if I can hang on to my Confidence and Valor while people look down on me. Well, she could. Diane had taught her well.

			“I bought a yellow one for her,” Diane said. “It’s in my room. Now, the details of your plan. Spill it.” 

			“We infiltrate the royal ball, like we agreed. There, we kill the king.”

			Grin raised her brows at that, burst out laughing, and stopped when everyone regarded her with sincere expressions. 

			“Wait,” she said, “what, we’re really doing this? I’m not dancing, Nye. And the strongest, scariest Harbingers will be there, including Kerak, and he’s seen us!”

			“You’re not coming, Grin.” His answer came as swift as an arrow’s shriek.

			“Every revolution requires a good blaze,” Diane concurred in the same tones as his. She grabbed Grin by the wrist and pulled her in for a hug. “And you’re the best blaze there is. Leave the king to us. You need to shock the city meanwhile. Burn things. Stir up chaos. Fill the sky with so much smoke it hides the stars.”  

			Whoa, Lylin realized. This is really happening. We’re taking down the monarchy.

			“Try not to kill anyone,” Diane said at last, stroking Grin’s hair. “And don’t get caught. Meet us at the rendezvous point when you’re done.” 

			“What rendezvous point?”  

			Diane showed her a rough map of the city. Lylin glimpsed an X on it. Rendezvous, right. They needed a place to meet when things get messy. But what if –

			“And you,” Diane said, poking her finger at Nye’s chest, “you’d better not be thinking about betraying us. I’m so keen to find out the full extent of my powers, and I’d be delighted to do so on your flesh.” 

			Lylin pursed her lips, struggling to translate her idea into words. But what if… what if –

			“Can’t we just kill him in his sleep?” Lylin asked at last, raising her hand as she spoke. 

			Nye gave her a glare with those sickly eyes of his, but then masked it in an instant. He winked at Diane and crouched down to match Lylin’s height. “You know,” she murmured, shying away from the Harbinger, “instead of stepping into the lion’s den?”

			“It is not a bad plan,” Nye said, exhaling a cloud of pipe smoke above her so that it wouldn’t blow in her face. “But some Senspiriters train themselves to harness Calm while they’re asleep, the king included. He is least vulnerable when he lies in his bed. It’s like that for me, too, and I believe Kerak’s the same.” He exchanged a confirming look with Diane. 

			“I do it, too,” she put in, “sometimes. Though it makes me eerily apathetic in the morning. No offense Nye, but Calm is for coldhearted freaks.”

			What about nightmares? Lylin wanted to ask. Even if the king harnessed Calm during his sleep, he surely couldn’t maintain it while experiencing a nightmare. 

			She dismissed the idea as fast as it came. Diane had explained to her that nightmares only last a few moments in real life – too small a window, then, and too dependent on luck.

			“But I like your enthusiasm,” Nye said, regarding Lylin with a smile and lifting her chin with the tip of his finger. 

			Ocean’s mercy, she just hadn’t got it in her to resent him for destroying her family. The man was really invested in making the world a better place. And if anyone else had attacked her family that day - Kerak, for instance - he’d have butchered her and her sister along with Ma. No matter what Mother said, no matter how she resented the Harbinger, Nye did save her. He saved all of them and about two dozen more out there that didn’t want to stay. 

			And the rest of the kingdom, starting tomorrow.

			“I cannot beat Alliddar toe-to-toe,” Nye spoke to the whole room now. “Diane can’t either. We need a well-timed stab,” he grabbed Lylin’s hand in his. “When I give you the sign, will you kill Alliddar for me, little one?” 

			Lylin pulled out her dagger and stabbed it in the air at a variety of angles with the blurry motion of Confidence speed. “Chasms, yeah. I will.”

			“Perfect,” he said, straightening up. He ruffled her hair, patted her on the back, and pointed at a yellow dress that came floating from the direction of the bedrooms. A quick glance at D confirmed that it was her doing – her arms were gesturing in an inviting motion. 

			“Alright,” Lylin said, snatching it from the air. “I’ll try it on, but first, explain how we penetrate the king’s shield.”

			Nye and D exchanged smiles like proud parents. 

			“I told you she gets it,” Diane said.

			“That you did.” 

			Lylin played with the dagger in a series of quick motions, reveling in the attention, then set the weapon back in its sheath. 

			“Our newest recruit is right,” Nye announced. “Killing Alliddar is easy. He’ll die like any man. His Calm-shield is the problem. We need a well-timed stab.” He started pacing back and forth past Mother, who continued to ignore him as she sewed Emittar’s emblem. 

			Is he really keeping her around just out of guilt? Lylin’s thoughts drifted. Is it really worth it? Not that I’m complaining. She feeds us well. And… where else would she go?

			Nye mentioned something about the talented Mesmer assassin who attacked him. He elaborated on how she could raise her voice and wish harm on others without losing her Calm. Lylin stirred and returned her attention to the conversation just when Nye insisted they ought to learn from such professionals. 

			“Fascinating, Nye, really,” Diane said, grabbing his arm in a fierce grip, “but utterly off-topic. What does any of that have to do with the plan?” 

			“I learned, D,” he said, shaking her off. “It was the contradiction. That’s what Confused me when that Mesmer attacked. I wasn’t sure if it can penetrate the shield, but now I know that it does. Listen closely, ladies. I know what to do.”


		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 32 
No Turning Back
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			“I suppose Anger can be disorienting, yes. But it doesn’t paralyze like Confusion. It does, however, share a strong kinship with Hatred. It is no coincidence that Anger and Hatred share similar powers when harnessed by a Senspiriter. But, while Anger-fire may have positive properties like heat and illumination, the phantom flame of Hatred is cold, dark, devoid of virtues, and incompetent except for its superb capacity for destruction.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson One, Part I

			“How are our hosts?” Keiran asked as Glitter tightened the final knot. 

			“Dead silent,” she said, leaving the pair of unconscious, trussed-up unfortunates underneath the clinic’s sickbed. “Sorry,” she whispered, pinching the cheeks of one of them - the Empath who runs the clinic - to verify that he had fainted. It ain’t my fault you decided to set up your business in the perfect spot for our base of operations. 

			The other one, the patient, was an elderly lady of sixty or so. Glitter didn’t bother pinching her cheek. She seemed fairly dead, from the way her head was tilted and her jaw hanging open. The occasional snores confirmed that she wasn’t, though. 

			“Sit tight, will ya?” Glitter sniggered at them. She fastened the rope, filched the fancy wallet from the lady’s suit, and stood up. “We just got a teeny business meeting, and then you’ll have your little clinic back.”

			She joined the others by the clinic’s front window. Their path awaited right outside – the boulevard leading to the Sun Temple, their next target. 

			“You done making friends with unconscious people, Glit?” Hainoch asked.

			“They’re the only kind that don’t wanna hurt me when I start to blabber,” she said, sniffing the flowers on the window ledge. She plucked one, put it in her hair, and snatched a couple of peanuts from a nearby bowl. 

			“I don’t remember ever wanting to hurt you,” Hainoch said, feigning a grumpy face. 

			“You were my jailer when we met, Hainoch,” she giggled, “it was your mission.” 

			 “Right, right,” he murmured. “I meant that I don’t remember ever wanting to hurt you because of your blabbering.”

			“You’re the exception,” She leaned her head on his shoulder. 

			“Now,” Hainoch said, wrapping his hand around her waist. “Aren’t we going to discuss how, in a kingdom where it’s forbidden for women to learn Senspirity, the most powerful witch is the king’s own daughter?” 

			“Problems are like mugs of ale, young one,” Keiran said from under his hood. “You exhaust them one at a time.”

			“I’m just curious why she didn’t chase us. Why aren’t they looking for us? Why Kerak didn’t –” Hainoch paused, making the chubby, adorable face that often appeared when he was trying to frown at her. “Are those new earrings, Glit?” 

			Right. At least he noticed. “She wouldn’t mind,” Glitter said, pushing her hair back behind her ears and tipping her head at the unconscious lady she’d left tied under the sickbed. “Emeralds are too vivid for such elderly people, anyway.”

			“It’s amazing that people still amass riches,” Cobald muttered from the other side of the room. He seemed broody – not an unusual state for him, since he’d agreed to destroy the temple. It had been a broody couple of weeks. “Jewelry is basically useless.” 

			“But how pretty!” Glitter blurted, presenting her ear to show the shiny rock to her brother. He shrugged like ordinary people shrug at ordinary rocks.  

			“You realize,” Cobald said, looking in Keiran’s direction, “that if the Empath and the woman wake up, we might have to kill them. We can’t risk drawing the attention of the Olyanath Bridlers if they scream.”

			“You can trust Hainoch to do that,” Glitter said, grabbing the man’s muscular arm. 

			So sturdy. It felt like grabbing a ship’s mast. He’d been practicing Senspirity as well as building up his physique since the princess had broken him like a twig. 

			Keiran seemed to have taken Cobald’s comment more seriously. He approached him, pulling his hands from the folds of the robe, and gestured to Cobald to bend toward him so that he could whisper in his ear.

			“No,” Cob said, biting his lip. “No turning back. I can do this.” He cast a sharp glare at Glitter, not a shred of weariness in his eyes. 

			He was in.

			“It might be fun,” Cob added, quoting what she said back in Scarlet Mountain. “A tidal wave the like of which they will always remember.” 

			Easy, Glitter observed, smirking. No worries, no regrets. We’ll be in and out like a soft ripple on the seashore. They’re not chasing us because they’re already scared. And when the destruction of the temple is added to our reputation, no one will ever dare to hunt us down. 

			“You should go, Glit,” Hainoch said, patting her back. “I think the royal ball’s starting, or about to. Any Harbingers who would’ve vacated the temple are already out and away.”

			“Right,” 

			She sneaked a quick kiss on his cheek and straightened her outfit. It felt a drop worn out, what with the loose buttons and wrinkles in the blue blouse, but it would do. “See you in the Crimson Cascades.” 

			“They’ll spit you out of the Cascades if you get there, Glit,” Hainoch chuckled, “let’s not test it just yet, alright?”

			She scoffed at that, joined her fists, and the familiar shield sprang up and engulfed her.

			“How long do you need?” Keiran asked as she passed by. 

			Cob gave her an eerie, silent look. Unfavorable, that. Maybe he wasn’t that in, after all. 

			“Ten minutes, starting now,” Glitter said, having no words to cheer her brother. 

			Relating to Cobald’s sense of dread was out of reach while she was harnessing Calm. She might as well try to walk across the Ocean, or go soaring into the sky by flapping her hands. It just wasn’t possible to value someone else’s feelings in parallel with embracing real tranquility.

			“Let’s make some waves,” Glitter mouthed to herself. She took her backpack from Hainoch and left in silence, setting her feet on the street.

			Don’t lose yourself to Hatred, little brother. 

			Eyes up, back straight, Glitter set off and depleted her Calm to avoid glowing like one of those evening street lamps. The Sun Temple was looming at the end of the road, four sky-high spires glistening white in the starry light. The biggest hornets’ nest in Huravoth, and hornets’ nests tended to be most empty when the swarm was provoked.

			Poke it, Glitter repeated in her head. Get the Harbingers outside and as far away as possible. 

			Missions became harder to focus on when things got tense, so she made a habit of repeating the objective in her head.

			Folk ogled her as she passed by. Older men looked frightened, blushing and lowering their gaze. The younger ones, the apprentices, were more brazen. They examined her the way she did the temple – the way a hunter examines its prey.

			Silly men, she thought, showing off her new earrings and marching forward with a straight posture. You try to save the country, and all they want is to take your clothes off.

			She sickened herself for taking their stares so seriously. Calm often protected her from such foolish sentiments. If social rules were a brewing sea, then summoning Calm worked like climbing into a lifeboat. Alas, crossing a public street with neither a shield nor her group felt exposing, more so than it would’ve felt if she were crossing it naked. 

			Approaching the Sun Temple, Glitter slid the backpack from her shoulder and pulled out a small pouch containing her trophies – a collection of pins she’d taken from their previous victims. Then, once out of sight of the general populace, she summoned Calm. Oh, blessed Calm. It banished her concerns and replaced them with energizing clarity, not to mention an impenetrable shield. 

			She went through the marble frame leading to the tunnel-like passage into the tower. It wasn’t guarded, but she could hear the echo of men’s jabber.

			Holding the sack of coins the way she used to hold her rapier, self-assured and undaunted, Glitter marched inside.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 33 
Poking the Hornets’ Nest
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			“I must admit, I admire how Pyromancers resist the temptation to summon Hatred to solve their conflicts. 

			“But listen, youngling dear, they have a decent excuse. Where Anger dwells, Hatred thrives. When Anger escalates into Hatred, it is a recipe for Senspiritic disaster, like an avalanche of doom. It will consume you until your raw soul collapses into agony and death. Never try it, not even to save your life. The price is never worth it.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson One, Part II

			Glitter found herself in a ridiculously white hall with a ceiling so high it would allow for ten Hainochs to stand straight on each other’s heads. The marble-like walls reflected a specific gleam, revealing their true composition – ivoryn. Cabinets and libraries were lined along the circular hall, with paintings hanging in the gaps between them, illustrating buildings, maps, and, of course, the king in different poses. Above, a complex set of ropes and chains bound six gigantic crystal chandeliers to a central hook, next to a spiral staircase leading to upper levels.

			Glitter smirked, comparing the faint glow of the Calm-shield around her arm to the dazzling interior. The room’s brightness obscured her aura, giving her an advantage any Mesmer would have envied. 

			A dozen? She studied her hosts, quickly assessing their numbers, Four, six, twelve… conversations about a wedding echoed across the hall, but they’d faded into murmurs and a tense quiet –

			Oh, right. Glitter grinned, absorbing their leery stares. Counting again during that moment of silence, she managed to spot twenty, including the two on the spiral staircase. Twenty Harbingers against one Glitter. Let the annual celebration begin.

			“Blissful Union Day, boys!” 

			“Are you lost, woman?” one of them said, making his I'm-a-Harbinger-so-you-should-run-away face. Like the rest of them, he was wearing the uniform, the short white cape and leather black armor embedded with a sun-shaped pin. A masculine fellow, that one - tall, with short brown hair and broad shoulders, a fine male specimen overall - except for being a homicidal zealot. They all were. The weakest, least respected of the Order. They hadn’t been invited to the formal celebrations, but homicidal zealots they were, nonetheless.

			“You know,” Glitter said, tapping her lip and studying the surroundings as she spoke. “That really depends. I'm sort of a gardener, you see. I specialize in exterminating pests. I was told there was this big nest of man-sized wasps somewhere nearby. They’re terrorizing the entire city! So I followed the trail, and here I am, confounded. Could you help a girl out?”  

			The haughty Harbinger came toward her, and the others followed. Glitter made a performance out of pulling open her small pouch and throwing out the sun-shaped pins of their lost comrades in their general direction. The closest Harbinger caught one with his left hand and drew a shiny, ivoryn sword with the right. Another Harbinger dashed with Confidence speed, flanking her with his weapon unsheathed, blocking the way out.  

			“You’ve drowned over your head, girl,” the Harbinger scoffed, pointing his blade at a threatening angle.

			“Sorry, what?” she turned her ear forward. They’d better appreciate how pretty it looked. This earring might be the last pretty thing they’d ever see, other than her face, of course. “Can you repeat that?” she asked, swallowing a laugh. “I couldn’t understand any of those squeaks. I don’t speak wasp. I just squash them.”

			The rest of the pests had drawn closer, glaring with a classic combination of bloodlust and curiosity in their eyes. Enemies often gave her that look when they thought they stood a fair chance. A mixture of attraction and hostility.  

			Two Harbingers had invaded her space, and Glitter reacted by straightening, drawing attention to her chest. Seductive postures aided in Confusing the enemy, and better yet, it was proper mockery. They’ll feel so insulted when they’re defeated by such a gorgeous foe.

			“Right then, you little buggers, my name’s Glitter.” She peeked at the Harbinger blocking the way out. “Hired by Kerak,” she emphasized, “I’m the witch who’s been cutting down your numbers.” 

			If the dashing looks and brash approach weren't baffling enough, bringing the integrity of their leader to question would surely be the final nail in the coffin of their focus.  

			“These pins belonged to twenty-two of your pals, including the late Harbinger Ohan from Breeze. Kerak drew a line, you see. A Harbinger too weak to defeat pretty little me ain’t good enough for real witch hunting.” 

			So much Confusion. She could almost see it contaminating the area like a plague. Plantified twenty in one strike. I would’ve made a great gardener.

			They hadn’t the slightest idea whether to believe her or not, or if it even mattered. They were a slow bunch, just like Keiran had anticipated, the weakest and dumbest of the swarm, left behind to guard the nest. If they were characters in a story, they’d be the type to die before anyone learned their name. 

			“I slaughtered your friends,” she said, peaceful and adamant, eyeing her fingernails. Her smug smile widened. “Go on, you dim-witted mokes in zebra outfits, do what you do best.” 

			She raised her fists and took up a fighting stance, staring at the broad-shouldered Harbinger through narrowed eyes. Do what you do best and die!

			The Harbinger roared. He raised his sword on approach, leaped, and then it started. “Prepare to drown in the Bleeding Chasms, witch!” 

			His sword shuddered and distorted upon impact with Glitter’s torso, curving into an awkward shape instead of stabbing through. Ivoryn or not, no blade could defy the laws of nature. Bladed weapons would always lose versus a Calm-shield. The Harbinger slipped, wobbling out of the way.

			“Let me borrow that real quick,” Glitter said, seizing the opportunity. She grabbed the U-shaped blade, yanked it from his grip and tossed it in the air.

			She whirled on her tiptoes, depleting Calm as she went, then grabbed the weapon on the fly and threaded the blade through his skull from ear to ear. It cut the bone with relative ease, as one would expect from an ivoryn blade made extra hard and extra nasty. 

			“There, returned it,” she wiped the blood off her hands and took a fast, deep breath, summoning Calm back. 

			“Oh, and don’t bother healing him, folks,” she addressed the others with a proud smile. “You need some real skill with Care to heal brain damage properly. Don’t reckon any of you have what it takes. Never met anyone who does, to be honest.” 

			Two of them stepped up, palms raised in her direction.

			They’ll summon Anger. Good. Anger was misguiding. Easy to exploit. Such a shame for all those bookshelves and paintings though. So much art, so many stories…

			Glitter burst into a sprint and focused on breathing to maintain Calm. The Harbingers broke out cursing, and fireballs came raging after her. She accelerated, aiming for –

			Fire engulfed her like an abrupt, freezing wind, only the opposite of freezing. Her shield rippled in white against the flames, and she emerged from the smoke unharmed. 

			The idiots continued, as she’d expected. A barrage of fresh fireballs rained down on her, and the air filled with insults and the mewling creaks of chandeliers. 

			Glitter reached out and leaped at one of the shorter Harbingers, one that could pass as a child. She crashed into him and embraced him in a friendly, soft hug – the kind that the shield wouldn’t avert. 

			“See ya,” she whispered in his ear, turned around, and snuck a quick peck on his cheek just as the fireball hit. It blew him up and extinguished itself against Glitter’s face.  

			The chaos paused. The shouts diminished along with the fires. Glitter pushed the charred carcass away and it fell on the floor with a sickening squelch. 

			She scraped her blouse clean of the victim’s innards as she spoke. “Such failure,” she rubbed harder on one particularly stubborn piece of burnt intestine. “Anger gets so messy, doesn’t it? Really blurs your sight and judgment. Makes you neglect everything but your target. A shame, that.” 

			She crouched down, picking at the smoking corpse, pushing one finger between the molten armor and flesh. She tore off a sooty scrap of cloth and extracted the pin. The victim would not have owned this pin if he hadn’t helped kill witches before – a murderer then, not unlike the others, despite his youthful looks.  

			“You know,” Glitter said, scrubbing the sun-shaped pin clean, “for wasps, you lot ain’t all that creepy. Squishy yes, but not creepy.”

			Now, that earned their attention. The remaining eighteen drew their weapons, pointy ends toward her. Most of them formed a semicircle around her and closed in. 

			Nobody corners Glitter. She smirked, joined her fists, and shut her eyes. 

			“Someone go fetch Kerak,” one of them called out. “We need his help.”

			“Oh, you don’t wanna fetch him,” Glitter replied, speaking from behind a strand of hair. “He's my employer, remember?” She licked her lips in delight. Lying tasted even sweeter than sugar. 

			“Now, why don’t I believe that?” another Harbinger said. His steps left an echo in the death-struck hall. 

			Eyes open now, Glitter saw that the biggest of the bunch seemed to have broken formation. He came closer, one hesitant footstep followed by another. This Harbinger shared solid resemblance with Hainoch – tall and bulky, with arms comfortable enough to lean on.

			Glitter straightened in her spot and couldn’t help but snicker at how they all startled at her motion. Some had flames kindling up their palms while others seemed inflated, meaning they were harnessing Valor for strength. The massive one who approached her, however, joined his fists. Clever of him. Most large fellows preferred to rely on size, rather than real power.

			“Would you like me to present you with a certificate?” she asked, hands on hips. “I’ll need to grab my backpack though. It’s right over there.” She lifted her chin in its direction, beyond their lines. 

			“You think you’re so amusing, witch,” he didn’t seem bothered by the death of his comrades, nor by the fact that he was facing a trained assassin. Glitter recognized this type of indifference – this man was captivated by Calm. Weakest of the order indeed. 

			They were barely trained to use their powers, let alone acknowledge the weaknesses of each Senspiritic emotion.

			“Beautiful, too,” Glitter said, placing one hand on her chest with exaggerated sincerity. “Wouldn’t you say?” 

			The Harbinger frowned at that, so she grabbed his face and pulled him in for a kiss. Neither of their shields hindered her advance, as it didn’t pass for harm. It would have, if he tried to resist, but he didn’t. His heart accelerated, and his breaths were turning into somewhat joyful moans. He retreated, but she chased, and then, at last, desire took over him. He grabbed her waist with a lustful grip, and she couldn’t help but notice that the glow of his shield had faded.  

			You boys don’t go out much, do you? 

			She depleted her Calm along with his, and gave his neck a nice, full spin. His body crashed to the floor, repelled by a flash of white from her regenerated shield.

			“Yet another fine male specimen wasted,” she said, wiping her lips. She crouched to pull his dagger from its sheath and rammed the blade into his skull. Mutilation of the dead did not pass for harm, either.

			“For what it's worth,” she said, tearing the pin out of his uniform, “he was a mighty good kisser.” 

			Oh… 

			Five of them had surrounded her. They must have summoned Confidence to enclose her that fast. She puffed out her cheeks at the sight of them huddling so close together. They’d left no room for maneuver.

			“Now, now, boys,” Glitter said, standing up and raising her hands in surrender. “Has mother never told you that violence doesn’t solve anything?” 

			She spun, yanking the dagger from the good kisser’s head, and finished the motion clashing blades with one of the Harbingers. Metal slid across metal as Glitter moved out of his way. It created an opening, which she seized to push forward. 

			The air shrieked as blurry motions cut through it. Her foes’ weapons were moving at an incredible speed - clearly powered by Confidence - and struck hard at her side. Swing after swing vibrated against waves of white, like trees falling against a mountain. No one could really hurt a mountain.

			There! 

			A gap in their line presented itself. Glitter danced, spinning on the tiptoes of one foot around another Harbinger’s back. She raised the dagger, depleted Calm, and jabbed it into his head from above –

			Ouch! 

			Instinct kicked in. Drawing a fast, deep breath, she radiated white again in no time, though a second too slow – the weapon of another Harbinger had already made a gash in her left thigh. The Calm-shield stopped the blade from chopping her leg off, but it drownin’ hurt. Not the wound - it couldn’t hurt while she harnessed Calm - but the humiliation stung something fierce. 

			“I got her!” He exclaimed, grinning, and pointing at the blood on his sword. 

			What now? She raised a brow at him. You did NOT get me!

			She felt down her thigh and, well, yes, he had injured her. The cloth was ripped, and blood was dripping. However, he had come short of slashing anything important. As long as she harnessed Calm, the wound would give her no trouble, merely sending vague and dream-like traces of pain.

			The same brash Harbinger struck again at the same angle, but his speedy swing was deflected by her shield. She caught the blade in a firm grip and her fingers flashed white against the cutting edge. 

			“Huh?” he blurted out, struggling to yank it back.

			“Oi,” she said, holding firmly onto his sword, “stop it! You’ll have somebody’s eye out!” 

			It took one more pull until he jerked the blade away from her. The others retreated, making room for the weapon’s blurry sweeps, but more importantly, opening a space for her to slip by. 

			Come on, you two. She twirled, ducked, and hopped through the flurry of swings. She sensed their hits, but her shield absorbed them all as she tumbled and rolled out of the Harbingers' reach.  

			Come on, Hainoch...

			Black and white figures passed by, distorting the air. They materialized into armed foes, enclosing her in a circle.

			Glitter chuckled and blew them a kiss as a barrage of fireballs blew through the entire hall, sending her enemies to the Chasms with bone-splitting explosions. The building shuddered, chandeliers swung on their hinges, and more fireballs came blasting through the thickening smoke.

			The abrupt rain of fire ceased as fast as it came, and by the time it did, half of her foes were gone, including that one Harbinger who got lucky enough to actually hit her. 

			“Longest ten minutes of my life,” she said, shaking her head at the silhouette of Hainoch, who had Cobald on his back. They waved to her and scurried away.  

			The reinforcement maneuver was his idea, and the tactical retreat was hers. They combined into The Mazriv maneuver: strike fast and withdraw, like the mythical giant wave. And it worked perfectly, having wrought havoc upon the hall.

			“She's not alone!” one of the Harbingers shouted from afar. Apparently, some were still standing.

			“Oh?” she called, cocking her head in his direction. “What do they call you, mate? Harbinger Obvious?” 

			His hands blazed with a tempest of flames between the clouds of clearing smoke. “Get her!” 

			Chaos and turmoil filled the room again. The chandeliers swung and creaked with each explosion. Pictures crumbled in flames and furniture were blasted to Mazrivcome. Burnt pages were drifting down gently like a gloomy, black drizzle. 

			Glitter dashed through, reaching the spiral staircase in the middle of the room. Among the mayhem and inferno, nothing but soft warmth got through her shield. 

			She hurried up the stairs and stopped halfway up, at a calculated spot, some twenty feet above the floor.

			Blood followed her up the staircase – her blood. That was new. She felt the wound in her thigh, and while it didn't hurt, she admitted that it had other costs. Drownin’ muckheads, she looked up and assessed the angle to the hook to which the chandeliers were secured. Nope. That won’t do it.

			A fireball from below came blasting at her face and was repelled by a flash of white. 

			Maybe here? Glitter thought fast, ignoring the clearing fires. She jumped and grabbed a higher part of the railing, dangling by sweaty fingers. 

			“Thank you, darlings!” she shouted, straining to hold onto the slippery metal. It felt silly to hang on to a staircase like that, but it should work. “Theory proven!” 

			Biting her lips, she realized she'd forgotten just how difficult cliffhanging can be. Her fingers started to slip.

			Ohhh, weight’s just the worst. 

			“What theory would that be, witch?” a Harbinger called to her.

			She grunted, applying force to pull herself up a little higher. Investing so much physical strength cost her Calm, though. Her breathing and heartbeat raced out of control, and without Calm, the gash in her thigh pulsed with renewed pain. 

			“That the worth of twenty Harbingers is lackluster compared to that of one Glitter!” 

			Their clamor rose as they objected to the insult – at long drowning last. 

			Glitter bent her knees and pulled up as fiercely as she could, straining against the pain. Her bleeding leg, scrawny arms, lifted knees – everything ached. A couple of fireballs came blasting below her, crackling as their heat went by. Fortunately, though, one fit the angle according to plan. It came from that blind drownhead who'd blasted his comrade earlier, shrieking and slamming at the ceiling at just the right angle. 

			Bullseye.

			It torched the rope system. Light distorted for one glorious moment as the mechanism moaned like a ship’s timbers. The following moment was filled with agonized cries as the enormous glass lamps crashed down, squashing the pesky Harbingers to death.

			Hornets officially poked.

			Everything went dark and quiet. Glitter let go of the railing, dropped to her feet on a lower step, and joined her fists. All of that pain and strain was working against her. The loud thumping in her chest didn't help much, either. Eventually, with one deep exhalation, her shield was restored, and the pain faded to the point of irrelevance.

			Opening her eyes, Glitter grinned at the devastation. The candlelight of the chandeliers was replaced by the flickering light of wildfires obstructed by layers of smoke. Groans and curses were echoing against the background of crackling flames and glassy debris. 

			“You boys still alive down there?” She sniggered, leaning over the rail. Silhouettes of a few Harbingers moved in the smoke. Another crawled from under a pile of shattered glass, covered in blood. She counted five, one of which was fortunate enough to have stood too far away. 

			“Enough of this,” he shouted and joined his fists. The others seemed to mimic his stance throughout the hall. They finally realized they hadn't a better option than to trust the sanctuary of Calm. 

			By far, the fiercest Senspiritic power.

			“Wait,” she called, narrowing her eyes, “what the…?” One Harbinger amidst the clearing smoke seemed odd, almost as if – 

			“Oh, you cheat!” 

			He was holding an old man with a knife to his throat – must have plucked him off the street during the mayhem. 

			 Keiran had often insisted that victories at the expense of innocents were no victories at all, and despite her apathy, Glitter couldn’t help but agree with the logic. It was a paradox, to protect innocents by causing harm to others. Alas, hostages were the perfect countermeasures against a Mesmers. Against her. 

			“Either he dies,” the Harbinger said, pointing the blade at the old man’s eye, just an inch from jabbing it in, “or you come with us to Kerak without further fuss.”

			“I’d rephrase that,” Glitter said, brushing her hair back, plaiting it into a braid as she gave him a winning smile. “I’d say you're coming with me. After I've worked so hard on finding you pests, don't worry, I ain't planning on letting you out of my sight.” She skipped over the railing of the spiral staircase to the top of a broken chandelier. From there, she pranced down to the lobby floor. 

			Nest provoked. Time to lead the swarm away from the hive. 

			She turned, bowing slightly to the... one, two, three… apparently seven survivors, not including the hostage. 

			“Congratulations,” she added, tasting delicious deceit on her lips, “for passing Kerak’s test, by the way.” 

			“You can quit the act now, Mesmer.”

			“Just entertaining myself,” Glitter said, winking at him. She grabbed the strap of her backpack and heaved it over her shoulder. “You wouldn’t understand. ‘Tis a witch thing.” She waved for them to follow her to the exit, keeping an eye on the hostage. Poor man, he probably hadn’t the faintest idea what was going on.

			“She’s too happy about the way this is turning out,” another Harbinger said. He was rather short and had a high-pitched voice that Glitter found fairly ridiculous. 

			“That’s because Kerak hired me, handsome,” Glitter said, checking her wound. It wouldn't stop bleeding. Calm was protecting her, but it would fail, of course, if her veins ran dry.

			“Shut up, witch!” the hostage-taker barked at her.

			Glitter chuckled at that. She passed by a pile of smoking debris on her way out, grabbed a hot cinder, and pressed it against the cut in her thigh. Please work. It didn’t hurt, obviously, but – 

			Yes! Her shield accepted the intrusion of this temporary remedy. It could have repelled the action, with the searing heat and all, but it had this sort of wisdom. It somehow recognized that cauterizing the wound was in her favor. The cinder seared her skin closed, nice and quick. She grunted at the mark that it left, and cast it away. 

			The Harbingers didn't pay much attention to the smoke curling out of her leg. They were too busy attending to their own affairs.

			“You two!” The Harbinger with the hostage assumed leadership and pointed his free arm at a couple of others. One of them was the fool who had blasted the chandelier ropes. Crazy aim, that one. The other was Harbinger Obvious. “Stay here, in case her friends return. They might come looking for her.”  

			Ocean’s mercy, if they’re here when Cob arrives – if they’re here when he summons Hatred...

			Rumor had it that death by Hatred fire would erupt from within, devouring the innards, rippling under the skin as the flesh tries to vomit it out. Highly nasty. Too bad. 

			“Oi! Muckheads!” She called, gesturing for them to follow. “You coming?”

			Left without a choice, the five of them came along like an entourage of guards - plus a hostage - to make sure she behaves until they reached the king. 

			She'd always wanted to be at the lead of a procession like this.

			You’re up, Cob. Give ‘em hell. Unfurl such a tidal wave that people will read about it in the next generation of stories and legends. 
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			“Honestly, I became an Empath to chase the dream of knowing everything about everyone. I thought I might achieve it by sensing all the auras in Huravoth through Caresight. But Empathy is cluttered and slow, and opportunities, regrettably, pass quickly…” 

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Four, Part I

			“Cheer up, Harbinger,” the serving boy said as he refilled Nye’s glass with red wine. “You’re a lucky man. That’s a fine wife you have.” He moved along to serve other guests.

			Wife. Drowning wife.

			Nye leaned heavily on the counter, rubbing his forehead to numb the headache. Madness let out a yawn and proceeded to blathering on and on in the cave of Nye’s skull. “I admit, killer, I did have reservations about actually marrying the princess, yet here we are. What the Abyss. Are you ready to spend eternal darkness with her? What with the nights dominating daytime, I mean. The Dawnless Night is just around the corner. There won’t be much sun in Nye and Ivy’s family life.”

			Unlike Nye, she was celebrating with enviable joy. She ruled the dance floor, swinging her partners whenever the harps changed the rhythm. Her excitement was invoked by Senspiritic manipulation, of course. Maintaining Confusion didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy a little merriment.

			Nye, however, went straight ahead for the bar right after the ceremony. Brooding at an empty table certainly beat smiling at bad people while standing alongside even worse people. 

			Besides, the king would want to talk to him once he’d finished barging his way through the sea of well-wishers. They had much to discuss.

			Glass in one hand, the other resting instinctively on the hilt of his dagger, Nye turned and studied the palace celebration hall for the third time. Those peculiar, glowing panels that formed the dome-shaped walls would capture anyone’s attention. Among Emittar’s best designs, those panels collected light during the daytime and somehow gathered and stored it to be used later when the Sun set.

			Artificial light. Incredible stuff. Emittar could never have invented this without ivoryn, though, and this achievement was nothing in comparison to his military genius. Ivoryn armor, advanced weapons, and - Chasms - word had it that some of Emittar’s squads even trained with flying gear. 

			This army of his was gathering on the southern border, having recruited more personnel from the silver desert and beyond.

			“More people to kill, killer,” the voice babbled on. “Flying enemies burn from fireballs just like those on the ground. I promise.”

			“There you are,” Alliddar called, looking rather flushed as he waddled toward him.

			Yes. Nye noted, unable to resist a grin. Alliddar is drunk. 

			The king took a seat next to him, signaled for two glasses of wine, and stilled himself with relaxing breaths until the drinks arrived. 

			“To my new heir,” he said, raising a toast. “May I beat him at chess tonight.”

			“To Olyanath, Your Majesty.” Nye grabbed his glass in response. “And my sincerest apologies in advance, but tonight I don’t plan to lose.” 

			Besides, my pieces are in an offensive position. You have already lost.

			“We don’t have to kill him, killer,” the voice insisted. It had been at it for a while, trying to convince him to choose Alliddar’s side over Diane’s. Stupid thing. It suddenly pretended that Alliddar bore no blame for Nova’s death. 

			You just resent the idea of relying on Diane’s help. 

			“We could save him instead. Execute the crown conspiracy. Stop the witches of The Hut in the act. Would it be so bad for us to be king?” 

			No, Nye replied, sipping his wine. No, I suppose not. Shut up now. He summoned Calm, making the phantom voice sound like the wind’s howl outside a closed window. 

			“So,” Alliddar opened after downing a large gulp from his glass. “You scared a lot of ladies with your eyes during the ceremony, which is a good thing, I believe. An heir needs to be memorable, regardless of what makes him that. Besides, I would always choose Fearful subjects over tough ones – but you have to tell me, Harbinger. What happened? How did your eyes get –”

			“I burned once,” Nye said. “Years ago. It nearly killed me.”

			“It did kill you,” the voice added, sounding indistinct from the back of his head.

			“It is no illness. Just filth, burnt flesh and dirt that got stuck in there as I healed.” 

			Never mind that you sent the slime who burned me.

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer, killer…”

			Shut the Chasms up.

			“Right, right,” the king said, feeling in his pocket for some reason. “Those are quite unfortunate circumstances. But I presume you could poke those out and heal with new, normal eyes? After cleaning out the dirt?”

			“I might,” Nye concurred, following the king’s hand, which had now located something among the folds of his ceremonial outfit. Something round. “Sounds painful though,” Nye added absently. “No one would look forward to poking his eyes out. And as you say, it’s good to be memorable. I believe my morbid looks make the princess’ silvery hue appear even brighter.”

			“Indeed,” Alliddar chuckled, “and it is night-certainly the most memorable Union Day celebration I’ve ever had the pleasure to attend. My unity being celebrated, it says a lot.” He drained his cup and placed a spherical object on the counter in front of them – a ball, glistening with a silver hue. Something tiny was rattling inside as he rolled it about. A coin, perhaps? Or a grain?

			“What d’you reckon is inside it, killer? A weapon?”

			I pray for a sanity pill. 

			“That’s not very nice.”

			You’re not very nice, either.

			“You know what this is, Harbinger?” Alliddar’s gaze was fixed on the ivoryn ball.

			“I’d very much like to.”

			“So would I,” the king said. “The box is fireproof and resists all attempts to open it. Even if it were not, I’d rather not harm the contents in an effort to reveal them. No Fervorist can bend it open. The physics of ivoryn, that. So, do you know what this is?”

			Nye shook his head, struggling to turn his eyes from the ivoryn box.

			“This is a king’s responsibility, Harbinger, one that you and I now share. It is the responsibility of knowing the truths that our subjects cannot find out on their own.”

			“Whatever’s inside of it,” Nye said, more to himself, “it had to be important to someone,” The enthralling glimmer resembled the shine of the panels that illuminated the hall, looking almost as clever as if it held answers. 

			“I have not the faintest idea,” Alliddar said. “Hilarious, is it not? It survived the destruction I unfolded on the village of Trenn twenty-one years ago, but I could never get it to budge. I suppose that, while the box had survived, the key was destroyed along with everything else.”

			It has to be important though, Nye thought, leaning in to get a closer look. Someone took the risk of stealing ivoryn from the authorities just to make a box, and no one would have done so for mere jewelry or a souvenir.

			“Let it be, Harbinger.” The king grabbed the ivoryn box, tossed it playfully in the air and put it back in his pocket. “I’m just introducing you to the life of a tyrant. Lesson Two – never make your people desperate. Desperation stirs rebellion, and rebellions fill your hands with work. You want to scare your people instead. Apply the Senspiritic power of Fear to pull the strings of their spirits and invoke their satisfaction. Properly balanced satisfaction can keep a kingdom unified for centuries. Lesson Three – I hope you plan on writing these down.”

			He went on, outlining his trade routine with Breeze for ivoryn, naming ships, captains and envoys, and stressing how important it was to keep the prestigious metal out of Emittar’s hands. Then he mentioned something akin to Trezoss’ lessons, claiming that humility is self-destructive and bragging brings merit. 

			“And if you make a mistake,” he added, shrugging with indifference, “cover it with deception. Lies protect better than a Calm-shield.”

			Nye prepared to respond, to share his own fondness for deceit. “I –” 

			“Then there is Ivy,” Alliddar said, his face flattening like a tense soldier on the frontline. “We can hold this house together, you and I. You trammel her… peculiarities, and wage war on my brother, while I lead the Sun Harbingers and find a way to stop the night from getting longer. We can save the world together, Blackrook.”

			“Killer, killer, killer…”

			Nye sipped from his glass, more to hide his expression than drink. It struck him that the voice made a drowning good point. They really could abandon Diane, use the king’s distrust in Kerak to avenge Nova, and then – why not? Save the world. Or at least try to. Then again, leading the Sun Harbingers to stop the night would probably involve a massive witch hunt. A massacre. The king would eliminate every woman in Huravoth just to find the witch responsible. Nova would never have approved.

			“We could,” Nye replied, “if Kerak would stay out of our way.”

			“That reminds me,” Alliddar said, wiping wine drops from his beard. “Kerak did approach me earlier.” He glanced toward the upper level where an iron observation platform circled the dome structure. Harbingers in black and white uniforms dominated like watchful bats above the hall. “He mentioned something about you harboring witches. Anything I should worry about?” 

			“Nothing, Sire,” Nye responded. “Distant family that his jealous eyes judged to be witches. They left that very evening, back to Dinjen.” He smiled, almost feeling Kerak’s eyes resting on his back. 

			The former Head of the Harbingers was up there on the platform with the others, playing with his silly coin amidst the patrols, probably satisfied with his alleged advantage. He hadn’t the faintest clue that Diane and Lylin had already infiltrated the building. Wherever Diane was, no one - no one - had higher ground. 

			“I thought as much,” the king said. “I still need to inspect his suspects, though, if only to meet your side of the family.”

			“But they burned!” the voice cried with a mixture of barking and weeping, trailing a phantom echo when it finished. “Kerak burned our family!” 

			“Fine by me,” Nye said casually, straining to ignore the voice’s sudden distress. 

			Alliddar accepted this with a content expression behind his beard. He proceeded to advise against giving Kerak any pretext to attack, but Nye’s stream of thought had already taken a turn. 

			“Mind you, Your Majesty,” Nye said, grabbing the empty glass and signaling for the passing serving boy to have it refilled. “I have an unrelated question.” 

			“Hm?”

			“Have you ever considered all this from a moral perspective?” 

			I’m expecting your input as well, Nye said to Madness. He depleted Calm for a moment to free the voice from its cage.   

			“Moral perspective, killer? I am an unconscious, instinctive, crazy entity. Madness incarnated. I am neither conscious nor a conscience, you muckhead.” 

			“Not the witch hunt,” Nye explained. “Its necessity is fairly obvious. But Ivy? I don’t doubt it’s important to keep such a clever young woman restrained, but do you think it’s right?”

			He harnessed her Love to break in and – Yes. A spiritual wall of Confusion stood there, firm as ever. It impeded her access to most of her true self, and along with it, her Senspiritic potential was also blocked behind that thick purplish specter of a wall. Nye pulled and pushed, reinforcing both Confusion and joy.

			Keep her satisfied. 

			“More often than not, Harbinger,” Alliddar replied, his fist resting against the counter as he leaned forward to whisper, “my approach to Ivy’s situation is clearly immoral. We should kill her. I should kill her. The moral action is to stop her before she becomes dangerous. What we do - this barrier that we maintain in her mind - it is a risky approach of mercy, a desperate attempt to give her a semi-normal life.”

			“Whoa,” the phantom voice broke in. It hurt a drop in the absence of Calm, like an unreachable itch from the inside of his bones. “He really thought this through, didn’t he, killer? I tell you, this is a man worth following. Much better than that stupid Fervorist witch. We could use him!” 

			“She gives me nightmares, that one,” Alliddar said dryly, eyeing his drink, “of a world shrouded in darkness and despair. If Ocean could drown the entire land, then what could Ivy do? Break the skies? What would happen if she Loved someone else? What if we must battle over Ivy-dominance with enemy parties and they prevail and set her free?”

			“Then the beating may begin.” Madness hissed it like a viper, lurking between the tangles of Nye’s brain. “You can’t hide it from me. You wish to secure her obedience with violence, just as you have with the Fervorist girl.”

			“You see, Harbinger,” the king continued, “from a moral perspective, we are acting selfishly. We offset the world’s safety against a mildly cleaner conscience. History will make villains of us all, but no one will live to tell it if we fail. That reminds me, we have to invest in her solitude, too.”

			This is his daughter, Nye thought, heavy-hearted. He summoned Calm back, seeing as the voice’s opinion had turned out to be far south of unhelpful. She’s his daughter and his sole regret is not killing her. Exactly how corrupted are you, Alliddar Vice? Who hurt you so?

			“You dominate her just as he does, killer – even worse as she’s your wife now.”

			I burned to death once. What’s his excuse?

			“Hint received,” Nye said, shaking himself. He downed the rest of his wine, and Alliddar grabbed him by the mantle as he got up to leave. His gray brows bent in high angles, his face wrinkling in interest. “What hint?” 

			“Her solitude,” Nye said, “I reckon I should not allow the princess, I mean my wife, potentially the greatest menace in Huravoth, to lark about on the dance floor without my supervision.” 

			“Solitude,” Alliddar repeated, releasing his grip. “Yes, of course.” His eyes fell. He exhaled deeply and rose to his feet, joining his fists. When he spoke again, he sounded lucid and commanding, like a proper - sober - king. And, Chasms, it felt drownright demeaning to be loomed over by this villain. But the Breaker of Mountains was tall. He just had to be. 

			“Before you go,” Alliddar said, “you are family now, Harbinger Nye. We might as well call you Nye Vice. Tell me something about yourself. Something honest and simple that I can trust.”

			Nye hesitated. A test? No. He trusts me. And he’s too drunk for tests.

			Alliddar lost that shroud of wickedness that he often cast. Tall, mighty, blood on his hands, sure. But he looked human and lonely.

			“He’s trying to make friends with you, drownhead,” the voice said. “Stop delaying and give him something!”

			“Simple?” Nye asked. 

			“The simplest, if you would be so kind.” Alliddar proffered a hand to shake. Nye grabbed it, pulled himself in for a hug, and whispered in his ear. “You can only kill me once.”

			“You sneaky little liar,” the voice hissed as Nye left the king with folded hands and a contented expression. 

			Nye headed for the dance floor, put the empty glass on the tray of a passing servant and slid between the guests to the soothing sounds of harp music.  

			“Hmm,” the voice grunted, “I adore it when we lie. But why deceive the man you decided to ally with? Between you and me, Nye, you know what to do. You know what to do. You know what to do…”

			***

			“You look ridiculous,” Nye said as Ivy rested her hand over his shoulder. She moved her hips in slow-dance motions. 

			“And you need a haircut,” Ivy said, ruffling his hair. He winked at her and twirled her about, conquering the dance floor. Everything whirled for a moment, then he pulled her back to stability in his embrace. 

			The dress made her feel bulky. The viridian hue made a poor combo with Nye’s black and white uniform, and the multiple layers made it nearly impossible to party. Armored soldiers could execute smoother dance moves than a princess in a bridal dress.

			“At least the seamstress removed those silly epaulets,” Nye said, stroking her shoulders. His lips curved into a half-smile. “I wouldn’t have married a girl with green silk wings.”

			Ivy chuckled, basking in their mutual understanding. She wouldn’t have wanted to get married wearing green wings on her shoulders, either. Instead, the new shape of the dress left her shoulders exposed and showed off her elegant neckline.  

			“I don’t think I’m a dress person anymore,” Ivy said. She turned, dancing with her back to the Harbinger – to her husband. Few people used that word in the sixth century.

			“You should have worn the black and silver outfit,” he said, moving along with the slow harp rhythm, “it suits better the Ivy I know. And I can barely see your mother’s emerald necklace against all that green.” 

			“We can try to arrange for a Bridler to accidentally spill his drink over me,” Ivy suggested. A blush spread on her cheeks. “Then I’ll have an excuse to change.” 

			She froze amidst the dancing crowd, admiring her husband in his handsome uniform. It was a prestigious, ceremonial version with thicker armor, more fitted on the arms. He’d tidied his beard, too, but - drown the outfit and everything - those rotten eyes of his still drew her attention just like on day one.  

			“Can I ask you something?” 

			“Ask away.” 

			“But no lying,” Ivy warned, pinching the back of his arm. “I’m getting to know you, Harbinger Nye. I don’t mind you lying here and there. I understand why you like it, I think. But no lying! I’ll know if you do.”

			He grinned and gave her a single, gentlemanly nod. The harps slowed, perfectly timed. No more turns, no more evasions, and hopefully no more riddles. 

			“How do you see?” she asked. “I mean, your eyes are clearly damaged. Your sanity hangs by a thread. You believe the brain deceives, instead of transcribing truth. So… how do you see? What do you see?”

			“Just as everyone else sees,” he glanced back, toward her father, who seemed to be making his way onto the dance floor. He would take a while, though. Officers of the Olyanath Bridlers constantly delayed him to kiss his rear, so to speak. It became an informal tradition for the Union Day celebrations. 

			“There’s nothing wrong with my eyesight,” Nye added absently. 

			She kicked his ankle. He blurted out a curse, reached down to rub it, and burst out laughing at the way she inflated her cheeks. “Right,” he said, “not what you meant.”

			“Not what I meant.”

			“I...” he delayed, looking down at their reflection in the ivoryn floor. “I see a world in motion. People's souls are like blurry reflections in metal, and ever-shifting like smoke in the air. Nothing stays static. The constant is fallible and tricky, so I see dynamics instead, ever-persistent changes in people, patterns, and goals. Even laws change.”

			“That’s beautiful,” Ivy said. She gently lifted his chin so that he was looking at her face. He seemed so off. Perhaps the voices were bothering him. He’s mine now, she thought, envisioning a fight with the phantom voices in Nye’s head. Not yours. Mine!

			“Hey,” she whispered. “Look at me. It is beautiful.”

			“It’s drownin’ exhausting is what it is.” His grip tightened on her hip.  

			Guests dressed in various styles, suits, and colors twirled past them, but they disappeared from her vision. It was the first time since forever that Nye had sounded honest about anything other than Senspirity. It would’ve been a shame to waste that moment dancing. 

			“I’m on to you, you know,” Ivy whispered in his ear, resting her chin on his shoulder and falling into his hug. “You don’t like killing, do you? It drives you insane. Makes you miserable –” His grip had begun to throb, interrupting her stream of thought. She pushed herself out of his arms. 

			His gaze emptied as it often did when the voices started, and his lips started moving inaudibly. Drowning annoying, that. Silence suited him ill. Nye was at his best when he talked.

			“My father saved you from the job,” Ivy said, gently caressing his cheek with the back of her fingers.

			“It wasn’t an act of mercy,” Nye said. Good. He spoke again. The way he grabbed her wrist though - again with that forceful grip - it hurt a drop. He mustn’t realize his own strength when those crazy voices drill in his brain. 

			“Alliddar wanted someone weak to marry you,” Nye explained. “Someone he can stop, should he go renegade. And he considers my condition a weakness.”

			Sounds exactly like my father. 

			“I don’t like killing,” Nye muttered. “No. But he doesn’t know that. No one does. I just –” 

			None of this matters, she determined and cut him off by pressing a finger to his lips.

			“I Love you,” Ivy said. “I do. I mean it. I Love this aura of inspiration you carry wherever you go. I –”

			“You can tell him,” Nye cut her off in return as she reached for a kiss, not with a finger to the lip, but by retreating a step. 

			What was that? 

			“Tell him what I’ve been teaching you, Ivy. Tell him everything.”

			He glanced toward her father, who was working his way through the crowd of merry makers. Dancers stopped and stood to attention as he passed, and the music slowed, transforming to a more stately tune. 

			The king looked mildly tipsy, his cheeks a drop pink underneath his beard, and the crown resting slightly askew on his head. Otherwise, he was his formal, glorious self, Breaker of Mountains and all that. 

			“Opportune moment?” Ivy asked, hiding her mouth with her hand. 

			Nye nodded and made space for Alliddar to swoop in.

			Ivy straightened and braced herself for the most important conversation she would ever have. It weighed on her like an Oceanful of pressure – one wrong step and the women of Huravoth would become more oppressed than ever. She feigned a convincing smile, took her father’s hand, and prepared for the worst. 

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 35 
A Well-Timed Stab
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			“…Other than that, an Empath sensing a Hateful aura through Caresight might suffer a great deal of Odium Sickness, often in the form of fierce physical pain. It is a weakness that I, like the rest of the Empaths, must share. We cannot use our powers in the vicinity of Hatred, and even if we could, we could never undo its damage.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Two, Part II 

			“She left the temple,” Hainoch said, tracking their movement through the window. “Glit and a handful of Harbingers with her, one with a hostage, the rest with their fists joined. You’ve got to see this look on her face, Cob. She’s the most gleeful prisoner in the history of prisons. They’re entering Mazriv Main now, heading for the palace.” 

			Cobald stared at the floor and summoned Anger to repress his dread. Glitter’s mission was playschool in comparison to his. Summoning Hatred will be bad enough, but how the Chasms am I supposed to deplete it?

			“You know,” Keiran said, patting him on the back, “you’re so much like your sister. Arrogant, decisive, relentlessly flirtatious…”

			Cobald sniffed at that, swallowing an urge to harness Anger and blast Keiran off him. The Empath professed to play the father role to them, to relate. He hadn’t the slightest clue.

			“It’s not like you to hesitate,” Keiran explained and pointed at the door. “You go in there, unleash your Pyromantic prowess, raze the towers of the Sun Temple, and before long we’ll be sitting on the spoils of victory and devouring your favorite meal along with a big bottle of rum.” His voice trembled there for a moment – a tremble of doubt.  

			You’re not as positive as Glitter is, Cob noted, raising a brow at Keiran. Tiny drops of sweat trickled down the man’s sideburns. You know Odium Sickness is a real risk.

			“Come on, Hainoch,” Cobald said. He raised his head, pulled his hood up, and gestured outside. “I need a lift again.”  

			They’d only returned from their stunt in the temple a few minutes ago, and now they had to go back in. No rest for the wicked, or something. 

			Keiran sighed, making his concern audible as Cobald passed him by. Hainoch crouched, inviting Cobald to climb on his back. The moment Cob braced himself on Hainoch’s shoulders, wind blew in his ears and reality shuffled into a big smear of colors and people.

			 Their dash ended in a blink of an eye, and once returned to sweet solidity, they burst into the Sun Temple. 

			“Hey!” an unfortunate Harbinger yelled at them. A blazing whip extended from his arm. “You can’t ju –”

			Hainoch roared like a monster and charged through, taking the fire whip to his torso like a rock would break a wave. 

			A clunk, a ring, and an abrupt grunt later, the Harbinger’s skull was squished into itself as Hainoch smashed his head into the man’s face. Another Harbinger, Cobald noticed, had Hainoch’s gigantic sword impaled in his gut. 

			“Gotta love it when your sister’s chubby lover breaks bad,” Cobald said, clapping in a slow rhythm. He smirked under his hood as Hainoch yanked the weapon through his victim, cutting the man in half. 

			“Remember,” Hainoch said, pulling out a napkin and wiping the blade clean of blood. “Keiran said he must deplete his Care when you summon Hatred. He said he'll hurt and might even die if he senses an aura of enmity, so I have no indication of timing for your extraction. You unleash your phantom flames, you stop them, and only then can I come and pick you up.”

			Stop them, Cob thought, gritting his teeth. Right. Easy. 

			Most documents about Hatred-summoning stated a big and simple DON’T. It never ended well for the Senspiriter who harnessed it.  

			“Much appreciated, Hainoch,” Cobald murmured, “thanks.” 

			With that, Hainoch left him in the chaotic Glitter-was-here hall. Corpses, weapons, and other gear were laying around in the wreckage of what used to be a glorious entrance lobby to the temple. The familiar stench of burnt flesh haunted the place, perfecting the aroma of a battlefield. 

			Cobald followed a trail of blood and shattered chandeliers from the entrance to the staircase in the middle. The railing had soot marks all over, but where it hadn’t, it glistened with the typical ivoryn sheen. If he could burn that, then maybe –  

			“Help,” someone croaked. 

			A figure groaned and crawled out from under the glassy debris. “Help me,” the man rasped, clawing out with a bleeding hand. “Please… help. The witch –” 

			“The witch is my sister, mate,” Cobald said, his voice echoing in the darkened hall. “And of the two of us, she’s actually the more amiable one.” 

			He retreated to a safe distance, rolled up a sleeve, and shot a swift fireball at the dying Harbinger. It blew him up, along with half of the chandelier he was crushed under, raising a storm of glass shards, pieces of burnt paper and smoke. 

			It all faded into utter silence. 

			“So this is where you all train,” Cob muttered, picking his way through the rubble. “The womb of all the cruelty. Walls of shiny ivoryn, fancy outfits, and books to make you seem educated.”

			He sniffed, straining to deplete his self-restraint and give in to odium. Palms cast forward, he unleashed it all – 

			Muck. 

			Normal, red fire burst from his hands. It devoured the staircase in a massive bite, but no satisfying crackle of destruction followed. 

			“It just wouldn't be easy, would it?” Cobald said, staring in disappointment at his blazing hands. The red haze of Anger cleared from his imagery as he depleted his fury, and the polished staircase revealed from out of the dispersing fire, still intact. The flames retired in mewling defeat and retreated into his palms. 

			Some things, he reasoned, ivoryn in particular, you just cannot burn.

			The wreckage fell eerily still, its silence rather annoying. Nothing made a sound, save for his own breath. 

			He pulled the hood tighter and started clenching and unclenching his fists to hasten his blood flow. It helped with Anger, so it should help with summoning Hatred as well. That ivoryn staircase in the center – that was the enemy. A fire powerful enough to burn it would suffice to take down the entire spire. 

			“How am I supposed to…” he mumbled, drifting, staring at his clenching and unclenching fingers. “Maybe...” Eyes closed, he brought up memories of their first assassination, reliving them. The Sun Harbinger, their target, was crouching over a victim when Cob arrived with Glitter and Keiran. And, Chasms, instead of giving the poor girl a proper burial, the creep felt through her clothes searching for loot. Hopefully searching for loot.

			“I Hate you,” It tasted bitter in his mouth. Merely saying that word invoked a certain wave of disgust. His breathing hastened - in, out, in, out - shorter and faster as he squeezed his eyes shut. “I Hate that you hurt women. I Hate what you’re doing to this kingdom. I Hate that you think you’re helping someone. I Hate YOU.” He cast his hands forward and… no blue flames. 

			MUCK! 

			Again, a raging inferno poured out of his hands and howled upon the staircase, but left its prey untouched. Mumbling a curse, Cob shook his arms and depleted his Anger. 

			Apparently, attempting to Hate the target is insufficient for proper Hatred. Not a surprising notion, that. Anger didn’t require feeling displeased with a specific target, either. Nor did Care. One could Care for one person and heal someone else with that power. 

			“Alright,” Cobald said, “so maybe Harbingers are just not worth it. What about...?” He concentrated, banishing all thoughts of Harbingers from his mind. Instead, he focused on how Glitter had manipulated Hainoch's feelings without letting him know. He focused on her pretense – how she never hesitated to act, trusting her shield for her own wellbeing while neglecting everyone else’s. Steam shrouded him as his blood boiled with familiar Anger. It felt sizzling, like the warmth of summer sun on a clear day, but nothing special. 

			Anger is Anger. Its fire wouldn’t suffice to bring down the ivoryn construction. Cob depleted it without even bothering to try and harness its power. 

			“Muck!” he hissed, throwing his head back and inhaling in frustration. “The arguments, the terrible dread, the hesitation, and I can’t even summon Hatred!”

			No, Cob determined with a shake of his head. He took up an appropriate stance, unwilling to give up. Relive Memories. There must be something abhorrent in my life. Guided imagery first, just as Keiran taught us. 

			He sketched a prison in his mind, filling the cells with troubling scenes from the past. At the flick of his thumb, the doors to the cells clicked open and spilled their contents out into the prison hall.  

			Dramatic words and gestures altered and dispersed in his perception, along with vivid screams, laughter, and music. The bullies from Dinjen when he was a kid – they invoked mere red flames when harnessed, though. His best friend pretended to be interested in Glitter just to try and slay her the moment her shield went down – also red flames. His father kicking Glitter out, calling her a “spawn of the Red Abyss” and forcing Cob to choose between his dominant parents and his weeping sister – useless, red flames. Not even that memory sufficed. 

			“ArghhrraaAAAAA!!!” Roaring fiercely like a gigantic wave, like the mythical Mazriv itself, Cobald raised his arms to his sides and unleashed the mightiest tempest of Anger flames he’d ever conjured. It raged through the hall, catching cabinets and tables on fire, claiming what remained of the corpses. Smoke quickly filled the large space, and even the crystal chandeliers melted into a stomach-churning liquid.

			Still, not a wisp of the legendary azure flame. 

			And this stupid, stubborn staircase still stood, mocking all of his attempts to spoil its gleaming curves.

			“Who builds entire buildings out of an indestructible material?” Cobald shouted through the thickening fog. “That’s a drownright absence of foresight right there! What if the man in charge wants the building relocated? Or repurposed? Ever considered that?!”

			His skin rippled from underneath with the subsequent waves of heat. His eyes, while watery, pumped in his temples like drumbeats. The red haze that typically illustrated Anger in his imagination descended onto his actual vision. Through it, the gore, the chaos, and the shining looked just like he’d always imagined the Red Abyss. 

			Some things never change, he realized, quivering in this shell of a building that he and Glitter had made of the Sun Temple. People never change. People are bullies and terrible parents. People betray their friends, and build impossible monuments to perpetuate their villainy. 

			The quivering intensified into a fully-fledged seizure. Something in his nose felt drownright violent. The rippling of his skin hastened, barely contained, and his mouth poured out words without permission, similar to breathing, but the opposite. It felt as if it vacated him of life, instead of filling it in. 

			“Worse still are princesses who stab you in the chest and don’t bother making contact later,” he growled without stopping, drooling from his mouth. “And their tyrant of a father, and their murky-eyed friends…” His stomach turned as if he was about to vomit, and a choking hoarseness took over his throat. His muscles tensed to the point of quivering, and waves of pumping blue hit underneath his skin – it hurt as if his flesh was trying to crunch its way out, but it felt of power also.  

			“But the worst are sisters who sacrifice you without compunction…” He mouthed the words without a voice, failing to engage his vocal cords. Something had gone very wrong. The power was vivid, but it took its toll. He had no voice. 

			“…for no worthwhile reason whatsoever. But Alliddar is wrong to accuse women. It’s all people! I Hate you all for it. I Hate people. You never change. Just like this building. You keep the world shiny and terrible. I Hate you.”

			***

			“He wasn’t captured, was he?” Hainoch asked in that deep, yet innocent tone of his. 

			Keiran focused on Caresight, isolating Cobald’s aura from others across the street. It radiated shimmering red, but, from this considerable distance, it was weaker and slower. Any alterations in the behavior of Cobald’s aura would take a while to arrive. But keeping an eye on Cobald’s emotions was preferable to waiting and doing nothing. 

			“No,” Keiran muttered, stagnated in his trance, “but no Hatred yet, either. I should have prepared him better. I should have clarified the difference between Anger and Hatred beforehand.”

			“What difference?” Hainoch asked as he checked that the clinic’s owner and his patient were still unconscious and bound. The clinic would stop being a shelter if these two woke up. Hainoch left them to check the other rooms and returned in an instant.

			“Trezoss often expounded on this subject,” Keiran explained, scanning the street toward the shining enemy fortress. “He said Anger and Hatred are the same, except that Anger comes from fleeting, particular events, while Hatred comes from generalizations and is associated with constant phenomena. This is what makes it so hard to deplete, too. Accordingly, the damage of Hatred fire becomes a constant fact in the universe, while burns of Anger-fire can be mended.” He sighed. “I tried to tell Cob, but I’m uncertain how well it seeped in.”

			“Cob’s rather quick in the head,” Hainoch said, joining Keiran’s side, eyes on the peaks of the spires, “and even faster with his heart. I’m sure he gets it. And if he doesn’t, I could rush up there and tell him. But what about Odium Sickness? Did your master mention tha –” 

			Keiran cut him off with a cry of pain. He grabbed his stomach, squirming and gasping. A piercing sensation hit him, like a knife stab, gashing and twisting his innards. Well done, Keiran thought as he writhed on the floor. Well done, Cob.

			Hainoch blurred in the corner of his eye, and the next moment Keiran found himself placed on a chair. He depleted Care and shook out of the spasm, one painful breath after another. 

			“What the Chasms was that?” Hainoch asked as Keiran buried his face in his hands. 

			Ocean’s mercy, he was shivering and every breath was a torture, like needles puncturing his lungs from inside. “Enmity pain,” Keiran murmured between gasps. The shock cooled much slower than it hit. “When an Empath senses a Hateful aura, it hurts.”

			Hainoch nodded in understanding. Bless that giant.

			“Apologies for the drama,” Keiran said, raising his head in the direction of the Sun Temple. “As for Odium Sickness, I believe we’re about to find out.”  

			Crazy children. He recalled a memory of Glitter and Cobald when he first found them squeezed behind that trash can in an alley in Dinjen. I never doubted you for a second.

			Hainoch followed his gaze in silence, just in time to see those ever-shining spires dissolve with the shriek of phantom, azure flames. 

			Massive tendrils tore through the Sun Temple in terrible, spectral blue, not like fire, but like gangrene racing up the veins of the towers.

			Below, panic and mayhem hit the streets. 

			“They cannot contain this on their own,” Keiran whispered at the ghastly sight. “They will need you before the end, Hainoch.”

			***

			Lylin gave a final mocking squeak at the sight of the dancers and wiped the sarcastic smile off her face. The ball looked just as she’d imagined. Fancy women who’d been mistreated their entire lives were dressed in their finery, and the men pretended to court them. 

			But D’s different, Lylin noted, admiring Diane’s dress from top to bottom. The tighter and looser parts of the violet attire somehow highlighted all of her attributes, emphasizing muscles as well as feminine delicacy. 

			Lylin, however, felt nothing but cumbersome in her yellow dress. It felt silly, puffy and slow, and the buttons spoiled any chance of looking like an adult, but, it had delivered. No one had troubled them since they snuck inside, and the disguises allowed Diane to focus on bending sound instead of light. 

			“You can only kill me once,” Nye’s words echoed in Lylin’s ear – courtesy of Diane’s power, that. She rolled her eyes at that statement. 

			“What does that even mean?” D grumbled, leaning her cheek against a fist and sipping her wine. 

			“We’re trying to Confuse the king, aren’t we?” Lylin said, feeling for the knife in her dress pocket. “My guess is it’s groundwork.” 

			Diane sighed. She pulled the V-shaped top of her dress a little higher as she straightened in her seat and drew off her evening gloves to free her hands. Her fingers moved in curious, repetitive motions as she’d bent sounds from Nye’s vicinity to their ears. The time to strike would be when the princess told the king that Nye had been teaching her Senspirity.

			“Maybe,” Diane said, glaring at the party. Lylin peeked in the same direction and exchanged a quick look with Nye as he nodded and gave them the signal. Not that they needed it, as they heard everything he said anyway. 

			‘Only kill me once’ – it could also be a code, Lylin realized. A warning to the king about imminent danger?

			“D?” Lylin asked, “do you trust Nye,? After everything? You think we’re really going to change the world tonight?”

			“Any moment now, Lyl,” she said, keeping any trace of doubt from her face. “Remember, once you reach the king, I’ll steal the light from everyone except for us and the princess. Seize their momentary blindness to verify the kill and escape.” 

			She’s so powerful, Lylin couldn’t help thinking. When they sneaked into the ballroom earlier, Diane commanded the light to skip them and reflect reality without their presence. Once they’d settled, she let it go and bent sounds to make their conversation inaudible instead, while also spying on everyone else. All this power… and it’s just a drop in the sea of what she can do. 

			“Can’t… Can’t you do it?” Lylin asked, her voice trembling, “Can’t you kill him?”

			“I can’t move as fast as you, Lyl,” Diane said, eyeing the nest of Harbingers hovering above them on the observation level. “And I’m much less precise. We trained your Confidence for a reason. Harness it, and with my cover, you’ll do just fine.” 

			Right. Lylin nodded, feeling sweat soaking into her dress from underneath. Diane was a tornado – mighty, but slow and inaccurate. Assassinating the king required a well-timed stab, not a natural disaster, just like Nye said.

			“Besides,” Diane added, studying the upper level, biting her lip and clutching her fingers. “You’ve earned it, Lyl. You’re a child of the revolution. When we succeed, the kingdom will belong to you. And everyone will remember you as the kid who ended Alliddar’s tyranny.”

			Lylin wore a mild smile and followed D’s upward glance to count the men. At least thirty Sun Harbingers were in position above them, some of which had to be harnessing Care for Caresight. They might have already realized that there was a Fervorist among the guests below, and it wouldn’t take them long to isolate Diane’s aura from the others.

			Almost there. Lylin gritted her teeth as her fingers itched to clutch the dagger. Meanwhile, a short distance away, the conversation between the princess and the king was starting to escalate.

			“I have to tell you something,” Vivien’s voice came to them. 

			This won’t work. It won’t Confuse him. Maybe she won’t tell him at all. Please – 

			“What is it?” Alliddar’s voice whispered in Lylin’s ear. D leaned forward and gave her a determined look, to which Lylin nodded, then summoned Confidence. This power had a funny way of slowing everything down, allowing for fast actions during the ultra-high velocity of the Senspiriter. Most importantly, it earned her an extra moment to prepare. 

			He finds out his daughter’s a witch. Nye betrayed him. A contradiction. He’ll be Confused for a moment. That’s why they need me, a Narcisst, someone to deliver the kill, the well-timed stab.

			“Am I going to see you again?” Lylin asked, speaking rapidly, perhaps too fast for D to catch. 

			“After Nye and I kill Kerak at the rendezvous point,” D whispered, “we’ll have many reasons to celebrate. Don’t worry about it.”

			Right. Lylin tensed, ready to leap. A world where witches are not persecuted – here we come! 

			The king and the princess stopped dancing. The music went on, but the two figures were frozen like statues between the shifting suits, dresses, and colors.

			“I’m a witch now, Father,” came the voice of the princess. “Nye’s been teaching me.”

			“Now, Lyl,” Diane hit her with an elbow. “Send him to the Red Abyss. Go! Now!”

			One quick breath and Lylin harnessed her Confidence. 

			For a swift moment that felt like an eternity, everyone else, even D, stopped in a single instant. Words slowed into distorted sounds, dancers froze, off-balance. 

			With a clear route in sight, Lylin pulled out her knife and charged through the party in a blur, tearing between guests and tables. You don’t blame the sword for a kill, the thought rushed through her head as she lifted the weapon up high for a backstab. You blame the wielder. She thrust the blade into – 

			An abrupt, agonizing sting in the back of her shoulder sent a paralytic shock to her raised hand. She blurted a whimper, and the dagger dropped from her numbed fingers. It never even touched its target, and her dreams of a free world shattered with the metallic clatter of iron on the floor. 

			The music stopped, and the voice that followed hit her like the first thunder of an unexpected storm.

			“Sorry, little one,” it whispered behind her ear. The clear, deep tones were cunning, nefarious, and too drowning familiar – the unfaithful, sneaky voice of the Harbinger who killed Ma. 

			Nye. 

			He rammed his blade deep into her shoulder, squeezing the weapon between flesh and bone. 

			A well-timed stab, Lylin realized, frozen in shock, surrounded by enemies. Her stomach churned with a mixture of nausea, pain, and shame. Her eyes darkened.

			You traitor. You drowning traitor.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 36 
Unexpected Help
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			“When I say that where Anger dwells, Hatred thrives, I mean that Hateful people are lured to hearts full of rage and infect them with their animosity. 

			“Beware. Their powers work the same. Whenever Hatred is harnessed, the azure flames seek Angered individuals before anything else.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Three

			Grin summoned frustration to stop the Anger-fires from going into a frenzy. The memories of weary weeping made her eyes water and her breath harden into gasps, but it worked. The cyclone of flames shrieked and shriveled, shrinking back to her hands. It obeyed her, at long last. 

			The building in front of her collapsed in flames. Burning beams came crashing down on the furniture, and the smoke thickened in the night sky. It was the fifth building she had destroyed so far – and still not a single scream.  

			I’m doing well to avoid harming innocents, Grin noted to herself, admiring her fiery work. Nye had emphasized that he wanted her to not wash the city in blood and tears. 

			So, blowing up empty houses it is. The fifth good blaze of the revolution. Soon enough, Lylin would stab the king, and Olyanath would seek a leader to help restore order. If everything happened according to plan, the people would support Nye now that Alliddar had named him his formal successor.

			“The authorities will arrive soon to look for the saboteur,” Grin remembered, shaking herself back to reality, glancing swiftly left and right. “I’d better dash.”

			She burst down the street, light on her feet in the scanty red dress. She slipped into a narrow alley, hopped over a homeless person that somehow managed to nap despite the clamor, and made her way toward the inner districts - the richer districts - where, hopefully, the wealthy had left their homes empty to attend the Union Day celebrations.  

			Out of the alley, she ducked under a passing cart, elbowed her way through a patrol of Olyanath Bridlers and sneaked into a nearby slum. Mingling with the lowlife of society, Grin slowed to a fast walk, fitting into this poor neighborhood like a native. The urchin look - her hair filthy and her dress cheap and stained - served as the perfect disguise. 

			Glancing behind, she saw that the Olyanath Bridlers have given up the chase. The fires and the chaos must’ve attracted their attention. 

			“Help, mistress?” an urchin boy called to her. “Please lady, I’m hungry. And I can help.” He tugged on the side of her dress. Grin hurried on, ignoring him. Mazriv Main should collide with this neighborhood somewhere close. On the next right turn, probably – 

			“PLEASE!” the boy shouted after her through cupped hands, but Grin opened a greater distance between them and rushed on. 

			Sorry kid, she thought, running along with the Western Winds of Night.  

			“Nye’s revolution requires a good blaze.” She spoke out loud, halting, identifying a building that seemed like a valid target. Most of the streets so close to Alliddar’s Black Acropolis were built entirely of ivoryn, but a few were showing hints of exposed wood, giving away that the ivoryn exterior was mere cosmetics. Such buildings would burn like any other. The price of cheap designs. 

			Grin approached the building and peeked through the window. Seeing no one there, she bit her lip and recalled a youthful memory of her abusive parents. Anger sparked within her in an instant. With Nye’s lesson, Anger and frustration were her faithful pets. If power was a horse, then Anger was the kick, and frustration was the brake lever. She braced herself. Every revolution requires a good blaze – 

			A voice sounded from around the corner. “I can’t believe they actually named this street after The Mazriv,”

			“Back of the line, witch!” Another shouted from the same direction. Grin froze, unable to determine whether she was ready to burn an actual person if she’s caught – which, fortunately, was not the case. 

			Up the street, around the curve, a blond woman in a blue outfit popped up with her fists joined, leading an entourage of five Harbingers. 

			“Mazriv Main, hah,” she went on. “Might as well have called it Amputee Main, or Death Main, or just go the easy way with Muck Main…” 

			You, Grin recognized her from Diane’s description of the Mesmer who tried to assassinate Nye two weeks ago.

			 “Back of the line. Now!” One of the Harbingers shouted at the blond. His fists were joined, too. “Or we’ll execute him!”

			“I go wherever I will,” the Mesmer said, so haughty that one could mistake her for royalty. “Why? Something wrong with my rear? I knew I should’ve cut down on ale.”

			Nothing was wrong with that woman’s appearance. She looked like an artist’s image of a perfect dancer, with that figure-hugging outfit and the way her undulating, golden hair fell forward to hide half of her face. No wonder she got Nye Confused back then. She’d get any man Confused. Most women, too, probably.   

			“Back of the line, or he dies!” the Harbinger shouted insistently. 

			Looking closer, Grin spotted the hostage for the first time. The elderly man, bent and frightened, had a dagger pointing at his throat. They’ve apprehended her, Grin realized. They’re taking her to the palace – well, sort of. 

			“Kill him and I’ll run,” the Mesmer said, turning. She seemed inclined to say more, judging from the way she folded her hands, but she broke off when she spotted the spires of the Sun Temple looming in the distance behind her. 

			What the Bleeding Chasms…

			Something shrieked in a high pitch from the direction of the temple. The sound was like dozens of forks rapidly scraping porcelain dishes. It resounded throughout the streets, shaking the windows, intensifying the longer it went on. Grin covered her ears to block it, gritting her teeth, but that screech just grew stronger. 

			Looking up, she spotted the source of the horrifying sound. Flaming tendrils in ghostly blue shades were creeping up the sides of the towers and tearing them apart.

			This phantom fire, Grin realized, it’s a Hatred blast. 

			The fire’s motions corresponded with the high-pitched shriek like lightning and thunder – the echo hit like a howl, intermingling into a sickening symphony that hurt in her bones. Then, at last, it dwindled like the passing of a storm’s fiercest moment. The high-pitched scream lingered, but it didn’t hurt so badly anymore.  

			“What the Abyss have you done, witch?!” the Harbinger growled at the blond Mesmer.

			“I lured you away, you big dumdum,” the Mesmer said, caressing his cheek for some reason. “I’m a lure. It’s what I do. You’re welcome, by the way.” 

			The next moment, his head was twisted with a sharp snap. The Mesmer must have realized he’d lost his Calm and seized the moment to deplete hers and break his neck.

			The surreal standoff between the witch and the Harbingers had taken an abrupt, violent turn. The other Harbingers reacted in a moment, becoming blurs and leaping at the witch. They struck against flashes of white, failing to so much as scratch her. They wouldn’t stop though, probably hoping she would make a mistake and lose her Calm. 

			And the hostage is sneaking away, Grin noticed, her lips curving up into a wily smile. 

			If the little ginger can hurt bullies, then I can, too.

			Grin rubbed her hands together, basking in the warmth. Then she aimed and unleashed a fierce battle cry of her own. From her elbows down, her entire arms blazed with a tornado of fire and burst in the direction of the Mesmer. The flaming torrent caught the Harbingers unprepared. They were still recovering from being deflected by the Calm-shield, and none had yet cast a shield of their own. They squirmed in the fiery wave, quickly degrading to smoking carcasses.  

			One stubborn Harbinger, however, charged at Grin with the blurry speed of Confidence. He became an ultrafast human fireball, swinging a blade in between his screams. He collapsed at her feet, though, consumed by the fire before his weapon even got near her. He reeked of burnt cloth, his weapon clattering on the stone pavement.

			“What the?” the Mesmer called from amidst the burning tempest. “No! Stop!”

			Huh?

			Grin summoned frustration, focusing on her mother’s laughter to establish it. “Puny thing! Puny, puny thing!” her mother would blabber between drinks, while her father had his way –

			The terrible howl of azure flames somehow intensified, almost as if drawing closer from the distant towers of the Sun Temple. 

			“Down!” the Mesmer yelled at her, rushing and flailing her arms alongside the flames that retreated to Grin’s hands. 

			She leaped at Grin, crashing them both to the floor, and wrapped her body around hers in a fierce grip. Elegant though she was, the Mesmer was bigger than her, broader and at least ten inches taller.

			“Get off me!” Grin moaned, struggling to push the Mesmer away, but the faint white radiation stated otherwise. With her shield cast, the Mesmer’s limbs became unbreakable chains. She had become an immovable fact.

			“Hah,” she chuckled in Grin’s ear, “that’s a first. People usually like me on top. Now, no matter what you do,” she grabbed even more fiercely to Grin and whispered, “do not summon Anger. You hear me? Not even a drop of Anger.” 

			What?

			“H… help.” Something else whispered from... somewhere. It faded into a shriek that sounded like a massive arrow – 

			It shot down at them like a star, howling and shining in stomach-churning blue. It tore through the air and smashed at the Mesmer's back, but her pulses of white devoured it, leaving her unharmed. Between the auric glow and the deafening howl, Grin recognized it: a wisp of blue flame from the collapsing tower of the Sun Temple. A piece of the Hatred blast.

			“It’s attracted to your Anger, stupid,” the Mesmer whispered, letting go at last. “You’re welcome, by the way. Suppose this makes us even. Wait, I know you!” She pointed at Grin’s chest, pressing her finger right in the middle. “You’re the sulky one! Saw you back when we spied on Nye’s place!”

			Grin shrugged at that, struggling to come to terms with what had just happened. Was this blue wisp of flame aimed at her? It sought her Anger? Then it hit her. Hatred was uncharted territory, a range of Senspiritic knowledge and weaponry that few - perhaps no one - fully understood. 

			Someone must know its workings…

			“What are you doing here?” the Mesmer asked, frantically glancing at the crumbling temple, then at Grin and back. “Is Nye here?” she asked, speaking almost too fast to tell syllables apart. “I’d forgotten all about this B-class poet-slash-Harbinger.”

			“He…” Grin murmured, grabbing her forehead. Something else was off. More than the witch’s blabber, more than the blazes of revolution and those phantom flames that devoured the Sun Temple in the distance. 

			“Help. I can help.” It spoke softly in her ear. 

			“He’s taking down the king,” Grin strained to finish. 

			“Nye’s gonna kill Alliddar?” the Mesmer repeated. “Oh! I get it! Nye isn’t an ordinary Harbinger, is he? He’s a traitor! He’s seizing the same opportune night that we seized to destroy the temple.” She stepped back and rubbed her chin, making a broody face. “This whole Kerak versus Nye drama smelled fishy from the beginning. Tell your sullen poet friend that Glitter –” she pointed at her face as she said her name, “sends her sincerest apologies for trying to murder him. Would you do that for me?”

			Grin paled at that. She raised a doubtful brow and nodded.

			“Thanks, dear,” Glitter said, blowing her a kiss. She straightened and fixed a determined gaze at the temple as it disappeared from the city skyline. “I gotta go tell my brother the good word of this revolution thing you have going. Plus, I don’t reckon he can stop this Hatred thing by himself. Might need saving. Cheers!” 

			She hopped over the corpses and dashed off into the smoky night. 

			What the Chasms is wrong with that woman? Grin lingered on the thought, appreciating the fact that her power-emotion of choice hadn’t turned her into such a loony.

			“Help, please…” The soft voice sounded again, coming from below her, from that urchin boy she’d run into earlier. 

			“You are one persistent kid.” Grin regarded him with half a turn. He was wearing ragged clothes and a hat, but, strangely, he carried no cup to collect coins. She frowned at him, remaining cautious about her feelings. Any inadvertent Anger could attract more traces of Hatred, apparently. 

			If I got that right. Just to be on the safe side – She raised memories of her childhood and summoned frustration to stop herself from going berserk at this odd turn of events. 

			“You see any pockets on this dress?” She gave him the meanest glare she could manage. “No, right? I can’t help you. Sorry.”

			“But I can help you save Nye,” 

			What the Abyss –

			“Yes. I can help you save Nye,” the boy repeated, tittering despite the sight of the smoking corpses right next to him. “Come with me, Grin. I can help. There’s so much waiting to be discovered.”

			At a flick of the boy’s fingers, dozens of explosions broke out across the entire city, saving her the trouble of setting them up herself. Eyes widening in dread and alarm, Grin watched as thick columns of smoke climbed to the heavens of Olyanath, concealing the taller buildings and reducing the view of the mighty Black Acropolis to a mere silhouette. 

			A flick of fingers, she gaped in disbelief at the blazes of revolution. That’s all he needed. 

			Somehow, this child knew exactly what her mission was.

			“Come,” the boy repeated, sounding somewhat distorted as if whispering in her ears while speaking from a distance… as if bending your voice with Fervoring. Grin recognized it from Diane’s practice sessions. 

			“We can save Nye,” he said, grinning in the shifting smoke. “but I need your help with something first. Please, come.”
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The Gambit 
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			“Why am I teaching you all of this? Senspirity, The Circle, The Sun Harbingers, the dangers of your subconscious? Why you specifically? 

			“I want you to do something, youngling dear. Something that I can sense you crave. I want you to satisfy that bloodlust in your heart. I want you to find redemption. 

			“I want you to kill King Alliddar Vice.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Five 

			“Sorry, little one” Nye said, summoning Care. 

			Caresight revealed the sentiments of his surroundings as auric radiation. On the upper level, Harbingers glowed with various Senspiritic emotions. Below, on the dance floor, an aura of Fear mingled between one person and the next, radiating clusters of blue specks among the party guests. 

			“Don’t do this, Nye,” Madness begged, well-aware of Nye’s intent. 

			Shut up, Nye ordered, while shoving his blade deeper into Lylin’s flesh. It penetrated all the way in until the crowshead handle met her skin.

			I know what to do. I’ve known for weeks.

			Lylin spasmed and whimpered in his grasp, bleeding heavily all over her dress. He sensed her pain, which, admittedly, felt as heartbreaking as pain could go.

			“Betraying a child,” the voice pointed out, seasoning his speech with a titter, “will leave a scar, killer. And not just on her.” 

			It’s a scar worth having.

			Countless auras shuffled and fused together into a cloud of blue, gold, white, and red, but in front of him, towering over Lylin, one sheer violet aura of Confusion was shining brighter: Alliddar’s aura. 

			It worked.

			Ivy’s confession, which exposed Nye’s treachery, would never have sufficed to Confuse the king – Alliddar had probably harbored suspicions since the start. The wine contributed to Confusing the man, but it needed one more push, one more contradiction – a traitor stepping in to save the king’s life, a traitor stopping an assassin instead of helping her.

			That gambit had him. It plantified the king, as the Mesmer witch had put it, back then on the shore. It deprived him of Senspiritic powers. For the first time in two decades, Alliddar Vice was vulnerable.

			We got him.

			One hand on Lylin’s hip, the other gripping the blade, Nye swept the child away in a brutal motion like a piece of dead meat. She slid across the floor in a spray of blood as he yanked his weapon out of her shoulder. 

			He bothered harnessing Care for one brief healing, hastening Lylin’s coagulation to prevent her from bleeding out. 

			Around him, guests started to push and scream in turmoil and panic. A stabbing would do that to a party, but something else had frightened them. Diane fulfilled her part and began bending light away from their eyes. 

			No one would know what he’d done. 

			“Last chance, killer!” the voice pleaded, thundering in his skull like a persistent drumbeat. “Don’t! Don’t! Don’t! DON’T!”

			Nye neglected it with a loud, quick breath, summoning Anger by instinct.

			“Nye,” the king mumbled, clearly disoriented. “What? Thank y –” 

			Nye slammed a blazing fire surge up through the jaw of the man who ruined his life. 

			Ivy squeaked in shock at the sight of her father’s face, all scorched and twisted and giving off wisps of smoke. He tried to scream but his ashen vocals could only let out a gasp. Still, Alliddar survived.  

			Nye raised his dagger hand and landed a second punch on the king’s molten cheek.  Knuckles crackled with fire where fist met skin, and the next fireburst pulverized Alliddar’s face whole.  

			His crown went flying across the dance floor, and his smoking skull tilted back at a spine-breaking angle. The body crashed into Ivy and knocked her down to the floor under its weight. 

			“Killers kill,” Madness hissed in disdain, sounding uncharacteristically disapproving of his viciousness. Nye sheathed his dagger and shrugged off the voice, taking a moment to absorb what he’d done.

			Alliddar Vice, the Eradicator of Trenn, the Breaker of Mountains, the man whose face was deadlier than any sword. 

			Dead. 

			“My eyes!” the guests were shouting in panic. “I can’t see! Everything’s dark!” They were bumping into one another in a flood of shouts and thumping sounds. Wine glasses shattered as the mass of people lurched and tripped and called for help.

			Nye loomed over the turmoil and searched out Diane across the hall. She replied with a quick, decisive nod.

			“Mother’s not here to pick up Lylin.” Her voice carried the usual Fervorist distortion, like an echo, but a clean one, and unexpectedly relaxed. “I told you she’d abandon us. And Ocean’s mercy, Nye, I really wish you’d shared the full plan, but I’ll scold you later. For now, our main objective is accomplished. I’ll take Lyl back to The Hut. You lure Kerak to the rendezvous point and I’ll meet you there.”

			Good, Nye noted, breathing a huge sigh of relief. No wrath from Diane. That would have been a disaster.

			“I wish it was,” the voice stated, sending a shiver through Nye’s bones.

			Drown you and your wishes.

			Summoning Calm - better safe than sorry - Nye crouched and attended to the king’s corpse. By now, Ivy had crawled from under it. She settled on her knees and burst weeping over him, her face buried in her hands. “I had to do this, Ivy,” he said as he felt in the man’s robes for that ivoryn box he so treasured. “He would have killed us.”

			She shook her head and wept harder. A flood of defiance poured into her mind, but, harnessing her Love, Nye had it confined it to a corner.

			“Such a tragedy.” Madness spoke over the background of phantom chuckles. “The man she Loves murdered her father, whom she’d also Loved. Have you no sympathy? Won’t you let her grieve?” 

			Shaking out of it, Nye called upon a sense of patience and obedience to fill Ivy’s mind, along with Confusion, of course. 

			“Find me on Ivoryl Boulevard when you’re finished,” he whispered, “I’ll explain –“

			There it is. 

			He grabbed the ball-shaped ivoryn box from Alliddar’s pocket and dropped it into an inside pocket of his own.

			“I’ll explain everything,” Nye concluded, patting Ivy’s shoulder.

			With that, he lifted his gaze to the real target of the evening. Around him, the chaotic crowd milled around, blind and shouting in genuine fright. Above him, dozens of Harbingers stood with their fists joined despite the utter disorder, with Kerak at their head.

			“But first,” Nye hissed. “Vengeance. Nova has waited long enough.”

			Seeing as these Harbingers had the brains not to attack him blinded, Nye took the risk of depleting Calm and summoning Valor instead. Courage and heroism poured easily into his chest, like a glass filling up fast with refreshing river water. Valor flared inside him in an instant, especially now that he’d just rid Huravoth of its greatest tyrant.

			I don’t hear you calling me a villain now, Nye mentioned to the voice, preparing his knees for a jump. 

			“There’s a long night ahead of us, killer,” 

			Blurting out a curse, Nye harnessed Valor and leaped. It sent him soaring to the upper level, where he landed between a couple of Harbingers. Their white shields blinked at his arrival, so he seized the moment to puncture one of them between the eyes with his dagger. The incision, with Valor reinforcing the blade, penetrated the skull as easily as flesh and skin. 

			Nye recognized the man’s rectangular face: Harbinger Yuren, a murderer specialized in taking down Mesmers. He deserved no better. 

			“The Fervorist’s tricks won’t protect you for long,” Kerak said, facing Nye’s general direction with closed eyes. “And you have just slaughtered the king, your best defense.” His coin flicked from finger to finger at a constant, determined pace. The faint white glow of Calm-shield clung to his dark skin, and to that ridiculous, elegant moustache he sported for the event. 

			Evil and daft though Kerak was, he’d made the right call maintaining his shield despite the blindness and death. 

			“I wanted our final showdown to be a challenge, Keri,” Nye said, casually pushing the dead Harbinger over the edge as he yanked his weapon free from the man’s forehead. The body flipped over the iron railing and crashed to the dance floor below, fortunately not hitting anyone. It contributed to the chaos, though. Ladies screamed, and gentlemen ran around with their weapons half-drawn.

			Still blind though, Nye noted. Diane had proved herself trustworthy.  

			He glanced down to verify that Diane had managed to elbow her way through the dresses and disorder to grab Lylin. The poor girl needed medical attention fast, if she hadn’t been trampled to death already. 

			“And you can’t prove that I killed anyone,” Nye spoke, half absently, taking a profound breath of the new Olyanath. His Olyanath. The city’s nobility was running around in literal blindness and terror. 

			I need to fix that. No more Fear in my kingdom. Not for women, not for anyone.

			“But thus ends his rule,” Nye declared. 

			“You think yours would last longer?” Kerak said, entering the range of a blade swing. He couldn’t harm anyone with his Calm-shield up, but his comment about the Fervorist’s trick did hit a point. Diane couldn‘t maintain the blindness in the hall forever. 

			She reached Lylin and lifted her over her shoulders. Seeing that the little redhead was secure, Nye bent his knees and jumped so hard that he darted through the air and out through the glass ceiling.

			His Valor-infused skin protected him from the shrapnel as he broke out into the night. He balanced on a cross beam that held the ceiling together, the Western Winds of Night flapping his cape in loud flutters. Below him, glass shards rained down on the mayhem within. 

			“Villain.”

			They will endure.

			“Villains often discount themselves – wait. WAIT! What in the name of the Red Abyss is that fantastic fragrance?” 

			Madness set off phantom flutters in Nye’s chest in an alarmingly honest manner, drawing his interest. He followed the voice’s instinct to look to the north, and the view made him forget all about the havoc he’d left beneath in the dance hall. 

			Above the silvery rooftops of the city, and under the stiffening clouds of smoke, he spotted the impossible – The spires of the Sun Temple were dissolving in shrieking blue flames, sounding a shrill echo in the distance. 

			Additionally, smoke was rising all around the city, meaning that Grin had done her part. Panic pervaded the streets as well as the palace. Echoes of children looking for their parents filled the air, along with those of men working to stop the fires. 

			A good revolutionary blaze. Well done, Grin. 

			“But the temple?” the voice stressed. “Your Pyromancer pet doesn’t know how to ignite Hatred! Who’s doing that?”

			I don’t know, Nye replied, staring through narrowed eyes at the temple’s direction. Certainly not Grin.  

			The Sun Temple was supposed to be indestructible. Built with layer upon layer of ivoryn, the largest construction of the prestigious metal in all Huravoth could withstand a second Mazriv, if one would hit. And here it was, crumbling like a sandcastle in these ghost fires.

			“Somebody can. Somebody with a grudge against Sun Harbingers.”

			I’m not complaining, Nye said, enthralled by the massive, bluish tendrils tearing the four spires apart with horrifying shrieks.

			“It looks…” the voice whispered in hesitance, “…succulent.”

			Succulent? You want to taste it? 

			The spectacle held the allure of jumping off a cliff, at which the phantom voice started vibrating with eerie attraction. 

			I suppose phantom fire appeals to phantom voices.

			Madness withdrew at last, falling uncharacteristically silent. 

			If you weren’t a mere mad voice in my head, I’d suspect you’re up to something. 

			It remained quiet. A strange behavior, that, along with offering neither support nor painful whispers the entire evening. Nye gave up on the conversation, returning his attention to more relevant matters. Within the dome structure beneath him, Diane had vacated the premises, and with that, the people must have regained their sight. The Harbingers would be able to see him now.

			One by one, they glared up at him, Kerak too. He drew his sword, the same sword that blazed red when he’d burned Nova.

			D can handle herself, Nye decided as he didn’t see her dashing out. She must have made herself invisible.

			Time to go. She’ll meet us at the rendezvous point.

			***

			“COB!” Glitter yelled, groping her way through the swirling inferno. The tower had mostly collapsed into the lobby, which was filled with massive chunks of marble-like rocks. 

			Wisps of blue flame huddled and shuffled together in a tempest of shrieking phantom fire, and she’d jumped right into the maw of the storm, her shield flashing fierce white. 

			“Cobaaaald!” she shouted through cupped hands, straining to maintain Calm. 

			The calamity continues, she reminded herself, climbing over a pile of charred rubble and hopping from one mound of wreckage to the next. So long as this havoc continues, it means Cob’s infantile brain is still working.

			The building moaned in concert with the fire’s roar, heralding its end. The biggest, most resilient construction in Huravoth had succumbed to her brother’s destructive powers, yet even those powers could not harm her. She hung to that notion, maintaining Calm by simply admiring its marvel. 

			Where are you, brother?

			The giant walls of the tower came crashing down, holding their structural integrity upon impact with the ground, unbreakable as ivoryn was. It rained down a deafening avalanche of colossal pieces, any one of which could squash a person whole. The flames raged on in swirling patterns, and Glitter pushed through it, arriving at the source of the fiery cyclone.  

			“You crooked, pissing muckhead,” she whispered, spotting a human silhouette at the far end. “You couldn’t have just stayed in the middle? You just had to go to the opposite side of the hall?”

			There he stood, his back to a foundation wall that remained mostly intact. His hood was up, but the azure fires reflected brightly in the green of his eyes. It burst out of his palms in raging spirals, becoming the horrific tendrils that decimated the tower around them.

			Don’t, she told herself, marching forward with hesitant steps. Don’t. Lose. Calm. 

			Her brother had gone properly berserk. His face made a twisted, terrible expression, though strangely quiet. His skin was warping from his fingers up his arms, like waves on the Ocean’s surface, rippling in stomach-churning rhythm.  

			Raw odium, Glitter realized, focusing on the pace of her breathing. He may not survive this. Must… not... lose… Calm.

			Clearly, Cobald couldn’t deplete his Hatred, enslaved as he was by the emotion’s power. This was her idea. Her gambit. Her fault. 

			Brains beat feelings, though, Glitter told herself. Hatred is not exclusive. We can do this.

			“Cob,” Glitter spoke in commanding tones, though the shrieking background made it nearly impossible for her to hear herself.  “You have to snap out of this. Come on. Activate that pebble you call a brain. What do you do to deplete your Anger?” She motioned in a taming gesture, as if tending to a feral animal. “This isn’t how your story ends, Cob. Shake it off. It’s just a clingy, stupid feeling –”

			His body waved in a frantic, hostile set of motions, alarmingly quiet, hurling the tendrils of blue flames about and casting the endless torrent of fire right at her. It engulfed her shield, all in all harmless, but the shriek of the fire was still awful, as if consciously trying to sound dissonant.  

			Hands forward, glowing bright white, Glitter pushed in, fighting through the blue inferno. 

			A large chunk of rock crashed onto her head but was deflected to the side, crushing a nearby pile of glassy debris. Clouds of dust descended after it, and the ceiling above them wailed in its death throes. Glitter ignored it all, moving one foot after the other, drawing closer.

			“Cob, please. Endure this and you’ll have the honor of hearing my apologies! You know how great I am with apologies! Just… come on, Cob!”

			She reached him and bit her lip at the sight of his face. Chasms, his jaw was open as if screaming, but no voice sounded, other than that irksome howling of the Hatred fire. 

			“You’ll thank me later,” she hissed. In one step, decisive and aggressive, she locked her palms into his, choking the source of the fires with her shield. 

			The blue shades of the cataclysm dispersed across the building, reducing to a faint glow between their joined hands. A candle-sized fire met her fingers, howling in high tones but somewhat muted, like a pup.

			“There we go,” Glitter said soothingly, glaring into her brother’s eyes. The stalemate was set, one of her favorite moves. Firstly, because it had the word “mate” in it, and secondly, because Cob often ended those stalemates with such a beautiful, fiery ambush.

			This time, Cobald himself was the stalemate. By the looks of things, Glitter realized, grimacing at the sound of another giant rock crashing down behind her, the temple would be the one to end this particular stalemate. 

			All traces of the Hatred fire were gone now that she’d caged the outburst between their palms, but the ceiling had taken more than enough damage already. The dust clouds thickened and the shudders of collapse continued as the building came crashing down all around them. 

			“Oh, muck,” she whispered, glancing up and using sarcasm as a last resort to maintaining her Calm. “I should have placed you outside. I knew something about this idea felt dumb. Forgot all about the burial factor.” 

			She could protect herself from getting crushed, but the collapsing upper floors of the tower could still bury her, not to mention that she couldn’t protect him.

			This is it, then, Glitter realized, gritting her teeth, straining to hold herself serene against the morbid thoughts. 

			Cob’s green eyes flashed with the flickering blue of Hatred from inside, but at least it seemed to spare him. The rippling of his skin continued as if fighting its way out. It warped his cheeks, too, making his face look like it was about to explode, but, while he could not deplete all this Hatred, at least he had the strength to endure it. 

			You’re still in there, Glitter noted. “But what is it with that silent scream?” she asked herself out loud, cocking her head at the way his mouth hung open.

			The final death knells of the upper floor sounded. She glanced up to see the ceiling bend, creaking. One more second and –

			It collapsed right above their heads but never hit them. Something smacked the colliding debris with enough force to send it flying across the hall. Every incoming rock was batted away by a blurry figure. 

			Hainoch? 

			She caught sight of his familiar build between one blur and the next. 

			One load of rather large rocks slipped by him, hitting Cobald's head and knocking him down. The shrieking blue flames extinguished from his hands as he fainted. 

			“Cob!” Glitter yelled, straining to hold his dead weight. Hainoch’s blurry motion hurried to her aid, scooping Cobald up like a thief snatching his loot. He appeared before her with that sweaty, silly expression on his chubby face. 

			“Glad you found your Confidence, Hainoch,” Glitter said, hands on hips, scorning him with high pitched tones. “But we need to have a serious talk about your timing.” 

			He paled, not the slightest bit entertained by her comment. He concentrated on Cobald, who dangled over his shoulder, and shifted him to a better position.  

			At least that stubborn blue flame is all gone, Glitter observed, gritting her teeth in concern. But what the Abyss happened to Cob’s voice?

			“Let’s talk about this later,” Hainoch said, waving off a puff of dust, “when we’re not about to be cru –“ he burst in such a powerful sneeze it rivaled the shriek of Hatred fire.

			“Oh,” she retorted, “so you do know something about timing.” She scoffed, circled around him, and jumped over his back. A blurry, windy moment later, he set her down on her feet inside the clinic they’d used as a safe house. 

			The temple's collapse rumbled on behind them, rattling windows across the city.

			Not too shabby with the timing, Glitter admitted with an unsteady sigh. 

			Blessed quiet came with the final thunderclap of the towers’ breakdown. She depleted Calm, at long last, and her hand instinctively went down to the mark on her thigh. It throbbed in a mixture of at least three different types of pain. 

			Hainoch lowered Cobald against the leg of the clinic examination table, and Keiran hurried over to his side. “He’s going to be alright,” he said, caressing the bruise on Cobald’s head. It healed in a matter of seconds. 

			“Reckon you can cure Odium Sickness, then?” Glitter asked, approaching them on shaky legs. The wound was one thing, but something else had hit her, something exhausting. Her elbows felt too weak to hold her arms together, and her back was numb. It was an odd sensation. She'd never felt such guilt before. Summoning Calm in this state felt like a distant fantasy.

			“What was that?” Keiran asked, glancing at her with worried eyes. 

			Odium Sickness, Glitter thought, regressing to the timid child she’d been in her teens. It’s real. I made a mistake.

			“He tried to shout at me, Keiran,” her voice betrayed her, and her heart pounded like punches. The memory of her own brother unleashing that fiery blue tirade at her, and in such a surreal silence –

			“He cast this massive storm of fire and screamed, but he had no voice. I think… I think his Hatred claimed it. Like folks say, you know? That harnessing Hatred burns the soul? I think it took this part of him. I don’t think he can talk anymore. I don’t think he has any voice whatsoever.”

			“It’s possible,” Keiran sighed, grabbing Cobald’s hand in his and meeting his eyes. “And if so, then it is beyond my skill to heal.” He noticed her thigh and attended to it instead.

			“One of them burned your leg?” he asked, “at least, that, I can heal.” Her skin mended almost in an instant.

			“I burned my leg,” Glitter said, “after one of them gashed it open. I wanted to stop the bleeding, and remembered one Irentian story where the adventurers did something similar.” She grimaced at that. “Cob read that story to me.” 

			He may never be able to read out loud again.

			“It’ll leave a scar,” Keiran said, leaving her and moving back to Cobald, resting a hand on his forehead.

			Glitter glanced at the wound, spotting an uneven shape on her skin where her pants were torn. An imperfection.

			“That ain't all,” Glitter murmured, “I ran into a friend of Nye's out there amidst the chaos in the city. She seemed convinced that Nye’s taking control of the palace.”

			“He what?” Keiran shouted, jumping to his feet. 

			Cobald stretched on the ground, his face twisting in a silent groan, reinforcing her suspicions. 

			Ocean’s mercy... what have I done?

			Keiran rolled his sleeves down and fixed the cowl over his head. “We have to leave right now…” he said, going on about how Nye would never grant them clemency, but Glitter was barely listening. 

			Her eyes watered with tears. She crouched beside Cobald, unable to leave just yet. 

			Chasms, I’ve ruined you, haven't I? 

			Cobald’s whole life revolved around talking and joking. He couldn’t laugh without a voice. Ocean’s mercy, he couldn’t even flirt, not without words. A major part of him - gone - just like that. 

			Please say something, she nudged him, poking sensitive points. His face twisted into all sorts of unfriendly expressions, but he made absolutely no sound as he pushed her away. Even his grunts were silent.

			“This… this cannot be how his story ends,” she let out a moan, wiped her face with her sleeve, and got up to her feet.

			“We ought to find a sanctuary,” Keiran said. “Somewhere we can lie low during the unsteady times ahead.”

			A couple of sneaky tears ran down Glitter’s cheeks. “We can’t fix him,” Her throat stiffened. She joined her fists, but it didn't work. No Calm was summoned, and her hands trembled by a will of their own. 

			“We really can’t fix him…” She tried to still herself, but a wave of whimpers got the better of her. “This cannot be how his story ends – It can’t be…” 

			She collapsed into Hainoch’s embrace, her face buried in his chest, and there, in his quiet hold, she surrendered to the tears.

			This cannot be how his story ends.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 38 
Terrible People
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			“To answer this question, I must first explain what Love is, which is quite the challenge, but I’ll try. Love is… ehm… No. Apologies. It’s too complicated. Ehm. It’s a jumble of feelings, alright? Mashed up and intertwined. 

			“It is empathy, acceptance, responsibility, and hope all woven together. And it may involve aggression sometimes, but silliness more often. Unending, stomach-churning silliness…”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Two, Part I

			“He’s on our tail like a falcon after a crow,” Madness chuckled. Its phantom echo surpassed the sound of the wind in Nye’s ears. “Reckon he wants to kiss our ass, killer? I mean, now that Alliddar’s gone and ours is officially upgraded to royalty…”

			Chat later! Nye shouted in his mind. He crossed a rooftop and leaped, hovering over a couple of buildings, Confidence speed greatly enhancing the reach of his jump. 

			“They’re quicker though,” Madness said as they landed, sounding too keen as it regarded the enemies behind them. It wanted Kerak to catch up. It wanted to fight. 

			We can’t reach the rendezvous point. We make our stand here.

			Madness uttered concurring hums, and Nye depleted Confidence, exiting the blur of his velocity.  

			The instant deceleration threw him across the flat roof. He summoned Valor to regain stability, nailing his heel to the floor. He spun with the rest of his momentum, joining his fists as he came to rest, radiating white. The Western Winds of Night fluttered in his mantle. 

			Kerak and seven lackeys arrived right after him, exiting the smear of their motion.  

			“This is how you plan to govern this kingdom?” Kerak called, drawing his sword. The coin flipped between the fingers of his free hand. “Burning the city while you run and cower behind a shield?”

			Nye yawned at that, rolling his eyes and gripping the handle of his dagger. “I had my fingers crossed that you’d just bow to me and make this easier for everyone.” 

			“Bow?” Kerak spat contemptuously. “To you? The murderer of our king?” Exhibiting unexpected patience, Kerak joined his fists, pointing his blade to the floor. 

			“That’s new,” the voice muttered. “Keri delaying aggression.”

			We can use that.

			“You think I murdered our king?” Nye repeated in feign innocence. It drew the attention of the accompanying Harbingers – Rogner, Migs, Nawan. High-ranking assassins, these three, but something in their eyes flashed with curiosity, something swayable. 

			“I did no such thing,” Nye declared. “I tried to save him. Then everything went dark and turned to muck.” 

			Kerak pinned his stare on Nye instead of studying the responses of his comrades. Not taking one’s eyes off the enemy, an admirable battle instinct, that, but poor leadership. 

			“You cannot talk your way out of this one,” Kerak said.

			“You won’t mind if I try, though,” 

			Kerak couldn’t stop him, not with that Calm-shield. It may have been protecting the man, but it also reduced the coin-flipping assailant from fifteen years ago to the point of helplessness, not unlike the state that Neoro had been in, way back then.

			“Listen up!” Nye said with a clap of his hands. “If you wish to keep slaying witches, then I’m afraid we have a problem. But I don’t think you do. I think you all have scruples, much like myself. Something inside saying that what we’re doing is wrong. I can’t mend those scruples, but you can!” He stepped past Kerak and slid between the flapping capes of his comrades. “With me, the Sun Harbingers will stop wiping blood from their weapons and return to their original mission. We can stop the night if we work together, or at least prepare for eternal darkness together if we fail.” 

			He reached the ledge and gazed upon the city in flames. Smoke was still pouring into the sky, and the streets below were filled with screams and cries for aid. 

			“Follow me to a new world,” Nye spoke up. “To peace. To fellowship. Let’s stop this homicidal witch hunt. Help me rebuild this city instead. Start now, by assisting the people down there with those fires.” 

			Kerak growled at that. He pointed his blade as if judging him guilty. “Follow you?” He barked, his shield flickering out of existence. “You’re insane, Blackrook. Your hands are sullied with more blood than all of them combined, and you profess to be a peaceful king?”

			“Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer,” the voice echoed from a distance. 

			 “I can speak for myself,” Rogner said, stepping up. A skinny fellow, he was, an artist in swapping Confidence and Anger. He stuffed his hands in his pockets, looking intrigued. “How do you suggest we manage our scruples?” he pressed.

			“I cannot clear your conscience for you,” Nye said, delighted to see appreciative nods among the other Harbingers, “but I will help you in clearing your own. And I’ll ask for your help with clearing mine.”

			That hit the spot. Rogner allowed an inch of a smile to stretch his lips and charged in the direction of a smoke column, trailing a blurry after-image. 

			“Drown it, Blackrook,” Migs said. “You’d better be on the winning side.” He pointed a finger in a mixture of warning and concern, and vanished in a blur. Three more followed suit, heading off in different directions, leaving Nye with Kerak and two henchmen, none of which radiated white.

			“Now!”

			Nye burst into Confidence speed, drew his dagger and rammed it through the eye of the Harbinger on Kerak’s left. He didn’t recognize the man’s face, which meant it had to be a new recruit. He yanked the weapon free and pushed the man off the ledge, joining his fis – 

			The slam caught him. Kerak reacted with surprising speed and punched the side of Nye’s face. His sword swung for a follow-up strike. Nye took in a fast lungful of air and Kerak’s blade shuddered as it swooped at him, deflected by a flash of white.

			“Aren’t you swift?” Nye hissed, wiping blood from his chin and sheathing his dagger. 

			Kerak retreated a pace, looking rather content for someone who’d just lost a henchman. “Grace me with a guess,” he said, flailing his blade about with skill. “Those women in your house. I take it they are witches you hired to assist with your petty regicide?”  

			“Exactly wrong,” Nye replied, glancing at the remaining Harbinger, Nawan. A bald fellow with a long, pointy nose, known for his speed. His battle-experience, however, lacked life and death scenarios. “As always, Keri, your powers of perception make a mockery of human intelligence.”

			“I can take him,” Nawan said, stepping up and adopting his stance, hands up to protect his face. 

			“No,” Kerak spoke his command loud and clear. “Leave us. This ripple is one I must face alone.” He dismissed Nawan with a jerk of his thumb in the direction of one of the bigger city fires.

			“A ripple?” the voice squeaked, “we’re a flood! At least!”

			Nawan followed Kerak’s eyes to the site of the fire but shook his head, standing his ground. He stared at Nye and his lip curved into a smirk – a clear sign of Confidence, of hubris. 

			“I can take you,” he mouthed at Nye. 

			“I don’t believe you could,” Kerak intervened with a grunt. Without further warning, he lifted his arm and blasted a massive fireburst at Nawan. The poor man screamed for a moment and exploded. His skeleton broke up and toppled over the edge of the roof, bones trailing smoke as they went.

			What the Abyss – 

			“Summon Hatred now!” the voice burst in. “NOW!”

			Nye ignored it rather easily, hanging to Calm. His cheek didn’t hurt much either, as if Kerak had restrained from using his strength with that punch. 

			And now he burned his ally. Why? He can’t possibly be looking to negotiate, can he?

			“Powers of perception,” Kerak muttered, examining the warping heat around his palm. “You’re the aggravatingly blind one, Blackrook, engaging in personal feuds while war is brewing in the south. Emittar has amassed an army, in case you haven’t heard. Now that one of your witchling friends destroyed the Sun Temple, you will need my help to defend Olyanath, as well as your claim to the throne.”

			 “A mockery to human intelligence indeed,” Nye chuckled, shaking his head. A mild sensation of emptiness did pinch in his chest, seeing the temple’s spot on the horizon so empty. 

			“You need not concern yourself with the city’s interests, Keri. Your new king will make everything right.”

			In a display of power, Kerak threw a punch at the sky, blasting out a fireball big enough to consume the whole building upon which they were standing. 

			“And what about the night?” Kerak growled at him. “Your luck held with killing Alliddar, but defeating that particular evil will require more than a quick trick and a gang.” 

			“Is he really…?”

			Yes, Nye replied. He thinks he can sweet-talk us. 

			“You don’t recognize me,” Nye said, drawing his dagger. The ivoryn blade reflected the red of the fires throughout the city. He approached Kerak, who seemed somewhat bemused by the situation. “Take a closer look, Keri, and try to recall the one time you were defeated.”

			Kerak did nothing but glare, assuming his I’ve-never-been-defeated face. 

			“Fifteen years ago,” Nye said, and the more he spoke, the more Kerak’s eyes widened. “Dinjen Forest. Sounds familiar?” 

			“Trezoss told you,” Kerak snorted in dismissal. 

			“I witnessed it, in fact,” Nye sauntered around him, tapping his chin with the tip of his blade as he went. “Never leave your enemies alive, you said? Mucktalk. You missed one.”

			Kerak hesitated. He radiated in white, but the shield flickered like a torch in its final moments. 

			Below them, the streets were chaotic, but in a unified way. Men and women were working together against the fires. Thus, the revolution begins, Nye noted, unbuttoning his mantle and allowing the Western Winds to claim it. The cloth had become bothersome, and he wasn't a Harbinger anymore, anyway.  

			“How quaint,” Kerak said at last. “I suppose you were Novella’s little friend? That meager witch from Dinjen?”

			“She was Nova to me,” Nye hissed. A chill ran up his spine, and his muscles tensed by a will of their own, but he kept his breathing orderly and deep to remain Calm. “Now, I’m not telling you this to whine. I’m telling you because, when you die, I want your last thought to focus on your legacy of evil. I want you to realize what a disease you are, and to rejoice, like myself and the rest of the world, at the end of the Kerak Plague.”

			On-off, on-off. Nye studied the flickering rhythm of Kerak’s shield. If I can time it right – 

			“She had these dreadful sapphire eyes, Kerak. Unnaturally bright, as if highlighted by magic. A quick glance at those eyes could freeze a man’s breath with horror, like staring into the shouting face of a ghost.” With that in mind, Nye summoned Valor. “And they were mine! She was mine and you took her from me!” He spun and threw a kick at Kerak’s ribs.  

			Kerak’s shield flashed in strong white. Nye’s force rebounded on him, hurling him off the rooftop under his own momentum. He slammed a punch into the side of the building and broke through the stone, creating a grip to hang on to. Smoke blowing from a nearby burning building concealed him in a shroud.

			“Timed it just right,” the voice sneered in his ears.

			“I am disappointed in you, Blackrook,” Kerak gloated from his position on the rooftop. He pointed his sword downward, right above Nye. It glowed in warm colors, shedding steam. “I took you for an idealist, the way you talk, the way you insist, but you’re just lying to yourself. In the end, you are nothing but another vengeful piece of scum!” His blade blasted out fire.

			Valor switched for Confidence, Nye threw himself through a window, crashing into an empty bedroom.

			“Exactly as we planned it,” the voice giggled, resorting to sarcasm as Nye tended to the shrapnel in his leg. It was alarmingly fickle tonight, changing its stance and allegiance from scene to scene. “We can still summon Hatred, you know. It will feed on his Anger –” 

			The ceiling suddenly distorted, and a deep moaning sounded above it. 

			“He’s blowing up the building!” 

			Nye dashed out of the room in a blur, chased by debris from floor to floor as he rushed down the stairs. Stone crumbled above him, turning into a calamity of flame and dust that roared in hunger for destruction. 

			With the total collapse of the structure drawing close, Nye leaped out of a second-floor window. He crashed into the street, bleeding from dozens of cuts, but the people barely noticed him. They were running around in panic as the five-story building exploded to Mazrivcome in front of them. 

			The people... He focused on their welfare, summoning Care. It revealed a torrent of blue specks flooding the air – the aura of Fear. Here and there, however, some glowed with golden Valor as they rushed toward the fires instead of away from them. They called to each other about possible survivors and means of rescue. Harbingers in uniform were leading them, as if word of his speech had spread. 

			They labored to redeem their conscience. 

			Bridlers, Harbingers, kings... Nye thought while plucking the glass shards from his arms and harnessing Care to heal. The real power of Olyanath is the people. They’re finally free of Alliddar’s terror. Nova would’ve been so proud. 

			A shape of fierce red was pumping from above – an immense aura of Anger. It landed gracefully in a flap of white cape through the smoke, wielding a sword that somehow looked both molten and solid, gleaming in a fiery orange hue. It absorbed the warmth of Kerak's hand and subsequently glowed with heat.

			Nye could never make his ivoryn dagger gleam like that. The low intensity of his Anger would never suffice. 

			“So, you survived,” Kerak said, resuming their conversation. “And you infiltrated the Sun Harbingers to seek vengeance?” His crimson aura waned and shrunk into his chest. A couple of flips of his coin, and he radiated white again. 

			This is our advantage, Nye thought, glaring at his opponent. His powers surpass ours, but he takes a flip of coin longer than us to switch between them. Token techniques are slow and miserable. 

			“But this is absurd!” Kerak shouted, letting out a bitter chuckle. “However you survived, whatever Care you had to harness, you could have used it to heal your friend! It is as much your fault as it is mine. You could’ve saved her.”

			“He’s terrible at sweet-talking,” the voice sniggered.

			He’s a terrible person, Nye added, turning his cheek on Kerak. He recognized the street – Scarletbound Boulevard. It led north, but it had an intersection with the second district's market. He could follow the latter up to the rendezvous point, rally with Diane, and they would defeat the chatty Keri together.

			“We can take him though, killer, if you just listen –”

			Nye shook his head and burst into Confidence speed. He pushed through the crowd in a blur, turned right into the market, and charged between the abandoned stalls. The empty road provided an easy dash east.

			I tried to heal her, Nye thought, now that Kerak’s words had sunk in. Madness remained silent on the subject of that night, but inconspicuously so. It had no clue how they survived when Nova didn’t. They just did.

			I tried my best. He won’t turn this on me. 

			Something felt off, not specifically about Nova, but about this battle, as if the circumstances had somehow changed. Kerak killed one of his men and engaged in more words than expected in a routine week. He was restraining himself. Adding that with how Kerak refrained from attacking The Hut the other day… Something –

			 Something pulled him by the shoulder, almost tearing his arm off at this velocity. 

			“You cannot outrun me, fool!” Kerak bellowed, flinging him away. Nye crashed into a tobacco stall, wrecking the shelves and breaking all the jars. 

			“Humiliating,” the voice sniggered, “but the fragrance is nice. Next time, aim for the perfumes.” 

			Kerak’s arm blazed with fire. “Just stop and listen to me!” he spat.

			“Killer,” the voice said, sounding alarmingly sincere. “End this. Summon Hatred.” 

			You’re useless tonight, Nye replied, launching forward with his dagger. 

			A wisp of Kerak's flame caught Nye’s side. He dashed right through it - absorbing the burns - and jabbed his weapon into Kerak's back despite the pain. It resulted in a back-stab with a strong swing but poor aim.

			The burn took its toll and it hurt like Chasms, but he’d finally drawn blood from Kerak. Fifteen years had led up to this stab. The dagger dug in deep, all the way up to the crowshead handle. 

			Kerak groaned, reached round, and pulled it out in a spray of blood. He cast the dagger aside and flexed his neck, seeking Nye on the floor behind him. 

			Nye summoned Care, restoring skin to crusted burns, and by the time he’d finished, Kerak was already healed. “I suppose you blame me for your insanity as well,” he said, controlling his breathing. He summoned Calm, once again wasting an opportunity for a free, lethal strike – as if he didn't want to kill him at all. 

			He’s not clever enough to try and Confuse us, Nye thought, hoping for input from Madness. And he’s not trying to kill us. What is he up to? 

			“I am as curious as you are.” 

			“I harnessed your Fear of me to inflict great pain upon you,” Kerak muttered, sounding remorseful. “I remember that. I tortured your mind, and Novella related to your pain. She was a mighty witch, able to harness several emotions simultaneously. Mighty, indeed. But you were her weakness. In the end, when she sensed your suffering, she lost her sanity. Like you, I believe.” 

			Fully recovered, Nye hopped back on his feet and joined his fists. He turned his back to Kerak and picked up his weapon. The glorious ivoryn blade was dripping filth. 

			A better aim with a steady arm would’ve finished him then and there. 

			“I apologize for that,” Kerak said and paused, allowing the echo of his voice to decay.

			You – WHAT?

			“I apologize for exploiting you as her weakness. I apologize for everything. Forgive me, Blackrook.” 

			Kerak offered his hand to shake.

			***

			Lylin was dangling over Diane’s shoulder, mumbling in delirium, leaving a trail of blood behind them. 

			But the tide is worth the ebb, Diane reminded herself.

			Alliddar Vice, the Breaker of Mountains, the source of misogyny in the sixth century, was dead. The world would endure it if Lylin had died, but it would never be the same now that he was gone. 

			Diane’s back ached, and her arms were shaking with effort, but at least the road remained clear. The plan had deliberately prohibited Grin from burning streets along the main route from the palace to The Hut, making this path easier to traverse during the expected chaos in the city.

			Coming up to the front door, Diane harnessed Passion, her will transcending that of nature itself, and a powerful gust blasted the entrance open.

			“Merciless Ocean!” Mother exclaimed from the living room. “Diane? What happened?”

			“Take her,” Diane mumbled, breaking with strain. “Take her… here, please.” She handed Lylin over to Mother and groaned with relief at the release of her burden.

			Even Fervorists had limitations. She could invoke a mighty hurricane and play tricks on people’s eyes and ears, but she couldn’t trust anything but her own two hands to carry Lylin safely to The Hut. 

			Gasping and wiping sweat from her brow, Diane watched as Mother was laying Lylin in an armchair. She leaned her forward to examine the wound. 

			Blood had soaked into Lylin’s dress, turning its entire back from yellow to gruesome brown. It dripped over the carpet, one thick drop following another. 

			“Mend it,” Diane whispered and burst into a series of exhausted coughs. Her chest was pounding like a drownin’ thunderstorm. “Stop the bleeding, then find an Empath who’ll heal her for a fee. I have to go –”

			“I will do nothing of the sort,” Mother said, going pale and shaking her head. She pursed her lips and glared at Diane, eyes wide with determination.

			“What do you mean – Nye stabbed her! She needs healing! Now!” 

			“I won’t have any more to do with that blasphemous practice,” Mother said. She hurried to the kitchen and returned with a steaming towel. “I’ve outgrown it, and so should you.”

			Terrible woman! Diane bit her lip to stop herself from swearing. I should have stopped by an Empath’s clinic instead. 

			“I see Nye has finally succumbed to evil,” Mother threw into the air as if to start a conversation, as if expecting an answer. “And he’s taken you along with him. You’re deluded by devotion, Diane, but the truth is that there are stains of Lylin’s blood all over your dress, and they belong there. You did this.”

			Diane shut out Mother’s blathering in silence, restraining herself. Half a dozen scenarios in which she murdered Mother rushed before her eyes, but the woman just wasn’t worth the delay. Nor was the explanation of what Nye had done. Some tars were not worth scrubbing, as Grin would say. 

			I’ve already stayed for too long, Diane realized, frowning in frustration. Nye needs me. I’m late enough to the rendezvous, as it is. 

			Lylin erupted into coughing and collapsed onto the carpet, drooling and groveling in pain. The possibility of harnessing Care on her own crossed Diane’s mind, but she wouldn’t be able to sustain relating to Lylin’s anguish. The poor child was squirming like a burning bug, and Senspiritic healing could not work without honest sympathy, which would be equally painful.

			Diane quivered, straining to contain the rage. “You compare me with Nye,” she hissed, gritting her teeth. “Take it a step further and imagine my wrath if you let Lylin perish.” She exchanged a hostile glare with the old git and turned her back. 

			“The city is on fire,” Mother said, crouching by Lylin's side and pressing the towel against the wound. “Chaos in the streets. Harbingers everywhere. Where will you go?”

			“Consider it an insult,” Diane retorted, “that I prefer the company of chaos and Harbingers over yours. As for me, I just hope I can still rescue our new king. And when I do, I’ll make certain he sees this revolution to its glorious end.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 39 
Victory Belongs to Madness
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			“Now, youngling dear, you asked me what grief is. Grief covers all of the above. It is identical to Love, the very same churning jumble, just robbed of one sentiment. Robbed of hope.” 

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Two, Part II

			“I’m used to hearing voices,” Nye said, rubbing his ears in disbelief, “but I think I just hallucinated. I think I heard you apologizing –” 

			I did, Kerak admitted to himself, reluctant to speak out loud. He wore an earnest expression, emotionless and sincere. I ruined your life, Blackrook. I ruined thousands of lives. And for what? The nights are still getting longer.

			“I’ve never heard of an apologetic monster before,” Nye said, glaring through narrowed, suspicious eyes. “You can understand my skepticism.”

			Blackrook. Nye. Neoro. Kerak couldn’t shake the thought off. I created you. I created my enemy.

			“We’re all monsters,” Kerak muttered at last, his hand still outstretched. It started to tremble as emotions flooded his veins. “And I am sorry for making a monster of you, too. But we can clean our consciences together. You said so yourself.” 

			Nye’s breath hastened. The boy clearly had some fight left in him. Kerak prepared himself, summoning Valor and lifting his sword into a defensive position. 

			He will strike from behind, Kerak thought, turning and swinging his blade. It clashed against Nye’s dagger, which appeared from out of a blur. Metal rang on metal, and Nye gritted his teeth, straining to pit his strength against Kerak’s might. 

			“I see so much of myself in you,” Kerak hissed. Valor reinforced him with such physical prowess – holding his sword with just one hand sufficed to ward off Nye’s blade.

			“You demanded corpses as evidence!” Nye shouted, striking from a higher angle. Kerak grabbed Nye’s weapon in his swing, holding the blade in a firm grip. It cut through and blood oozed from wounds in Kerak’s fingers, but it failed to cut deep against his Valor-infused skin. Seizing the opportunity, Kerak dived headlong at Nye’s face. Their foreheads crashed with a sickening thud and Nye was thrown back with force. 

			Earning a moment, Kerak summoned Care. He spent a lengthy second collecting memories to Care for, mostly focusing on Huravoth under a swift sunrise. By the time he had gathered enough to heal his hand, Nye had finished restoring himself as well.  

			“You bragged about how many witches you’ve killed,” Nye went on, wiping blood from his face. His rotten, black eyes thirsted for vengeance. “And you endorsed the extra flame to exterminate their relatives.”

			Hurtful accusations, Kerak thought, watching the cuts on his hand closing up with fresh skin. But not untrue. 

			“I apologize –”

			“We’re nothing alike!” Nye spat at him, “I orphaned children! I wrecked families! I did! But I didn’t enjoy it! And I spared them when I could!”

			Kerak reached for the coin in his pocket and inhaled deeply, embracing the Calm brought by repeatedly flipping it. It reminded him of The Circle, of how his will could dominate his emotions if he focused properly. He harnessed Calm just in time to shield himself from Nye’s stab. The dagger was aimed for his upper back this time, but it was warded off by a flash of white. 

			“But we are alike,” Kerak stressed, not even turning to face his foe. He sheathed his blade and spoke in lower tones. “I should have realized sooner, on the day you joined the Order claiming that your family was unimportant. We both made our living on the backs of the dead. We both did what we did for a greater cause. We’re both loyal –” 

			“I am not loyal,” Nye insisted, poised to leap for another attempt. He hit the shield again and it pulsed, repelling him hard enough to crash onto a market stall.

			“I thought you wanted missions because you were devoted and cruel,” Kerak hissed, watching Nye crawl out of a pile of broken fruit crates, “turns out you were treacherous and merciful all along. Orphaning children, as you say, but not butchering them, as anyone else would have.”  

			As Alliddar commanded us to. 

			The king’s decree deserved the larger portion of blame – him and his anti-witches agenda. He had founded the Order on the belief that they could stop the night if they rid Olyanath of witches, yet here they were, twenty years later, with no merit to show for it except a long line of corpses and shattered homes. 

			Everything I did, everything I have accomplished – meaningless. 

			Nye recovered and got back on his feet, dripping fruit juice from his armor.  

			“I wasn’t quite loyal, either,” Kerak admitted, more to himself. “I set traps for you. I sent assassins after you. We are alike.”

			“So alike we might have been brothers,” Nye sneered. He lifted his weapon in a blurry motion and pointed it forward. “And I suspected about the assassins, but honestly couldn’t spare it a thought. Kings have more urgent things to think about than petty outlaws.” 

			“One day,” Kerak said, offering his hand again, “an orphan you’ve hurt will return for justice, King Blackrook. And you are like me. You are capable of remorse. You will apologize. You will beg her to forgive you.”

			Nye snorted at that, but he studied the situation instead of attacking. The quick motion of his eyes hinted an interest in dashing away, but he stayed for the moment, exchanging quiet words with himself. 

			“She will call you a monster and blame you for everything,” Kerak explained. “And when she does, if she doesn’t accept your apology, you’ll need me by your side.” 

			Kerak sighed deeply, shook his head, and swallowed a wave of regret. He summoned Confidence to replace it, preparing to chase Nye should he try to escape. “I cannot believe I’m saying this,” he concluded, “but tides or ebbs, the side that forgives – prevails. I suggest we put aside our differences and work together to save Huravoth from eternal darkness. We might even clean our conscience in the process, just like you said.”  

			He stepped forward, committing to that handshake again. If you won’t accept it –

			Nye disappeared in a blur. The speed of his motion drew wind eastward through the market. The blankets covering the stalls flew up as he passed them by.

			¬Then you leave me no choice. Harnessing Confidence for speed, Kerak sprang into pursuit.

			***

			Festering in Nye’s subconscious, Madness realized it liked its name. So appropriate, between emerging from pain and living for Hatred. Madness surfed alongside the thought, swirling in the raging whirlpools of Nye’s raw soul. 

			Tonight, victory belongs to Madness. 

			It took the form of a dark wisp of smoke and traveled an Ocean of memories – Nye’s memories. Above the waterline, The Circle loomed, a dominant understanding of mind, spirit, and soul. It organized the chaotic currents of the sea and held it together, maintaining a perfect synchrony between ripples and waves, memories, dreams, and emotions. Decisions define character, character generates values, which in turn prompt will, which dictates emotions, which spawn thoughts, which result in decisions, which define character… and so The Circle rolls on. 

			Nothing that a drop of Hatred can’t burn, Madness noted, bypassing the memory of murdering Diane’s father, a man who abused The Circle to summon mere happiness. An abominable use of an abhorrent technique. 

			We should have burned his offspring along with him. She’s unstoppable. 

			All the while, Nye was busy sprinting to the rendezvous point, to meet with that drowning Fervorist witch and unite with her against Kerak. Silly and pointless, to Madness’ taste. It could kill Kerak without a drop of effort, if Nye would just give Hatred a chance. 

			Madness hovered on through Nye’s memories, examining a series of missions in which Nye had burned, slashed, and tricked witches into their own demise. 

			Killer, killer, killer, killer, killer… 

			It reached the spot it was looking for: the memory of Nova’s corpse, the remnants of her face crumbling into ash. 

			There, Madness waited, a shadow lurking beneath the surface of the sea, as Nye depleted his Confidence and summoned Calm. It made The Circle’s essence shine with white, as bright as the sunrise of six suns. It washed over the sea like a large and terrible curtain. 

			Tonight, Madness thought, staring at this awful, pale glow. Fortunately, it kept Nye detached. Calm somehow dimmed Madness’ voice, a cursed isolation that came hand-in-hand with blessed privacy. 

			Tonight, victory belongs to Madness.

			***

			Drowning Ferv –

			Nye stopped himself from swearing at Diane for not being here. He took a fast, resolute breath down to his stomach and joined his fists, studying his surroundings instead. 

			The house they had chosen for their rendezvous had belonged to Loine Plast, a Narcisst witch Nye had killed a few weeks before meeting Ivy. It provided a familiar, large space for an engagement. And, situated at the end of Ivoryl Boulevard, this house wasn’t too far away from The Hut. 

			No one had taken over the premises since his visit. Upturned items and broken furniture were scattered around the living room. The columns were scarred by scratches and cuts. A dried bloodstain marked the floor near the entrance, reminding Nye of the way she’d screamed when he pulled her hair and slit her throat.

			“We can put an end to it,” Nye murmured, eyeing that brown smear of old blood. “For innocents everywhere, for Diane –”

			Kerak appeared from out of a blur, hurling dust about with his hasty entry. His cape fluttered and he folded his arms, shaking his head in haughty disapproval. “I always took you for a rook,” he said, “but it turns out you’re just a pawn. A pawn that succeeded in reaching the other side of the board and gaining a crown. But, inside, a pawn you remain. You are being played, Blackrook.”

			Just stall him, Nye reminded himself, drawing his dagger. Diane will come. 

			“I am trying to solve this peacefully!” Kerak burst out, his eyes widening in fury. “Why won’t you let me? We could be fantastic together!” He punched the air and shot a fireball up, blowing the roof to pieces. Smoking splinters rained down, followed by dim starlight.

			Just. Stall.

			“We share the same sins, Nye,” Kerak insisted in quieter tones, “your thirst for vengeance is most unfortunate. We can save Huravoth if we just work together!” He drew his sword, pointing it at Nye’s throat.

			“It’s not my thirst, Kerak,” Nye said, low and steady. He held on to a Calming dream of when Kerak would no longer bother the living, a time when the challenges of animosity would make way for the challenges of fellowship, and women like Diane, Grin and Lylin would be able to practice their powers without anyone wishing them ill. 

			“My story will be told,” Nye stated, “but that of Nova and Neoro won’t be. Hundreds of others won’t be. This thirst belongs to them.” He looked up with weary eyes, gathering his strength for what was to come. 

			Kerak radiated white over his dark skin and armor, glowing faintly, invulnerable, yet harmless. 

			“Revenge does not belong to murderers,” Nye spoke up, “it belongs to the victims whose stories will never be told.” With that, he lunged – 

			Kerak attacked first, his shield still radiating the thin pale aura. 

			Stepping back in a calculated retreat, Nye swung his dagger in a series of protective motions against Kerak's oncoming assault. The blades chimed in a sequence of instinctive parries, but for no apparent purpose. They couldn’t harm each another, not while maintaining their shields.

			“We’ll never avenge her like that,” the voice pointed out, sounding distant. “We need to attack.”

			Kerak’s shield flickered in a rhythm as he raised his sword for a devastating blow. 

			He’s trying to bait us again, Nye noted, recognizing the pulsing pattern of Kerak’s glow – the same as it was earlier on the rooftop. Instead of seizing the false opportunity, Nye braced his Calm with a quick, decisive breath, and lifted his hand high to protect his face. 

			Kerak’s blade shuddered upon impact with his arm. Nye’s shield rippled in white and Kerak stumbled back between the debris and broken armchairs. 

			“You cannot beat me,” Kerak growled. 

			Nye shrugged it off, strolling to the dining area of the house where a few chairs and a small table were laying in ruins. 

			“You can either forgive me, or die, Blackrook. You cannot stay Calm and indifferent forever.”  

			That was true. Nye’s hearing had already started to weaken, as if obscured by the shield. It would permanently detach him from the world if he harnessed it for too long. He switched to Valor, grabbed the leg of the table, and threw it whole against Kerak’s back. It shattered to splinters against a flash of white, and Kerak stood his ground, unaffected.

			“I mean it, Blackrook.” Kerak’s shield faded at long last, and his sword started to glow in warping red and orange. 

			“The Fervorist has abandoned us,” the voice warned. “Now will you listen to me? Hatred –”

			No, Nye replied in his head, and it doesn’t matter. He’s vulnerable now. We’ve got him.

			Nye dashed at Confidence speed, almost too pleased about the opportunity to slay his enemy. He climbed up a toppled armchair, leaped, aimed, and sheathed his weapon instead. A sudden chill paralyzed him from top to bottom. 

			He means it. 

			Kerak stood in front of him, quivering with Anger as if about to explode. The air around his body warped with heat, but his shoulders dropped, and he didn’t even glance to see where Nye was standing. 

			He let go of the sword and the coin. Both fell with a thud. 

			“You,” Nye mumbled, summoning Care. Kerak’s red aura of Anger washed over the room, but it was corrupted by black, swirling dots – an aura of regret, staining his Anger. 

			“You really mean it,” Nye blurted out. “You really are sorry.”

			Kerak turned and grabbed Nye’s wrists in a strong grip. It felt increasingly warm, bordering on scorching hot. “This isn’t a game of heroes and villains, Nye,” Kerak said, tightening his grasp. “I’m sure people think of me as evil, but if you kill me, you risk consigning the fate of all Huravoth to eternal darkness. How does that fit into your heroic plans?” 

			“No!” Madness screamed from its pit. “I see a current shift in your impulses, killer! You want to forgive him! You’re giving up!”

			Drown me… Nye realized. I think I am. How can we expect the people we hurt to forgive us, if we’re incapable of forgiving others? 

			The searing grip of Kerak’s hands dug deeper into his skin, melting his flesh. 

			Nye gasped, struggling to repress the pain and express his thoughts. Kerak was a villain, but Ocean’s mercy, he was not wrong. Winning without forgiveness would be equal to losing. It wouldn’t allow Nova to rest. It wouldn’t allow him to rest –

			“NO!” The phantom voice burst in like a tempest, slamming his mind with an orchestra of howling fires, flipping coins, and screaming women.  

			“As he was our beginning, so must we be his end!” 

			Nye felt his head blazing with agony, the voice forcing him to feel the worst pain imaginable. It hurt worse than getting stabbed, worse than a broken spine, worse than burning – swift and ruthless lightning strikes were raging about in his skull. He squirmed in Kerak’s hold, his eyes squeezed shut in pain, his lips twisted with silent weeping.

			“We will not forget!” the voice shouted between his ears, reminding him of the loss of his parents. 

			“We will not forgive!” Sapphire eyes opened before him, a hallucination to be sure, but Madness was capable of such accuracy. It painted the exact same shade, intensity, and brightness of Nova’s eyes. Her skin was charred, her lips crumbling to gray ash.  

			She could have killed Alliddar much sooner. She could have stopped the night. She could have been his lifelong friend, someone to hang on to when everything around him changed.

			If only she weren’t murdered.

			“What would you have done?” Nye whispered to Nova’s illusionary face, falling on one knee at the mercy of his enemy. Kerak was still gripping his arms, closer to the elbows now, and the heat from his fingers intensified. It glowed red and ignited little flames inside Nye’s flesh.

			He squirmed, blurting out a whimper as the comforting words of his poem fled from his mind. Trembling in pain, hands held apart, and with no poem, Calm was not an option. He collapsed, succumbing to defeat.

			“You disappoint me, Blackrook,” Kerak spoke softly through the heat-warped air. His fingers seared Nye’s arms like molten steel, but it felt like a mere echo compared to the pain of insanity. His head felt both quashed and inflated at the same time. A thousand different pains sprouted and decayed, making room for a thousand others. The voice tortured him, as if utilizing The Circle to summon sheer agony.

			“I am sorry, Blackrook. I do not wish to kill you. But I cannot gamble my odds by giving you another chance,” His fingers dug deeper through the skin of Nye’s arms, sinking into liquid flesh. “I could have trusted you. But your insanity – I cannot risk trusting that. Tell everyone in the Crimson Cascades that Kerak begs their forgiveness –”

			“NO!” Madness screamed through Nye’s mouth, rendering him voiceless. It took control. It seized ownership of both body and mind. 

			 It won. 

			“Killers kill!” the phantom shouted, mixing its voice with Nye’s. They screamed to the depths of their lungs, clinging to pain and memory as anchors of Hatred, and burst in blue flames. 

			***

			Diane ran with one hand cast forward. She bent her fingers at a specific angle, and light obeyed her Passion. Countless beams curved about and hit her eyes, revealing Nye and Kerak in the derelict house. 

			The two men manifested before her over the background of the street. The semi-transparent vision depicted Nye on his knees, and Kerak crushing his arms with fingers that emitted hot steam. 

			Diane took a turn right, then left to slip through a narrow alley, tearing her dress on a misplaced iron bar. She let it be, lifting her other hand and bending the air. The wind submitted and delivered their voices. 

			“…that Kerak begs their forgiveness...” her stomach churned in disgust to the sound of that. 

			Nye sounded drownright distorted when he replied. He shouted a fierce “NO!” as if a dozen voices screamed from his throat.

			Exiting the alley, Diane burst into a sprint she would never have thought herself capable of, but then it happened – her whole vision exploded with horrifying, shrilling blue.

			Hatred flames blasted from the spots where Kerak was gripping Nye. It rippled under Nye’s skin and scrambled up Kerak’s arm like two azure tornados of flame and hunger. It consumed him, his dying shriek almost inaudible in the face of that piercing screech of Hatred fire.

			Between the chaos and the noise, Nye’s cry thundered as he collapsed amidst the blue storm. 

			“Drown this,” Diane blurted, halting on the spot. She was now about ninety feet from their location, watching with her regular sight as tendrils of vicious blue fire burst from the house and twirled together into a shrieking cyclone. It tore through the house and crept outward, seeking additional destruction.

			“Don’t you dare!” Diane shouted. She flexed her neck, gathered her hair, and yanked off the lacey violet evening glove with her teeth. “Don’t you dare die on me! You have a promise to keep first!”

			This required precision. Her will needed to be accurate to stop Nye’s Hatred rampage. You’d better take a close look, Father. Today is the day your daughter beats odium itself. 

			Her body trembled, and nature vibrated along. Part of it… part of her.

			Come on… Diane pleaded, holding the vision of a fair and equal country in her mind. Do as you’re told…

			Nye’s tirade of ghost flames sought out targets. A tendril hunted a passing bird and tore it from the sky. Another tendril rushed to consume a couple of mice, splitting to snatch them off the street. A mass of flames reshaped into a sheet and washed over the street’s cobblestones, destroying smaller creatures. 

			Then it turned to her, the azure tornado at its fullest. It burst into a bloodcurdling shrill and rushed at her, intensifying its deafening howl. 

			A gust of wind came to her assistance, blowing from behind Diane and flapping at her dress. It clashed with the Hatred fire and –

			“Whoa!” Diane blurted out, hopping back into the alleyway. The azure conflagration devoured the wind, advancing right through it. 

			A quick motion of her arms – elbows back, forth, then knocked together, and the buildings at her sides obeyed by breaking down. Iron creaked, stone moaned, and a landslide of debris collapsed in front of the shrilling flames, consumed to dust instead of her. 

			It bought her time. Nye’s tempest of blue flame struck in waves, not in a continuous stream like Anger-fire would. The wind had died down altogether, leaving her hair a mess in its retreat. 

			“Better,” Diane said, gritting her teeth. “But not yet what I meant!” 

			Come on… her body strained to the point of quivering. The next wave of blue flames burst from across the street and charged at her, howling like nightmare phantoms. 

			Nye couldn’t deplete his Hatred on his own. No one other than Alliddar had ever done so – There!

			She retreated, stepping back on shaking legs, breaking up more buildings to defend herself from the insatiable flames. The wave of Nye’s fire consumed the debris in a terrible, high-pitched trill, and just as a wisp of blue flame screeched by her ear, it happened. Eyes wide as her lungs filled with Passion, the will of nature finally bowed to hers. 

			A rock erupted beneath Nye, throwing him high into the air. The wind hastened to capture him, plunging him head-first into the road. The blue flames dispersed in an instant. 

			“Chasms!” Diane gasped and raced down the street. “Chasms, chasms, chasms, chasms, don’t you dare die…” 

			She crouched by Nye’s side and sighed in relief to hear him breathing. 

			You saved me from my Hatred once, she crouched next to him, patting his shoulder. Let’s call it even.

			“Can’t wait to tell Grin how you screamed,” she chuckled, glancing about and trying to spot her sister. Both her and the princess should have been on their way, according to the plan. She leaned back, stretching out the tension in her neck, and let out a couple of deep, slow breaths. 

			“Is it over?” she asked. 

			Nye burst into a series of coughs, grabbing his bruised forehead. Smoke was pouring from the crisp, black marks on his arms. He sounded one heavy, drawn-out groan, and eventually pushed himself up from the floor. 

			It’s over. 

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 40 
King Nye

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Remember the limitations, youngling dear. Care will make you vulnerable. Calm will dim your senses. But Hatred is the worst. Odium sickness cannot be healed, not unlike the damage that Hatred inflicts upon the world.”

			—Session on auralogy, Lesson Two

			“Nasty scars,” Diane said. She ran her thumb across his wrists. “Does it hurt?” she asked, pressing gently on a scorch mark. 

			“Yes,” Nye whispered, too exhausted to speak up, “but don’t stop.” 

			The murky crusts in the shape of clutching fingers winded from his wrists and up his arms like black rivers. 

			I had it easy, Nye noted, comparing his injuries with the condition of the house. It lay in ruins, its walls crumbled to powder. Half of the buildings on the road were gone, reduced to heaps of ash by his odious fire-storm. A rather humble levels of destruction, that, a reflection of the low intensity of his feelings. Even his Hatred was weak. The blast that consumed the Sun Temple must have been ten times bigger, and Alliddar must have unleashed a thousand times that power in the village of Trenn. 

			In contrast, Ivoryl Boulevard survived Nye’s Hatred, and not a single innocent was harmed, either. The residents must’ve gone to help putting out the fires. That his arms still functioned was another bonus, though those hideous scars did hurt. 

			“More pressure,” he instructed Diane, bracing himself. “I want to test the extent of the pain.” 

			His hand shook as Diane hardened her grip. Thankfully, it hurt no more than a simple flesh wound. Kerak had died before his searing fingers reached the bones, so Nye’s Hatred had reached the same depth, clinging to wherever Anger-heat was present

			Where Anger dwells, Hatred thrives, just as Trezoss taught us.

			“You’ll need to start wearing gloves, maybe of soft velvet,” Diane said. “I don’t think Empaths can heal that.”

			They can’t, Nye replied in his head. Nor Odium Sickness. No one can. 

			“Speaking of which,” Diane’s tones turned scornful, “you want to tell me what possessed you to summon Hatred?” She shot him a glare, wearing a familiar, judgmental face. “You were supposed to wait for me.”  

			 “Madness,” Nye murmured, shivering, struggling to come to terms with what had happened. With what he had lost. 

			“Somebody called me?” the voice shouted in his skull, clearer and louder than ever. Nye shook his head, but the voice remained, echoing: “Somebody called me?” over and over, trying to provoke him.

			“My own insanity, D. It took control. It hurt me. It compelled me to – 

			“You’re mine, Nye,” it hissed, forcing his lips to mumble the words along. “Mine to use however I want.”

			“So your crazy side has developed such self-awareness,” Diane said, glowering in apathy, “that it can summon and harness emotions on its own?”

			Nye nodded and explained that it had happened before, a few weeks ago, with an Anger burst.

			Diane slid down against the wall to sit next to him on the ground. “Well, at least you’re fine and in one piece.”

			“I’m not fine, D.” Nye struggled to say it. Every word carried a painful echo in his chest. A massive void lurked there now – Odium Sickness. The voice had recreated the worst pain imaginable, just as Kerak had fifteen years ago. The torture itself had ended, but it left an echo of pain, like trails of smoke after a colossal fire.

			“Now, now, killer,” the voice chuckled. “Why so sad? Is it because I fueled our Hatred with our affection for the princess?”

			So it wasn’t an accident, Nye replied, trying to figure out this void within him. Summoning Hatred burned abilities and sensations like some sort of mental fuel. That much he knew. Irentian lore called this loss of personality Odium Sickness. He couldn’t tell exactly what was lost just yet. 

			You chose specific things to burn, Nye said to the voice, lifting an accusing finger, just like Trezoss warned me you might. 

			He sighed and swallowed an urge to cry, realizing that whole parts of him were gone. Thankfully, the loss of sentiment for Ivy would cause him relatively little grief. Madness could have killed him just as easily.

			“You need me to list it for you, killer?” the voice taunted and whistled in triumphant tones. “I burned The Circle first. Sore news for you, but it’s crisped. Burned by Hatred. Every lesson and every skill. You should have seen the spectacle. It looked like the sky above the sea of your mentality exploded in the azure inferno.” 

			Nye grunted, grabbing his head with both hands. If only he could reach inside and tear this infection out… 

			A shudder seized him. He felt an urge to do something, but, when explored, this impulse felt useless, devoid of motivation and method, like an amputee trying to move his toes when his entire leg was gone.

			“No more Calm,” the voice confirmed. “As you can see, I sail us now. I decide what we feel. As nature intended.”

			I loathe that word.

			“Ah yes. Isn’t Hatred beautiful? I mean, the cleansing! And the honesty! I feel like we’re really connected, now that you can’t summon Calm to shut me up.”

			Mumbling a silent curse, Nye pulled himself up and started pacing back and forth from the wreckage to Diane and back. “Words…” he mumbled. “Darkness…”

			“Trying to recall your poem?” the voice asked in taunting, high pitched tones. “The one you chant to drive me away? Well, I burned that, too. Feel free to read it when you get back to The Hut, it won’t stir any hidden power, it’s all gone. Oh, and don’t be searching for your killer instinct, it’s crumbled now. I wouldn’t want you to try and hunt me down. You won’t be killing anything from now on, killer.” It snorted in contempt. 

			You burned everything good about me.

			“I saved you.”

			Better dead than this –

			“Nye?” Diane asked, “Not to interrupt your brooding, but I’ve found the princess. She’s almost here.”

			Great.

			“We have to maintain her bonds,” the voice said, creeping into his stream of thought.

			Scared?

			“Terrified,” Madness admitted, sounding remarkably sincere. It evoked memories of that dawn when Ivy burst out of the water and rescued them from the assassins. She’d had so little training prior to that. “She cannot be left alone to her devices.”

			Strong words from someone who just annihilated all of my best skills, Nye replied, choking on his breath. 

			Wearing the crown had suddenly become more difficult than he’d ever imagined. He would have to legislate for female Senspiriters first, then figure out Alliddar’s mysterious ivoryn box while protecting Olyanath and its allies from Emittar’s army. At the same time, somehow, he needed to stop the night from getting any longer, or at least prepare for eternal darkness. All of this without The Circle… without Senspirity.

			On top of it all, he would have to fasten Ivy’s bindings to protect Huravoth from whatever she might become. 

			It hurt to agree with Madness, but he did. Ruling Ivy and hiding her powers was, and remained, their priority as king. Either that, or kill her – the moral course of action, according to Alliddar. 

			“We can still harness her Love,” the voice said, switching from one ear to the next. It had access to new methods of torment now that nothing could cage it. “This is the one Senspiritic power I allowed you to keep.”

			Nye clutched his hands into quivering fists, struggling to contain his fury. He tried tapping into its power, but it failed. His hands felt nothing but cold. Madness had fed everything to that Hatred blast, not just his understanding of The Circle – but also the very ability to harness emotions for power. 

			“Except for Love,” the voice corrected him, barging into his thoughts. “This, you get to keep.”

			I could have stalled, Nye thought, gritting his teeth so hard that it hurt. I could have just stayed Calm until Diane arrived.

			“I’m really glad you didn’t.”

			Drown you.

			“Hey,” Diane popped up by his side, patting his shoulder, “if it’s any consolation, I would have killed Kerak, too. The fool had it coming, repeating his mistakes, thinking Anger could end you. More importantly, you were right to reject his apology. Even I couldn’t forgive him. His sword was still dripping with the blood of innocents, so to speak. He wasn’t worth it. He didn’t deserve a second chance.” 

			Nye shook her off and walked away, keeping an eye on the western corner of Ivoryl Boulevard. With his back to the devastation wrought by his Hatred, the street seemed relatively peaceful. Dark, illuminated by mere starlight, it was quiet in comparison to the turbulence in the city. 

			“You’re on a good path, Nye,” Diane said. “The path of heroes –”

			“Whatever happens next,” Nye cut in, half turning, “do not stop me. Understand?”

			“What? No! Hey –” 

			Nye leaped at her, lifting her by the throat with one hand and pressing against her stomach with the other. Diane stumbled and hit the wall, bumping her head. 

			“Don’t interfere! This has to happen!”

			“Ohhh! I get it now!” the voice whistled, shifting from ear to ear. “You hurt the people closest to you because of grief! I understand you so much better now that you can’t block me. What’s your grief about now? Nova? Your powers? Or are you just looking for a reason to justify your self-loathing?”  

			It invoked a chill – an inescapable, freezing chill that strained his neck and made his entire body spasm.

			Diane stirred out of the shock but stayed back, wary and tense. Her eyes hinted of a single chance to gain her trust, one that he would soon waste.

			“Ah, but unlike Love, grief is hopeless. It never passes. You’ll never stop hurting your friends. Which makes me wonder… what of the princess? Queen, I mean? Hm?”

			If she falls in Love with someone else… Nye replied, panting. His tongue and mouth moved along with the words, but he didn’t speak. If an enemy competes with us for control of Ivy… if someone snatches her from under our nose like we took her from Alliddar…

			Silver hair appeared from the corner of the street. In her verdant evening gown and with her eyes shimmering with tears, Ivy arrived to demand answers. 

			“Now, now,” the voice said. “Don’t do anything rash. Who could possibly out-charm us?”

			Many.

			“You realize that we’re nobody’s hero if we start beating her, right?”

			Do you have a better idea of how to control someone? Nye replied and squeezed his eyes shut. It worked with Diane. She wanted to crack the earth and drown Olyanath in lava before we started beating her.

			“And who thanked us for that?”

			Nye shook his head, suddenly mindful of the throbbing of the scorch marks in his arms.

			…Because of grief. And it never passes…

			“Nye?” Ivy called. She ran to him, buried her face in his chest, and burst out weeping. “You’re alright! I saw Kerak jump after you. I thought –”

			Nye said nothing, shame clogging his ability to pretend that all was well.

			“But it’s also logical. She might escape if we don’t beat her into utter submission.”

			She might escape if we do, as well.

			“The Fervorist didn’t.”

			I know.

			“Then do it, villain.”

			I will.

			Ivy was running her mouth off describing how terrified she felt back on the dance floor. “But I understand why you had to kill him,” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “My father, I mean. His stupid ideologies, he just… it had to happen.”

			Ocean’s mercy, those eyes… glistening with tears, Ivy’s silver irises looked even more like stars embedded in her face. 

			She frowned at his hands and reached to caress one of the winding scars with her finger. “Kerak?” she asked. “I came as fast as I could… Thought you might need saving.”

			He pursed his lips, unwilling to explain. Captivating as Ivy was, her questions and sympathy stirred nothing in his chest. Where once was sentiment, Madness had left him with nothing but a void.

			A void, and a sense of purpose to protect Huravoth from what she might become.

			Just one question, Nye consulted the phantom voice while Ivy blabbered on about how she understood his actions and chose to forgive him. 

			Why destroy me like this? What have you gained that you didn’t have before?

			“A mild concept of tangibility,” Madness answered. “I can’t see or hear on my own, you know. It gets lonely, and your horrible memories make for terrible company. I prefer chatting, and now you can’t silence me when I bother you. I’ve never felt more real.”

			Nye gulped, and every following breath was a struggle as his throat swamped with mental pain. Insanity had plagued him since the beginning, but for the first time in fifteen years, he actually felt insane. He couldn’t deplete that feeling, nor shield himself with a soothing curtain of Calm. Madness had burned every technique with that Hatred blast.

			Noticing Ivy’s hand reaching for his cheek, Nye grabbed her wrist by force, swallowing his shame. “All I’m hearing is that you doubted me,” he snapped, straining not to stutter. “Never doubt my choices again.”

			“Wha- ahhh!” She whined and squirmed as he twisted her hand and locked it behind her back. He pushed her against a wall, pressing her face against the bricks with his free hand. She grunted, mumbling sounds of perplexity and pain. Nye twisted her arm harder until it reached a peculiar stop. It lacked the resistance that the grip was supposed to involve. The bone withstood breaking, no matter how hard he twisted

			“I’m telling you, killer, that girl is something else.” 

			“Please,” Ivy pleaded, panting and turning red. “You’re hurting me… Please...”

			“We must never let her free.”

			And we won’t.

			“Nye!” Diane shouted, drawing his attention. She cast her hands forward, her fingers crooked. “What the Chasms do you think you’re doing! Let her go!”

			“Don’t interfere!” he barked at her and grabbed Ivy by the hair. He pulled back and then slammed her head against the wall, harnessing her Love meanwhile to compel her to faint.

			It was strange how her feelings for him hadn't even flickered. He’d often doubted that common notion about how a captive tends to fall in Love with the captor, but Ivy was proving him dead wrong. Her Love remained as fierce as ever, and as easy to harness. 

			She won’t have it easy, Nye reasoned. The life of an abused wife is complicated and tough.

			“But she would become a Mazriv-scale weapon if freed. This is mercy in comparison to the logical alternatives. You have no choice.”

			Diane’s retaliation hit in an instant. She stamped her foot, and the road shot half a dozen bricks at his face. They hit and it hurt, but Nye couldn’t resist grinning. Hurling road bricks represented her power at its minimum, and at long drowning last she mustered the courage to stand up to him. 

			She hurried to Ivy’s side, spoiling the lavish violet dress as she knelt and checked her over. “Drowning idiot,” she murmured.

			Nye wiped the blood from his chin and rubbed his bruised face. His attempt to summon Care to heal himself felt hollow, like failing to recall a dream.

			“It’s a kindness,” he said. “You’ve seen her, D. She is that kind of a witch, clueless about her powers and capable of inconceivable destruction. If I don’t kill her, I have to make her as obedient as possible for the good of all of Huravoth.”

			“So this is what it’s always been about?” She was bending her voice so it would thunder in his ears and shudder through his bones. And a swift gust blew from her like a reflection of her fury. “First me, now her? It was all about control? Taming the beast before she grows talons?”

			“Would you kill her?” Nye asked, shielding his eyes against the unnatural gale as he crouched by Ivy’s side. He rolled her over and reached to lightly caress her neck, where her mother’s emerald pendant was laying askew. 

			“Or,” he said, “alternatively, can I count on you to stop her if she becomes a global menace?” 

			Diane grimaced and pursed her lips, firmly shaking her head. 

			“Then violence it is,” he sighed, hearing the voice say the same words in his head like a synchronized echo. He watched Ivy wearily, and the thought of her belonging to him like property filled his mind.

			“Just as you belong to me,” the voice echoed. “My villain. My pet villain.”

			Diane motioned with her hand, and the wind dispersed in an instant. She stuttered when she spoke again, but committed to it, with no bending involved. “I don’t approve of this, Nye. Better not try and test my tolerance. Besides, it’s your fault, you know. You taught her Senspirity. You didn’t have to.”  

			“It helped to build our relationship,” Nye said. “the lessons provided a coat of truth to the deception of controlling her. Now, Alliddar is dead, Kerak is dead, I am king by right and by law, and I listen to you. So save your complaints, D. We won. We’re on the path to making dreams come true.”

			She snorted in contempt and nailed him with a glare. 

			“Speaking of dreams,” she said, “Lylin’s bleeding to death. She needs a healing hand. Mother won’t –”

			“Oh, muck,” the voice sniggered. “You can’t have that orphan’s blood on your hands.”

			Drown in the depths, Nye replied, noticing for the first time the stains on Diane’s dress. It couldn’t be her blood. It had to be Lylin’s.  

			“She won’t die,” he stood up and started rubbing the scars on his arms. “I harnessed a drop of Care to heal Lylin after the stab. I couldn’t spare a second to close the gash or make the pain stop, but I did check that it wasn’t lethal.” 

			“It would be nice if you came to stop her pain now, though.”

			“I can’t,” Nye said, feeling a lump forming in his throat. 

			“Oh, no,” Diane groaned, waving her hands in disapproval. “You’re not doing this, Nye. You don’t get to feel sorry for yourself. And you’re not Mother. You don’t shut down Senspirity as she does just because life changes.”

			“My Hatred burned it.” 

			“What?” she blurted, stepping closer to glare at him from point-blank range. “What?”

			“I’m not a Senspiriter anymore, D.” A tear escaped his eye, trailing filth down his cheek. “I’m nothing. I need help.” 

			Diane tensed at that. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened to say something, but she ended up nailing him with a pitiful stare. 

			“Muck.” She said eventually and started pacing about. “Fine. I’ll handle things, then. We need to let everyone know you’re replacing Alliddar, as a start.”

			“I swayed some Harbingers,” Nye said. “We can rally them to secure the streets from the fire.”

			“Alright. I’ll try to find them. We’ll also need to prepare for war with Alliddar’s brother –” She paused and grimaced, and when she spoke again her voice came out hoarse. “Speaking of siblings, where the Chasms is Grin? She was supposed to meet us here.” 

			***

			“You can save Nye,” the eerie child repeated it like a chant, his voice coming from all directions like Fervorist speech. “You can save him from insanity.” 

			Grin was following him away from the city for several hours, all the way to the Crack. It looked even more hostile up close with obsidian spikes across the walls of the crevice and partial skeletons scattered around the chasm. Goosebumps sprang all over her body, seeing the skulls staring at her with empty eye sockets. She wrapped her arms around her chest and moved on after the boy, one shaky step followed by another. He led her deeper into the dark rift, toward the slopes of the massive volcano.

			“Just help me first,” he said, venturing deeper into the Crack. His voice echoed across the ominous canyon. “And I will help you save him.”

			Whoever this mysterious child was, he had started all these fires across the city with a mere flick of his fingers. He might even be more powerful than King Alliddar himself, who had shaped this cursed Crack landscape. 

			Nye said that Alliddar commanded Scarlet Mountain to erupt with lava and claim everyone, Olyanath’s thousands-strong army, along with Savrin and her disciples. Alliddar became the Breaker of Mountains that day, proving that he wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice even the most loyal of his men to achieve his goals. This earned him the Fear that he had since harnessed to gain political support in Windsend, Dinjen, and Breeze, and become king.

			“Drown me,” she blurted, seeing the child hover above lines of glistening obsidian thorns. It stretched as far as the eye could see, even up the walls. She couldn’t cross over those spikes, not even if she were wearing boots with ivoryn soles. And she didn’t even wear shoes, she had nothing on except for that stupid dress. 

			Grin halted when she reached the first line of spikes and cupped her hands to shout out. “Fine!” it echoed around the canyon. “I’ll help you! But tell me who you are!”

			“Impetuous one,” the child’s voice transformed into that of an elderly woman, slow and tired. The child himself disappeared into thin air.

			A Fervorist’s illusion. Grin recognized it from Diane’s practice. Should have known. She smacked her forehead.

			“The real Breaker of Mountains is who I am.” It spoke right into her ears, reverberating like an earthquake in her bones. “Broke Scarlet Mountain, I did, to devastate your king’s armies, yet he survived. He ran away.”

			Grin’s eyes widened as if by a will of their own. The story went that Alliddar fought the witch who’d created the Black Acropolis, the witch who, it was believed, was prolonging the night, until he killed her and the nights continued to –

			“The First Witch,” Grin gasped, gulping in dread. “Savrin.” 

			She froze, gaping, too scared to take a proper breath. Her eyes squeezed shut, but images of skulls and obsidian barbs kept haunting her mind.

			“So much to be discovered, there still is,” The sinister voice had echoed in this strange, shuffled dialect – Irentian dialect. 

			Alliddar lied… Grin realized, opening her eyes with a false hope to wake up back in The Hut. 

			He lied about everything! 

			The child returned, materializing out of a dark spike. He nodded, breaking into a sly smile. “Help me,” his echo chorused with the creaky old-woman voice. “Help me, and save your precious Nye we can, together.”

		

	
		
			
EPILOGUE

			597 AMC (After Mazriv Count) 

			Ninety years after Nye’s revolution.

			Wearied by age and the prolonged writing session, Emperor Emittar Vice leaned forward in his chair. His hand quivered with the strain, but, with a heavy grunt, he managed to grab one silver syringe from the box beside the typewriter.

			“Three, two, one,” he pointed the needle at his thigh and injected the ivoryn suspension into his bloodstream. 

			His body required ivoryn to sustain itself, but his supply had run low after ninety years of dependency on the precious material.

			Once, absorbing ivoryn had granted him the ability to shapeshift his arms into brutal weapons and toughen his skin to such intensity that it could withstand an axe swing. A lot had changed since then, but he still had his mask. It rested on the corner of the desk as a relic of glorious days past. 

			Eighty-eight years had passed since his victory, since he had consigned Senspiriters to legend and myth, and since he had started limiting his injections to the bare minimum. 

			His greed for power had ultimately become his tormenting prison.

			Only a few dozen doses remained in that box, enough for him to survive a few months at best. Just enough to execute the final command of his deity.

			“I’m not laughing,” Emittar said and burst in coughs, looking up in a desperate plea for divine intervention. “You said I’d laugh." 

			Admittedly, he did get the joke. His war, the Soul and Gears War, had brought death and ruin to nearly all Senspiriters and to the art itself. For that, he’d been given the punishment of perpetuating - on paper - the fundamentals of the Senspiritic arts so that it might prosper again in the future. 

			No victory without a cost, I suppose. He let out a bitter smile and returned to the typewriter. 

			 “It was about that time…” Emittar typed on the machine. He had invented the typewriter for the sole purpose of executing his holy writing task, but it became surprisingly popular across the empire. Everyone had stories to share, and now they had the means to do it.

			“It was about that time,” he went on, “that Nye took the throne of Olyanath and ended the witch hunt. He reconstructed the Sun Harbingers with a woman at their head and labored to erase the word ‘witch’ from the street. It was shortly afterward that Harbinger Trezoss became my formal advisor.”

			This book, the first volume of The Dawnless Night was nearing its end. Only one page remained, and thinking about the second volume made Emittar’s stiffening fingers ache with panic. It hurt to type so much while running his body on so little ivoryn. Each motion grated like the hinges of an old window. 

			No regrets, though. He could never have won the war without infusing the sacred material into his body. The pain and addiction had paid off. He became emperor, after all. 

			“Master Trezoss, he insisted I call him. He did not disagree with my creed against Senspirity, but he did know that I was a Senspiriter myself, and before long I found myself consulting him on every decision.

			“I thought it was fitting to call him ‘Master’ because he taught me things, but I now see that our relationship resembled that of a slave and his master more than a pupil and his tutor. 

			“Trezoss enslaved more than just me. The entire continent marched to his fife like lambs to slaughter. Or rather, to redemption. Don't cattle serve their purpose in death? I suppose it depends on your point of view. 

			“I can recall the day Trezoss first entered my tent. He shared with me a copy of Nye’s notebook, expressed his growing dread of Grin the Pyromancer and her remarkable control of Hatred, and proceeded to discuss an ancient religious matter: the Forgotten Creator, or Awareness, as the Irentians liked to call Him. He who fashioned the entire universe out of ivoryn and had given Senspirity to the people. 

			“Worshipping Awareness was rather common in Huravoth until some 600 years ago, when The Mazriv drowned most of the land. 

			“Some, however, insisted even centuries later that the existence of Senspirity proves Awareness’ existence. They argued that it explains why Senspiritic power manifests itself only when one is aware of an emotion. They theorized that slivers of Awareness, of His divine essence, become more tangible in people when they are aware of their emotions. This merging of god and man, accordingly, generated Senspiritic power. 

			“Trezoss said that he does not partake in the belief in such deities. He said he does acknowledge that nature has some superior powers, such as Probability, Conjuncture, and Entropy. But he elaborated, explaining how humans were given the ability to read and challenge these powers, and even harness them, making us even more exalted, more worthy of faith. 

			“He failed to explain why emotions only give power when one is aware of them, but, to be fair, inventing a god makes for a poor explanation all the same.

			“I admit, at the time I did not realize how Trezoss' lack of conviction reflected his commitment to create a god to revere. In this matter, he did not differ at all from the witch who had been extending the night.

			“After Trezoss joined my side, the princedoms of the south soon followed our promises of deliverance. Banners were hoisted. ‘Trezoss and Emittar! Partners in peace!’ The silver words flashed on the sand-brown background of our flag. 

			“Instead of peace, it was our war, the Souls and Gears War, that led to the destruction of civilization as we knew it. I suppose I will explain the chain of events in the next volume. Until then, I shall summarize and say that the world burned, and something worse rose from the ashes, not unlike Nye himself. I have faith that the blond twins still live, though, and that they will toil to undo the damage of my mistakes, along with the few Senspiriters that managed to escape my reach.

			“Yet, I must confess: given the opportunity to travel back to the few days after Nye had supplanted my brother, and reconsider my choices, I would have changed nothing. Absolutely nothing. The world needed our war. It would not have survived without it. No cost – no victory.”

			 

			 

			 

			THE END OF
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Nye suffers from several psychotic symptoms. I wouldn’t try to label him with a specific disorder, but if I had to, I’d associate his psychosis with a self-disorder. 

			This is not to be taken as the reason Nye is abusive. He hurts the people closest to him out of grief and nothing else. When sorrow and self-loathing become habits, people can do strange things, aggressive things, to maintain them. This is important to stress because I would never claim that psychosis makes people violent, and it is no excuse for maltreatment either. Any connection between Nye’s psychosis and his violent tendencies is purely accidental. 

			I tried to craft some resemblance between Nye and other psychotic personas, like Friedrich Nietzsche and Vincent Van Gogh, and I hope I succeeded, to some extent. I wanted to introduce a psychotic protagonist who doesn’t keep his disorder a secret and, regardless, tries to participate in the world of the sane. Also, he’s somewhat a philosopher, I couldn’t help myself.

			Back to the subject, a self-disorder often begins when we try to reach within, when we try to grasp and analyze our identity, and fail. When this happens, we immediately begin to doubt reality and our own existence within it. Additionally, a self-disorder can be generated by a traumatic experience. Immense pain or heart-wrenching disappointments can trigger a defense mechanism of pretending that these horrible events have happened to someone else – to another self, or to no self at all. This quickly escalates into a vicious circle of disintegration of one’s sanity. Misery and loneliness follow shortly after. 

			But it can be averted.

			In the book, Calm drives Madness to a prison. That’s one way to deal with a psychotic episode, but it’s not a cure. 

			During Nye’s time with Ivy, the voice troubles him a little less. This is because affection - being significant to someone - is very effective in driving away the inner darkness. But this is no cure either. 

			You may have noted that Madness is scared of Diane. That is because she’s trying to be a friend, and friendship is yet another powerful form of affection. 

			However, the strongest cure, as far as I’ve found, is forgiveness – letting go of our grudges and spreading patience and acceptance instead. Nye almost came to forgive Kerak, and at that moment Madness acted to harness Hatred. If it hadn’t, the strength of compassion would have made Nye powerful enough to subdue Madness and end it. Diane would have arrived shortly after to kill Kerak, for the sake of the future, rather than the past.

			To anyone out there who feels detached, outcast, disconnected, I beg you to take something from Nye’s failure. Do not repeat his mistakes. 

			Choose forgiveness instead of vengeance. 

			Choose friendship at every opportunity. 

			Seek help from someone who has walked a similar path.

			Defeating an inner darkness like psychosis or a self-disorder is a challenge, but it’s not impossible, and you don’t have to fight it alone. 

			As for Ivy – our sweet, mistreated Ivy, that is another story. It revolves around domestic abuse more than psychosis, and I shall do my best to bring it to life in the next volume. 

			Fret not, Ivy fans, the badass silver-haired princess will return.
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NYE’S NOTEBOOK 
(Trezoss’ Lessons)

			Proper queries

			1

			“Forever, imagination and reality shall mix in your mind, youngling dear, and this illness is getting worse. I’m afraid you will never be sane again.

			“With no separation between the conscious and the subconscious, you attain similar clarity for both. You may hear phantom voices sometimes but, curiously, it comes with unprecedented control of your emotions. 

			“This illness is not a bane, youngling dear, but a boon that only kings are blessed with.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson One

			2.1 

			“To answer this question, I must first explain what Love is, which is quite the challenge, but I’ll try. Love is… ehm… No. Apologies. It’s too complicated. Ehm. It’s a jumble of feelings, alright? Mashed up and intertwined. 

			“It is empathy, acceptance, responsibility, and hope all woven together. And it may involve aggression sometimes, but silliness more often. Unending, stomach-churning silliness…”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Two, Part I

			2.2 

			“Now, youngling dear, you asked me what grief is. Grief covers all of the above. It is identical to Love, the very same churning jumble, just robbed of one sentiment. Robbed of hope.” 

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Two, Part II

			3

			“…Laughter and music, for example, are human inventions. Now, I know a notion of a deity - Awareness or otherwise - is almost inescapable. But I prefer to trust my faith in humans rather than God. 

			“It requires extraordinary insolence to challenge nature itself, but humanity excels in that. If the lengthening of the night happens to be a natural process, then I’m afraid nothing but humanity’s insurgence can stop it.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Three

			4.1 

			“No, I’m not teaching you everything I know, and yes, I have trained others before you. Two witches, Adrienne and Savrin, were my first pupils. Yes, that Savrin. After them, I trained a man from Petalian who left The Circle and abused his powers to summon mere happiness. Then an Empath from Dinjen, and now you. I also advise King Alliddar sometimes, but I have nothing to teach that man, Senspirity or otherwise…”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Four, Part I 

			4.2 

			“…You make a fine student, but whether you will be my last, I cannot say. I have my own goals, and while they align with your campaign against the king, I cannot say that they are identical. I’m afraid that Alliddar’s death, while inevitable, will only set in motion more perilous times.” 

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Four, Part II

			5 

			“Why am I teaching you all of this? Senspirity, The Circle, The Sun Harbingers, the dangers of your subconscious? Why you specifically? 

			“I want you to do something, youngling dear. Something that I can sense you crave. I want you to satisfy that bloodlust in your heart. I want you to find redemption. 

			“I want you to kill King Alliddar Vice.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Five 

			6 

			“Awareness of an emotion is a key element in harnessing it for power, true. Clarity is a central component of Senspirity. But deducing that Awareness in itself is a sentient divine entity - as Irentian mythology claims - is south of ridiculous. No alleged deities of the ancient world have my faith. I suggest dedicating your faith to everyday men and women instead.”

			—Session on proper queries, Lesson Six

			Auralogy 

			1 

			“Emotions radiate, in a way. Studies call it auric corollary, or simply auras. 

			"Harnessing Care reveals emotional auras in distinguishable forms and vibrant colors, in addition to making the Senspiriter relate to them and grasp them as his own. These auras may affect one another as well. Learning auralogy is integral to becoming a fierce Senspiriter, youngling dear. Power and control alone do not suffice.”  

			—Session on auralogy, Lesson One

			2 

			“Remember the limitations, youngling dear. Care will make you vulnerable. Calm will dim your senses. But Hatred is the worst. Odium sickness cannot be healed, not unlike the damage that Hatred inflicts upon the world.”

			—Session on auralogy, Lesson Two

			 

			The Circle

			1 

			“Manipulation isn’t always evil. Let’s break it into three types – 

			“First is egoism, the wicked type: manipulating others, altering their feelings for your own benefit. 

			“Second is altruism: convincing people to act against their own instincts - their own subconscious - for their own good. It is bound to trigger suspicion. 

			“The third is the core of Senspirity – meditation: manipulating yourself, your conscious or subconscious or whatever, to feel anything, regardless of the circumstances. Perhaps you should write this down…”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson One

			2 

			“Care can escalate into Anger rather fast, but, in contrast, switching to Calm comes with a certain delay – one that could mean death in combat. There is a map in The Complete Auralogy that illustrates all kinds of transition difficulties. I ask you to study it before our next session. 

			"That said, when The Circle is wielded correctly, it diminishes the natural delays. Listen closely youngling dear, here is how it works...”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Two

			3 

			“For me, for the Harbingers, and even for King Alliddar, Senspirity may be essential, but we can live without it. 

			“For you, however, I’m afraid The Circle will become the last line of defense against total insanity. Without it, the phantom voices in your head will burst free and consume you.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Three

			4.1 

			“Reliving memories is a self-deceit technique, but it works. In short, you seek an emotion, recall a relevant memory, relive it, and emotions of power will follow despite your surroundings or circumstances. This is not the fastest technique, and often limits the Senspiriter, even with an arsenal of prepared memories. You are above that…”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Four, Part I

			4.2 

			“…Your condition - how you blur the border between reality and imagination - it opens a curious ability to use dreams instead of memories. Your mind won’t differentiate between them. This means you can relive any imagined scenario instead of gathering authentic memories. Reliving dreams. The next generation of emotion-summoning techniques. I envy your sickness, youngling dear. Any sane person should.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Four, Part II

			5 

			“Intent is elusive. Even I cannot pinpoint the exact reason for my actions. The action itself, however, is conclusive. It is constant and concrete. Evil actions will make you an evil person, whether of righteous intent or not. Now, serving the Sun Harbingers, malicious actions are obligatory. It shall be your burden to bear, along with the responsibility to make amends.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Five

			6 

			“You could feign behavior, lie about actions, deceive with words, but there is no such thing as a fake emotion. When it comes to feelings, things are always as real as they can be. The only difference between summoned feelings and circumstantial ones is that those that are summoned are logical and deliberate, while the circumstantial ones are unexpected, and often forced down your throat. But neither of them is less real.” 

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Six 

			7 

			“Ah, this is the answer to all the riddles. How do Senspiriters navigate between emotions?

			Youngling dear, your mind belongs to you and you alone, not to the outside world. 

			Bask in your dreams, embrace them as reality. This ability to deceive your own brain is what The Circle is all about. And you, because of your illness, do it better than anyone.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Seven

			8.1 

			“No, not opposites. Calm and Anger are somewhat harmonious, like tide and ebb, or a push and a consequent pull that work in the same system. But Calm and Care, on the other hand, are absolute adversaries, like Ocean and earth. You will find that Empaths and Mesmers, accordingly, are often at odds.”

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Eight, Part I  

			8.2 

			“The most supernatural phenomenon of Senspirity is how a Calm-shield can accurately identify harm and prevent it. And in both directions! Extraordinary. As if the shield is inhabited by a pacifistic mind of its own. But it is folly to think that Calm makes one either harmless or immune from harm. It is often neglected, but detachment can deliver pain to depths that even ivoryn blades cannot reach.” 

			—Session on The Circle, Lesson Eight, Part II 

			Confusion

			1 

			“Confusing a person will disable Senspiritic abilities. Consider it as powerful as catharsis but infinitely more devious. It is a soldier of doubt, of a treacherous subconscious.

			"You may either employ silver-tongue to Confuse your foe, or invoke Confusion by facilitating mind-control Senspirity. By mind-control, I mean harnessing the target’s Fear, but now that I think about it, harnessing Love should also work.”

			—Session on Confusion, Lesson One

			2 

			“Confusion paralyzes the Senspiriter, disabling their emotions and hence their powers. That is its direct effect. Its aura, however, is less obvious. It is my belief that the aura of Confusion draws information to the source like air to vacuum, as if to “balance” the state of bafflement. Overall, Confusion is an opponent of the conscious, of Senspirity, and of The Circle itself - an opponent that can be as beneficial as it is destructive for both yourself and your foe.”

			—Session on Confusion, Lesson Two

			The meaning of power

			1 

			“You see, youngling dear, it is not impossible to clear water by filtration, even from the filthiest swamps. The same goes for the gore of war. It involves the worst of humanity, but it brings to light heroes who would never have been discovered otherwise. 

			...

			Hah...

			This gives me an idea...” 

			—Session on the meaning of power, Lesson One

			Knowledge as a source of power

			1 

			“Power is a constant. Consequentially, whenever one earns power, another must lose it. This is a common ground that both Sisandus and Quithron agreed upon. The two Irentian philosophers also agreed that power equals knowledge, which means that knowledge, like power, is also a constant.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson One

			2 

			“Information is like vermin or a disease, youngling dear. Once settled and flourished, it shall seek to spread and multiply. Hence, keeping knowledge to yourself is a struggle of sorts, one that you would want to manage if you seek a balance between the two philosophers.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Two

			3.1 

			“The purpose of the Sun Harbingers has been corrupted with aggression and misogyny. They waste time and resources playing witch hunter, drownright tyrannizing women under this false excuse of seeking a particular witch. A witch whose entire existence is no more than speculation by nightologists on Alliddar’s payroll…” 

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Three, Part I

			3.2 

			“…Make no mistake – it is neither their brutality nor fictitious morals that I loathe the most. They think Senspirity makes them powerful. What a folly. Senspirity does not equal power – knowledge does. And the Sun Harbingers lack that quality, making their pride rather misplaced.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Three, Part II

			4.1 

			“Honestly, I became an Empath to chase the dream of knowing everything about everyone. I thought I might achieve it by sensing all the auras in Huravoth through Caresight. But Empathy is cluttered and slow, and opportunities, regrettably, pass quickly…” 

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Four, Part I

			4.2 

			“Summoning Care also bears implications such as feeling your enemy’s pain and the like. It is unnecessary, youngling dear. Body language, tone, breathing rhythms, and facial expressions are sufficient to infer a person’s emotions. This way, you can harness whatever emotion fits the opportunity while still retaining a shred of the power of Empathy.”

			—Session on knowledge as a source of power, Lesson Four, Part II

			Variety as a source of power

			1 

			“I taught you chess to show you how variety means power. Inevitably, specialists like Pyromancers and Mesmers are quicker and better skilled with their emotion of choice. But their advantage pales in comparison to the ability to navigate between a variety of Senspiritic emotions. Imagine if a chess piece could change its rules of movement. Youngling dear, your access to such variety is smoother than most, but I’m afraid this gift is provided by your illness. Never forget that, never deny that, and never let it take over you.”

			—Session on variety as a source of power, Lesson One

			2 

			“The best method to diversify your skills is by making alliances. Night-certain, your pursuit of vengeance will benefit if you gather friends. But exercise caution. Lies. Disloyalty. Some of your falsehearted friends will try to betray you. I advise you to form as large a group of trustees as possible, so when the day of mutiny arrives, at least some friends will remain loyal and watch your back.”

			—Session on variety as a source of power, Lesson Two

			The potential of words

			1.1 

			“About the power of words: Irentian philosophers would say that words establish the power to remember. Others, popular in the lowlands, like to think that words are the tools of a liar – the pick that plays the strings of one’s subconscious. And like fire, they can either burn or disinfect it. To me, however, words are more than that...” 

			—Session on the potential of words, Lesson One, Part I

			1.2 

			“…To me, words are much, much more. Words conduct emotions from the dungeons of the subconscious to the freedom of the conscious, where they can be harnessed for physical power. This capacity makes words the bridge between the spiritual realm and the physical, and like most bridges, they are rather simple to use. Moreover, words can become immortal when written down. Fancy that. Immortality…” 

			—Session on the potential of words, Lesson One, Part II

			Sparring with the subconscious

			2.1 

			“The conscious and the subconscious engage in a war for control. Victories of the conscious feel like nirvana, catharsis, moments of clarity. Defeats are associated with Confusion, and happen rather often – every time the subconscious crunches through the conscious and casts its shade...” 

			—Session on sparring with the subconscious, Lesson Two, Part I

			2.2 

			“I’m curious, youngling dear. Somehow you make sentences of reason out of the chaotic noise of your subconscious.

			“This phantom voice may never come to terms with you, but an enemy with whom you can communicate is easier to defeat. Be cautious about it. This is a double-edged sword. The mad voice of your subconscious will also find it easier to defeat you.”

			—Session on sparring with the subconscious, Lesson Two, Part II 

			Odium phenomena

			1.1 

			“I suppose Anger can be disorienting, yes. But it doesn’t paralyze like Confusion. It does, however, share a strong kinship with Hatred. It is no coincidence that Anger and Hatred share similar powers when harnessed by a Senspiriter. But, while Anger-fire may have positive properties like heat and illumination, the phantom flame of Hatred is cold, dark, devoid of virtues, and incompetent except for its superb capacity for destruction.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson One, Part I

			1.2 

			“I must admit, I admire how Pyromancers resist the temptation to summon Hatred to solve their conflicts. 

			“But listen, youngling dear, they have a decent excuse. Where Anger dwells, Hatred thrives. When Anger escalates into Hatred, it is a recipe for Senspiritic disaster, like an avalanche of doom. It will consume you until your raw soul collapses into agony and death. Never try it, not even to save your life. The price is never worth it.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson One, Part II

			2.1

			“Harnessing Hatred causes a variety of negative effects – Odium Sickness, as it’s called in Irentia. You see, the azure fire of Hatred feeds off qualities and memories, like normal fire burns up wood and oil. It will destroy the Senspiriter if not depleted in time, devouring feature by feature until nothing remains. 

			“Be cautious of the Senspiritic power of words, too, youngling dear. Merely mentioning Hatred can inflict a small degree of Odium Sickness.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Two, Part I

			2.2

			“…Other than that, an Empath sensing a Hateful aura through Caresight might suffer a great deal of Odium Sickness, often in the form of fierce physical pain. It is a weakness that I, like the rest of the Empaths, must share. We cannot use our powers in the vicinity of Hatred, and even if we could, we could never undo its damage.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Two, Part II 

			3

			“When I say that where Anger dwells, Hatred thrives, I mean that Hateful people are lured to hearts full of rage and infect them with their animosity. 

			“Beware. Their powers work the same. Whenever Hatred is harnessed, the azure flames seek Angered individuals before anything else.”

			—Session on odium phenomena, Lesson Three

		

	
		
			
BOOK 2 
Prologue

			506 AMC (After Mazriv Count)

			A few days after Nye’s revolution.

			Prince Emittar Vice yanked the silver syringe out of his arm. The ivoryn suspension spread through his veins, restoring his strength. Two years of constant injections had made his body dependent on mixing ivoryn with his blood, but it paid off in powers like which the world has never seen before. 

			A worthy trade. The princedoms of the south owned enough ivoryn to sustain this personal project, as well as his military designs, for a hundred years at least.

			He put the empty syringe in a box with the others and turned at the sound of an emissary bursting into his tent. “Your Majesty!” The man panted from the entrance, waving an envelope. “News from Olyanath!” 

			Emittar frowned beneath his mask. Messages from his spies in the capital had taken a couple of days to arrive, as he forbade the use of Confidence speed to cover the distance. It resulted in slower delivery of information, but willing hearts deserved his trust much more than those emotion manipulators his brother was so fond of. 

			Curiously, Alliddar’s Union Day had taken place a couple of days ago. This couldn’t have been a coincidence. Something must have happened during the celebrations. 

			“I have a conference with the Princes Trio and the representative of Yenimhaim,” Emittar said, his voice twisted through the device in his mask. “I will read it on my way there.” He snatched the envelope from the emissary’s fingers and exited the royal tent. 

			Soldiers in ivoryn gear were marching around the war camp, while others were training between lines of tents. Sixty feet-tall towers and other siege machinery were under final stages of construction, glinting of ivoryn above the stream of men and weapons. 

			“News from Olyanath?” Trezoss crept to his side, regarding the paper in Emittar’s hands from underneath his cowl.

			Emittar let out a sarcastic chuckle, which muffled through the mask. “Drop the act,” he said, passing by a training zone where men and women brawled for practice. “I would bet a dozen ivoryn ingots that you know exactly what is written in that message.” 

			“I might, and I might not,” Trezoss replied in his usual sneaky tone, “my senses are not flawless. What actions were set in motion by my teachings, and their extents, remain hidden, even from me.”

			“Right,” Emittar muttered as he opened the letter to read it on the fly, “just spare the council of your riddles.”

			He flipped through the papers and finished reading upon arrival at the Trio’s compound. Like most news of the capital, it involved both good news and bad news, but this one had also contained a large degree of surprise. 

			Things have changed in Olyanath, and changes often bear an opportunity. 

			“Ah,” Trezoss said, smiling from the shadow of the royal tent, “you may wish to prepare for even more shocking news.”

			Alarmed, but not even mildly threatened, Emittar treaded through the fancy curtain to the Trio’s tent. These spoiled princes sure like their colourful silks – 

			The silence of death greeted him into the large tent. Flies were buzzing above blood-stained maps and carpets. Four corpses were laying around the table, dead eyes staring, open wide in quiet horror. 

			I told you to wear the ivoryn helmets at all times. Emittar thought, shaking his head in disappointment. You called me paranoid.

			“Pacifists, like your brother.” Trezoss whispered. He wandered around the room, lingering by every carcass, scanning them like a robber eyeing his loot. “They would’ve voted against going to war. Yenimhaim never sent forces to foreign lands, you know. And the Trio would’ve gone to whatever lengths to delay you marching on Olyanath.”

			Emittar’s will got the better of him, the will to conquer, the will for dominance. He harnessed Passion, cast his hand, and a couple of ivoryn spikes materialized from his fist, jabbing Trezoss in each of his shoulders. Emittar lifted, and the elderly Empath grunted as the twin silver pikes raised him in the air. 

			He didn’t squirm, not as much as one would expect. Trezoss’ flesh must have already healed around the wounds. He healed that fast, and he’d long grown accustomed to pain. 

			“You killed them,” Emittar hissed, straining to hold Trezoss up. No one else in this camp could have hidden such an extensive assassination. That wily Empath had a way.

			He always had a way.

			The possibility of decapitating Trezoss crossed Emittar’s mind, but he shook it off, realizing it probably wouldn’t kill him. The Empath would find a way to heal. Only a Hatred blast could end that man.

			The miniature flag of Emittar’s emblem caught his attention from its spot on the southern side of the table map. It stood a distance from the other flags, shining with the silver sword and cogwheels symbol, marking the Ivor Hills army - his army - among the others.

			He’s right. Emittar was compelled to admit. The south wouldn’t have partaken in a campaign against my city. Not under the leadership of these muckheads.

			With that in mind, Emittar pulled the silver spikes out of the Trezoss’ flesh. Unable to bend ivoryn back into its raw form, he commanded the spikes to disconnect from his hand and let them drop on the carpet.

			“Such a tragedy,” Trezoss said, a cunning smile appearing on his shadowed face. “Apparently, mysterious Senspiriters infiltrated the camp and murdered the princes. All except you. Let’s hear it then. What news of Olyanath, your Majesty?” He was massaging his shoulders, where the gashes had already healed like they’d never existed.

			Emittar hesitated, one muffled breath after another. The idea of following Trezoss’ guidance like a pawn would make any sane man feel uncomfortable. The opportunity, however, would not repeat itself. 

			Slamming a palm against the side of the table, Emittar threw the letter between the miniatures on the map and spoke up: “News from Olyanath. My brother is dead. One of his petty little Sun Harbingers married my niece and claims leadership of Olyanath – of my Olyanath.”

			He stared at each of the dead southern leaders separately, admitting to himself that he wasn’t going to miss any of them. Finally, his eyes rested on Trezoss, and a chill ran up his spine.

			“I will not abandon my throne to the corruption of Senspiriters. Nye will yield the city, or I will take it by force.”

			“What of the Senspiriters?” Trezoss asked.

			“Men or women. Witches or otherwise. I will end them all.” 

			Emittar squeezed a fist and commanded an ivoryn blade to slide out of his knuckles and pierce the letter. The excitement of war raged within his chest.

			“Before we’re done, Trezoss, Huravoth will enjoy peace and prosperity through technology. Gears shall replace manipulation. And Senspirity will sink into The Red Abyss, forgotten, as not a single Senspiriter will remain to forward these cursed teachings.”

			“Including you?” Trezoss asked, to which Emittar dared replying in his heart only.

			Yes, Trezoss. Including me. And including you.
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