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Chapter 1
Justice For Hire


Many say that hunters have no respect for life. That they are killers and nothing more. I see a different truth. Those who have taken life are those who respect it most, because they know better than anyone how fragile and how precious this gift we’ve been given is.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Veynar Stepped from the shadows and appeared behind the man whose face was on the wanted posters for thirty miles in every direction. A short sword appeared in his empty hand, a perfect copy of the blade his father had gifted him before his first Watch. He thrust the steel into the man’s back, and the point slipped easily between the ribs that guarded the heart.

The criminal died before he became aware of the danger that had stalked him for days. Rarely did he venture out without a ring of guards, and rarer still did he step out at night, the hour so late that an assassination wouldn’t draw witnesses.

It wasn’t fear that had restrained Veynar’s blade until this moonless night, only a desire for relative anonymity. Between the assassination of the Head Sister of Brennor and the rumors spreading from Taranis’s enclave, too many people had heard his name. More than once he wished he were a ghost, able to drift through the realm of the living without drawing anyone’s attention.

The dead man probably wished Veynar was a ghost, too, unable to deliver such a swift and final judgment. He collapsed to the ground and died before he could utter a word of complaint. Veynar’s sword vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and the blood that had coated its tip fell on the thirsty gravel like rain. Veynar squatted beside the corpse, checked its pulse to ensure it was, in fact, a corpse, and closed the man’s eyes.

The Reaper, they’d called him. Wanted for robbery, destruction of property, and eight counts of murder. Veynar knew little else about him. Only that he traveled with as many protectors as a king and that the bounty would allow Veynar to live in this world of shops and markets for at least a year.

Atheron, the remnant intertwined with his spirit, remained silent through the assassination and offered no comment as Veynar called upon his strength to help him lift the corpse. They’d never been the closest of friends, despite their spirits’ constant proximity, but the past months had strained them both. Atheron wanted answers, and Veynar wanted peace, and rarely did the paths lead in the same direction.

Strength surged through Veynar’s limbs, and he picked up the corpse with ease, then hurried away. The Reaper’s guards would notice their master’s prolonged absence soon.

The village was a small one, with only three Kingsguard on duty to maintain the peace. Veynar made as straight a line to their barracks as he could, then laid the corpse by the front door. He knocked, and a few moments later a bleary-eyed guard cracked open the door. He took one look at Veynar’s worn traveling clothes and wrinkled his nose at Veynar’s smell. “What do you want?”

“I came to collect the bounty on the Reaper,” Veynar replied, gesturing to the corpse.

The weariness fell from the guard’s face in a heartbeat as he noticed the cooling body. “You killed him?”

“I did.”

“How?”

“A knife in the back.”

The guard made no effort to hide his skepticism. “Did someone else put you up to this? Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re bringing down on yourself?”

Veynar’s blank look must have been answer enough, for the guard just shook his head and ran his hand through his short-cropped hair. “Not from these parts, are you?”

“I’ve been on the road.”

“Well, you’ll want to be on the road for a lot longer now. The Reaper has a lot of friends in these parts, and some of them have more than a passing familiarity with swords, if you catch my meaning.”

“Clearly. Once I have the bounty, I’ll be on the road again. I don’t want to trouble you any more than I already have.”

The guard looked both ways down the street, then hurried out and examined the body. “That’s him, all right. Come on in and be quick about it.”

Veynar followed the guard into the barracks, and the guard locked the door behind them. A cramped room greeted them, with a rough-hewn pine desk sitting in the corner and three stools scattered around it. At this time of night, a single lantern hung on a hook over the desk provided most of the room’s light. The guard scurried to the desk and sat on one of the stools, his hand reaching for paper and ink.

He scrawled a message quickly, then folded the paper in such a way that Veynar would have had to tear the sheet to get to the words. Hot wax and a seal retrieved from the desk drawer locked the message away from prying eyes. The guard held the sealed letter out to Veynar, who frowned.

“Where’s the bounty?” he asked.

“This is it,” the guard replied, as confused as Veynar. “Do you not know how this works?”

Veynar had to swallow what little pride remained to him to admit that he didn’t.

The guard sighed, as though every moment he spent in Veynar’s presence tested the limits of his patience. “We don’t keep that kind of money around here. Westleton, the big town east of here where the bounty originated, does. This message, sealed, will serve as proof that you earned the bounty. You bring that message, and so long as it’s properly sealed and untorn, to the garrison commander there, and you’ll get paid.”

Veynar’s stomach rumbled loud enough for both of them to hear. He grinned sheepishly. “I was rather hoping to procure the funds sooner.”

The guard took pity on him, though Veynar suspected his generosity was motivated more by a desire to get him as far away from the guard as quickly as possible than by any kindhearted benevolence. Regardless, the slice of bread and cheese filled his stomach like a feast.

And so he found himself again on the road, after a break that was more interruption than rest, with a pressing need to visit a town for the first time in almost a year.

Strengthened by the guard’s food and Atheron, Veynar made it almost ten miles before the sun rose on what promised to be a clear and warm autumn morning. The trails leading west passed through a hardwood forest of birch, maple, and oak, burning red and orange in the early morning light. The trees were dense enough that he heard his pursuers well before he saw them.

They rode four horses, maybe five, and hard. Veynar wasted no time in debate. Months in the wild had taught him the value of quick, decisive action, and little more than a moment had passed before he was slipping through the undergrowth, careful not to leave any broken branches behind to mark his departure from the road. He crouched behind a thicket of hawthorn. Given the light on the road and the shadows in the forest, he was as good as invisible to the fast-moving riders.

He didn’t bother casting a veil. His travels along the border had taught him not to rely too heavily on the gift. The monstrous Graevath could sense one from miles away, and if any of the riders was an aeleth, the veil might expose more than protect him. The less he used Atheron’s gifts, the better.

Four riders thundered past, each pair keeping their eyes trained on one side of the road. Veynar swore one looked straight at him, but they thundered past without slowing. He waited until he could no longer hear the horses, then returned to the road. A glimpse of the riders had been enough to confirm his worry. They’d been the Reaper’s protectors in the village. If they didn’t catch him soon, they’d certainly be waiting for him in Westleton.

He almost stumbled upon them later that morning. A bend in the road hid them from view, but as he approached the turn, he heard tack shifting on a horse ahead. The warning sent him into the woods, where he spotted the riders waiting near a small bridge. They held bows loosely in their hands, arrows already set to string.

Veynar cursed softly and cast a veil, hiding him from sight and sound. None of the riders reacted, which eased one of Veynar’s greater worries. He angled away from the waiting riders and then paralleled the road until he came upon the river. It was running low, given the lateness of the season and lack of rain, so there were plenty of places shallow enough to cross. Veynar found a crossing out of sight of the bridge and forded across the cold water. He reached the woods on the other side without incident and angled back toward the road, dropping the veil once he was sure he was out of sight.

He ran once he reached the road, setting a pace that allowed his legs to eat up the miles and still preserved the greater part of his strength. The sun was high in the sky when he heard the horses galloping behind him once again. This time he simply stepped off the trail and behind a tree, then cast a veil over himself. Once again, the horses rushed by.

On and on it went throughout the day, the hunters setting increasingly elaborate ambushes Veynar continued to sense before stumbling upon. By the time night fell, he was exhausted. He stumbled deep into the woods, found a comfortable tree to curl up against, and fell fast asleep, confident Atheron would alert him if any danger approached.

The hunters’ enthusiasm for their hunt waned the next day, and they only rode past once. When Veynar didn’t come upon them again, he assumed they’d made for Westleton, to wait for him there under the comfort of an inn’s roof.

He could always turn north and return to the boundary of the Broken Lands. The last months had taught him he could survive there, but he had no desire to return. Without someone to walk beside him, mere survival was meaningless. He didn’t think any clan would open their arms to him thanks to his dealings with Brennor and Sylara, and so he needed money to live and travel among the towns and villages. He had half an idea to find a mercenary unit and sign on, but his heart was no more in that future than a lifetime spent wandering the frontiers of civilization alone.

The bounty would give him time to decide. If he could collect it, he could run off to a place where the Reaper’s friends wouldn’t find him, then decide what came next.

He would press forward. He’d spent enough time watching the Reaper and his friends that he knew their faces far better than they knew his. Westleton was a large town, and he would have little difficulty hiding from their search.

Veynar walked through the day, foraging on what berries and nuts grew within sight of the road. It was never enough to satisfy the gnawing hunger in his stomach, but he’d befriended the feeling before and it would be sated soon enough. He bathed and washed his clothes that night, and he dried them by a small fire that kept him warm as winter’s first bite crawled out of the northern mountains like a toddler taking its tentative first steps into the world.

The next morning he came upon Westleton, a town with dreams of becoming a city and the means to make it so. Bordered by expansive forest to the west, mountains to the north, and plains to the south, it enjoyed easy access to wood, stone, and food. The massive Tylon River flowed from the mountains and through the city, providing both water for the town and a trade route to the ancient cities in the west.

Its only geographic weakness was the fact that it lay only forty leagues south of the Broken Lands. Far enough away the clans had so far protected it from the Graevath and their ilk, but close enough that when the citizens barred their doors at night, it wasn’t thieves they feared, but the monsters to the north.

The road Veynar followed wasn’t a busy one, and so he pulled a veil over himself as he emerged from the woods a few miles from the edge of the city. Waiting for another group of travelers would have been better protection, but months of being alone had worn his patience thin.

Already the commotion of Westleton reached his ears, the din of thousands of lives careening off one another in too small a space. The noise grated, worse even than it had back when he’d been in Brenwick. In the Broken Lands, noise called the predators close, and one quickly learned that only silence served as a shield. He squared his shoulders like a clan warrior facing a line of Graevath, then continued on. He only needed to endure the town for as long as it took to collect his bounty.

His veil quickly proved wise. Two of the Reaper’s protectors sat at a table outside an inn at the edge of the town, ostensibly drinking a meal that consisted entirely of ale, but the eyes that turned always toward the western forest revealed their true intent. Veynar slipped past them with his veil, neither of them the wiser.

He found a quiet corner once they were out of sight and dropped his veil. If he were in their position, he would place the other two near the garrison headquarters. After helping an elderly gentleman carry a bag of potatoes to his house, he was given directions to the headquarters, which brought him to a blocky building that reminded him uncomfortably of the barracks at Taranis’s estate where he’d been betrayed.

If the remainder of the Reaper’s friends watched the headquarters, they did so from places beyond his sight. Countless windows, dark against the bright light of day, could have housed a hundred of the Reaper’s allies. Veynar waited in the shadows of a nearby building, but his enemies could afford patience. If he wanted the bounty he’d earned, he had to reveal himself, and better now than giving them a chance to organize more allies against him.

Veynar strode across the street and was stopped by two guards at the door. They each stood a head taller than him and were dressed in the gray uniforms of the Kingsguard. The one on Veynar’s right had his hair cut short and challenged him. “What’s your purpose here?”

“I’m here to collect a bounty.”

“Not many of those out. Whose?”

“They called him the Reaper.”

A look passed between the two guards. Both tensed at the news and looked to the street, as though afraid the mere mention of the Reaper’s death would throw the area into turmoil. The short-haired Kingsguard shifted to let Veynar pass. A warning seemed to be on the tip of his tongue, but he thought better of it. “You’ll want the commander. He’s the first door on the right.”

Veynar offered the Kingsguard a quick bow, then entered the headquarters. A small desk sat outside the first door, staffed by another Kingsguard who looked so pale Veynar suspected her skin hadn’t felt the warmth of the sun in at least a month. She looked up, an unspoken question in her gaze. “I’m here to see the commander about collecting a bounty.”

Either she lacked the curiosity of the guards at the door, or she figured that if he’d made it this far, he had sufficient cause. She asked him to wait while she went into the commander’s office. A few moments later, she returned. “The commander will see you now.”

Westleton’s garrison commander was a man whose life had apparently been all feast and no famine. He grinned widely as Veynar entered and waved away Veynar’s bow. “Come, friend, and have a seat. I hear you’ve come to collect a bounty. Have you broken your fast yet today? I did some time ago, so long ago it seems that I could break my fast again.”

Before Veynar could respond, the commander shouted for the aide stationed outside. “Bring us a meal big enough that we can share. And some wine.”

The aide disappeared with a haste that told Veynar the commander wasn’t the sort of man who would patiently wait for his meal to be delivered.

“I’m Commander Oweyn, and welcome to Westleton.” The commander shifted and settled his bulk in the chair, which protested against the treatment. “We’ve not met before, because I never forget a face.”

“That’s true, sir. My name is Veynar.”

Oweyn’s gaze sharpened, and for a moment, Veynar understood how he’d risen to become commander. “The Veynar? The man who assassinated the Head Sister of Brennor? Brenwick’s King has offered a substantial reward for your capture.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“And you’re still fool enough to travel under your own name?”

“It’s mine, and I see no reason to lie, especially when I’m not in lands that he controls.” Veynar had staked much on that truth over the past few months. The great city of Durnhold controlled these lands. The kings of Durnhold and Brenwick weren’t enemies, exactly, but in a land where every resource was precious, they weren’t exactly friends, either. So long as Veynar didn’t cause too much trouble, he was safe from the honest Kingsguard.

Oweyn made a sound in the back of his throat that might have been a laugh or a grunt of disapproval. The glint of sharpness in his gaze disappeared, drowned out by the wide grin that welcomed all strangers. “You’re a braver man than I, though as you can see, my days with a sword are long behind me. It’s the knees, the healers say. Too much battle over the years.”

The only battle Oweyn had seen was against a dinner plate, Veynar suspected. He bore no scars on his hands, no outward sign he’d ever fought for his life. Whether such a man deserved to be commander of a garrison outpost was an open question, but Veynar would never begrudge a man a life of peace. That was a treasure one should never take for granted.

“Well, let’s see what bounty you brought us today.” Oweyn leaned forward and stretched out his hand, and Veynar took the sealed letter from his pocket and handed it to the commander. Oweyn studied the seal carefully, then broke it open and read the brief missive inside. His eyes went wide, and then he laughed, a hearty bellow that came from his stomach and threatened to shake the walls of the garrison. “You killed the Reaper? But of course you did! If I wasn’t sure you were who you said you were, I am now. You’d never guess the trouble that man has caused this garrison over the years. Though I suppose for a man of your talents, the Reaper would be no trouble at all.” He laughed again. “Incredible. This deserves a feast!”

As if his wishes alone shaped reality, the aide returned with a platter of food, a pitcher of clean water, and a decanter of wine. She set it on the center of the desk, which was just open enough to accommodate the platter. She disappeared without a whisper, and Oweyn invited Veynar to partake. The commander was in his element in the battle against his meal. The grapes and nuts that served as scouts were routed instantly, revealing thick slabs of steak that were destined to be caught between the two powerful forces of Oweyn’s jaw, and from there funneled into the charnel grounds of his stomach. No living army had suffered such a defeat. Those scraps that sought to flee were caught by a surprise attack, a second enemy at the rear. Veynar might not have been able to marshal the same forces Oweyn brought to the table, but he believed he acquitted himself well on the field of battle.

They left no evidence that an opposing force had ever dared the battlefield atop the platter, and Veynar found his stomach content for the first time in days. He bowed. “Thank you for your generosity.”

“Friend, it is I who should be thanking you. The Reaper was a problem that threatened to tear this town to pieces. Thanks to you, I hope the worst of the threat is past.”

Oweyn frowned, as though an unpalatable thought had just occurred to him. “Although, to tell you the truth, other threats remain that have proven challenging for my small garrison. If you’d lend your sword to our aid, I could ensure that you were well compensated.”

“A generous offer, but I’m afraid I have other plans.”

“Are you sure? You may not know this, but the Reaper had a great number of friends in this area. They’ll already want your head, but if they find out who you are, there will be no peace for you anywhere.”

“Unfortunately, that’s already true, but it’s the life I’ve chosen. Again, I appreciate the offer, but it’s best that I take my bounty and leave. I’m afraid that if I stay, I’ll only bring more trouble to your town.”

Veynar’s refusal seemed to confuse the commander, as if it had never occurred to him that Veynar might reject it. The smile faltered, but only for a moment, and then he unlocked a drawer in his desk, opened it, and counted out a pile of notes. Veynar observed that the sum, while considerable, was almost nothing compared to the stack that remained behind. No wonder, then, that the commander could feast so well.

With the bounty in hand, Veynar took his leave. He folded the notes and tucked them safely away. Outside the headquarters, the street had filled with people finishing their work for the day and heading home. No one paid him any mind, so he entered the flow and let the currents of the crowd take him wherever it willed. He kept a close eye on his surroundings, searching for anyone following him.

Seeing no one, he eventually peeled away from the crowds and onto smaller, less trafficked streets. When he was halfway down a particularly quiet street, a young couple turned onto the street from the intersection ahead of him. The sight of their clasped hands sent a sharp, twisting pain into his heart.

For all Atheron had given him, that was the one thing beyond his reach. Who would have him after what he’d done? Perhaps more to the point, what happiness did he deserve after his actions had stripped it away from so many others?

The lovers were arguing about what food they could afford at the market, but their words meant nothing to Veynar. His thoughts were in another time and place, when he’d walked his Watch hand in hand with Cori.

So lost in his thoughts was he that he noticed too late the dagger that had appeared in the woman’s hand, the dagger that was speeding toward his heart.


Chapter 2
To Meet a God


I fear that if this plan of ours comes to pass, those that come after us will view us as deities, as beings beyond reason. My heart aches knowing that I might pull others away from truth, away from the pursuit that has consumed so much of my life and rewarded me so richly. I fear, too, that we tread on ground to which none of us possess a map. When my mind is quiet, and I’m penetrating deeply into the mysteries of this world, I sense something more. Something unbelievably vast, that stares back at me even as I attempt to understand it. I dare not label that which I barely perceive, but my spirit believes, and knows that our plan is a trespass that will not be forgiven.

​— ​THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

She didn’t want to kill him.

Perhaps she thought she did. Maybe she’d talked herself into believing an untruth, but she had no murder in her heart. Her thrust was a prayer whispered in the dark, asking the fates or the gods to complete what she could not. It was a killing blow the deepest part of her didn’t want to land.

Veynar twisted, too late to avoid the thrust completely, but fast enough that the blade only sliced across his chest. Instinct snapped Veynar’s fist forward. His attacker clutched at her side and dropped between Veynar and her lover, buying Veynar a precious moment.

She might not have wanted to kill him, but her companion did. Veynar’s second would-be assassin held his dagger as if he’d trained for this, but his too-wide eyes and twitchy reactions to every one of Veynar’s subtle movements betrayed his lack of experience. Veynar raised a hand, and the companion scurried back three paces before he realized he wasn’t in immediate danger.

The hopeful killer might have run away, his courage nearly depleted, but the woman groaned as she clutched her side, motivating the man to murder. He lunged forward, dagger outstretched. Against a training dummy, Veynar would have scored it as a perfect thrust.

Veynar grabbed the man’s extended wrist, then twisted as he pulled the man with him. He lowered his weight, and if his opponent had possessed a sliver of sense, would have thrown the assassin halfway across the street. The woman’s companion refused to cooperate, which left him jumping on one foot near Veynar’s shoulder, his face as exposed as the sheer granite mountain faces that rose to the north. Veynar snapped his left elbow into the man’s face, and it was as though he’d stolen all the bones from the man’s body. He folded as his eyes rolled toward the back of his head.

The woman struggled to her feet as she fought to breathe. She kept one hand pressed to her side where Veynar had struck her. “You’re one of his, aren’t you?”

Veynar grunted, but she thrust at him with her dagger before he could ask for a fuller explanation. Like her first thrust, there was no heart, no killing intention. She wanted to satisfy the forms of revenge without having to suffer the consequences of blood on her hands.

He slapped her hand away hard enough that she dropped the dagger. She closed her eyes, waiting for him to deliver a fatal blow.

Veynar had fallen farther than he’d ever thought possible, but he was still too much one of Caelen’s hunters to kill without reason. Bad enough he’d killed the Reaper, a man he’d never known and had no qualms with. That act he’d justified easily enough. The man was a wanted murderer and criminal. This woman was only confused. He turned to leave.

It didn’t take her long to find the courage to call after him. “You destroyed our only hope.”

A strange declaration, but Veynar was beyond caring. He had enough notes in his pocket to live for a year or more. There were smaller towns to the south and east where he could build a life.

He turned the corner and left at least one of his problems behind for good.

Atheron, as had become his practice, remained silent within Veynar’s spirit, but the intimate nature of their connection meant the remnant didn’t have to speak for Veynar to understand the direction of his feelings.

“What’s bothering you?” Veynar silently asked.

There are mysteries here that you’re ignoring because they’re inconvenient.

“If we stopped everywhere you were curious about something, we’d never have left Brenwick, and my head would decorate a pike somewhere.”

Says the man who hasn’t had a destination since we left Taranis’s lands.

That thrust cut deeper than any of the assassins’ blades. The Broken Lands were supposed to have guided Veynar to an answer, or at least in a direction, a fresh path he could follow. They hadn’t been a waste. He’d learned more prowling the Broken Lands on his own, pretending he was a Watch of one, than he’d learned in his time with the clan. He’d become the hunter he’d always wanted to be but never had been in his previous life, before Atheron. The Graevath’s ways were known to him, and their sharp claws and unearthly silence no longer frightened him as they once had. Caelen’s clan would have welcomed his newfound strength with open arms if he hadn’t already betrayed them. The only lesson he hadn’t learned was what he should do with this gift given to him.

He’d tried to do right in his fight against Taranis, and to this day he didn’t know what he could have done better. Those deaths weighed heavily on his spirit, though, stains of betrayal that no amount of time would wash from his heart. He’d entered Taranis’s mansion with the best of intentions and left a traitor to the values he’d once cherished. He’d been naïve, but no more. The world could take care of itself, and he’d take care of himself.

Atheron felt differently. The events at Taranis’s enclave had ignited a curiosity in him that time wouldn’t quench. The argument Atheron wanted today was the same they’d had many times in the last several months, and Veynar saw no reason to revisit territory they’d explored so well. He let his silence serve as answer enough, and Atheron returned to sulking in his spirit.

Veynar turned south. The day wasn’t yet too far gone, and if he could leave the town without being observed, he could put enough distance between him and the Reaper’s followers that they would never find him.

Westleton was already behind him in thought, if not in person, when he approached the southern edge of town. Several destinations suggested themselves, but there was no rush in deciding where his feet would carry him. As he’d followed the currents of the crowd earlier in the day, he could follow the currents of the world and see where they’d send him.

Atheron, tied close enough to his spirit to sense the direction of his thoughts, if not their precise content, grumbled to himself. Veynar ignored the remnant. He’d collected his bounty, avoided a clumsy attempt on his life, and would soon be on the open road once again. Not a perfect day, by any stretch, but a good one, a day that could mark a turning point, a fresh start.

He wasn’t yet out of the city when his stomach twisted, his Keeper-trained senses reacting to the use of a remnant’s power nearby. The sense came from the south, though he couldn’t place its precise location. He was already on a smaller street to avoid more of the Reaper’s followers, but curiosity overwhelmed reason and he made his way closer to the main north-south thoroughfare. He kept to the shade of a building and searched for any sign of the source of the power.

The sensations sent his mind spinning. When he tried to locate the power, it felt as though it were still some ways away, beyond the southern edge of the town. He trusted his sense of the power’s location, but it felt strong enough that the power had to be right next to him.

Atheron ended his bitter silence. That can’t be a remnant.

“Another person like Taranis?” The mere thought sent a shiver down his spine. Taranis had dabbled in knowledge that was best left buried in the past. At least, that was what Atheron believed, and though Veynar withheld his ultimate judgment, he understood the source of Atheron’s concerns. The pursuit of such knowledge had given Taranis a strength Veynar would be cautious about handing to anyone, especially after seeing it in battle. The strength could be turned to good uses, uses that benefitted humanity, but there was no one alive who could stop such a power if turned to less noble pursuits.

Perhaps, but this power has a distinct quality. I’ve not felt its like in many generations.

Veynar sensed it, too, now that he’d had more time to let the sensations wash over him. This had a clarity Taranis’s strength had lacked. If sensing Taranis’s power had been like watching a candle through a thin strip of gauze, this was staring straight into the heart of a roaring bonfire.

As usual, Atheron knew more than what he shared. “What is it?” Veynar demanded.

The remnant hesitated, though not as long as Veynar expected. This is how you would have sensed me before I became a remnant, when I was full of my power.

When Veynar looked down, he saw that his hand was shaking. He made a fist and pressed it against his side. “What are you saying?”

The remnant’s answer was long in coming, though not from hesitation, but from uncertainty. There can be only two possibilities. Either one of my brethren has returned, or someone in your land has learned enough of our secrets to join our ranks.

Both seemed impossible, but the resignation in Atheron’s explanation told Veynar the chances were all too real.

We should go. If they’re using Sight when they enter, they’ll spot us in a moment.

“Don’t you want to know who it is?” It was the first time he’d been more curious about something than Atheron, but it probably wasn’t the best time to point that out.

I do, but the risk is too great.

“Can we even get away in time?” Veynar asked. There was a commotion now to the south, nothing that Veynar would describe as anything more than a disturbance, but enough to tell him that the power was getting close, and it was somebody the townspeople knew. Experience had taught Veynar that the Sight Atheron feared had little concern for distance, stone, or wood. Even if he tried to run, he wouldn’t make it far enough to escape its reach.

Atheron acknowledged the truth and wasn’t too hard to convince to stay. He suffered from unrelenting curiosity, and this had seized his attention like nothing else in recent memory. Fine.

Veynar kept to the shade of the building as he watched the disturbance grow closer. At the center of attention were three men on horseback. They rode at a leisurely pace, one hand on the reins while their gazes drifted over the town. They acted more like returning kings than the dusty travelers they appeared to be.

Wherever they rode, the town came to a standstill. No matter how crowded the street, people moved to the side to let them pass. Most of the men removed their hats and offered brief bows, and the women averted their eyes, as though one wrong glance would bring doom upon their households. Merchants selling their wares went silent, and even the children stopped chasing each other through the streets.

The respect offered didn’t come from the heart. Mouths were set in firm lines, and there was no shortage of quick, furtive glances toward neighbors and friends. This was the respect the conquered offered to the conqueror in exchange for whatever scraps of peace they could maintain.

Little about the three men inspired immediate terror. The one in the lead was a tall man; the length of his legs and torso making his horse look smaller than it was. The other two were of unremarkable build. Any of them could have passed as clan, but from a distance, Veynar couldn’t make out the telltale scars that spoke of a life of hard training and constant combat.

It was the third man who was the source of the power, so great now Veynar felt as though his stomach was about to release the feast he’d enjoyed earlier in the day. Veynar let his attention fall on the rider, but outside his power, there was nothing remarkable about him. He had short-cut red hair, and a neatly trimmed beard that seemed out of place against the dust-covered riding clothes. They could have passed in the street and Veynar wouldn’t have paid him any special attention.

“Do you recognize him?” he asked his remnant.

No, but physical appearance means little. Given enough remnants, our spirits could overwhelm and control a new body. It could be someone I knew or not.

Veynar started at the revelation. “You’ve always told me it was impossible for you to control my body for long.” The remnant had done so once, briefly, in their fight against Taranis, and it had nearly killed Veynar.

For me. Not for others who possess more remnants. I’ve lost too much of myself.

“At some point, we’re going to have to talk about you telling the whole truth more often.”

Atheron had little to say to that.

They watched the three pass by, a hush falling around them as they rode north. At the south end of town, where the three were now safely past, the town returned to its normal rhythm. Children laughed as women haggled over the price of fresh-caught fish. Relative silence surrounded the new arrivals, who basked in the effect their strength had on the citizens. They passed without noticing Veynar, and life slowly returned to the street, like spring after a thaw.

His sharpened hearing picked out the sound of footsteps sneaking up behind him. The sound she made was soft, but he’d half expected another attempt. He turned and froze her with a look.

She had the dagger out and ready to thrust, but she was still eight paces away, and he wondered how she would react.

A reasonable warrior, recognizing the difference in their skill, would sheath her dagger and run as if a vengeful deity pursued her. A warrior in the thrall of their emotions would convince themselves that the first time had been an accident, a cruel twist of fate, ignoring the truth that they’d ambushed him and come away soundly defeated.

Veynar’s estimation of her rose when the point of the dagger wavered. She didn’t advance, but she’d seen into the street and watched the three riders pass, and her face was twisted as she tried to answer questions she hadn’t yet vocalized. He recognized the expression because he’d had his world turned upside down, too.

She raised the dagger and pointed it where the red-haired man had just been, a trembling accusation. “Why didn’t you go to him?”

“Why would I?”

“He’s your master, isn’t he?”

Veynar shook his head. “I haven’t seen him before today. Who is he?”

The tip of her dagger danced uncontrollably. “Who are you if you don’t know him?”

“My name is Veynar.”

For once, his name landed on ears that didn’t recognize it. “But who are you? How do you not know the mayor, and how could you kill him?”

He didn’t need to ask who she meant. “Just a humble bounty hunter, ma’am.”

Her legs shook, and she fell against the side of the building Veynar used for shade. “Just a bounty hunter?”

His answer had thrust her awareness into a different realm, and she stared blankly at nothing at all. What small portion of Veynar’s compassion remained went out to her. The Reaper, whoever he’d been, had been important to her.

Atheron, almost always driven by the cold dictates of logic and reason, had little patience for sympathy. If she’s not going to kill you, it would be best if we leave. The paths south are open, and we’d be wise not to remain here.

Atheron was right, as he usually was. Veynar turned to leave, but her cry froze him in place.

“Where are you going?” She asked as though he were a friend about to leave without announcing his plans.

Veynar jabbed his thumb toward the street. “Leaving. I only came into town to collect the bounty.”

The laughter that bubbled from the back of her throat bordered on maniacal. “You’d just leave? You’d kill him, then leave without a look back? Do you have any idea of what you’ve done? How you doomed not just us, but this whole town?”

Reason demanded he leave, but her words captured him as thoroughly as the grave. “I killed a wanted murderer.”

Her voice was hoarse, unspoken grief tearing at her throat. “Is that what you think? You killed a hero. The only man alive who might have stood up to the monsters that just rode past.”

She couldn’t have hit Atheron with a more compelling arrow than that. The remnant’s curiosity exploded, and for the first time in months, both remnant and aeleth were driven by the same questions. “The Reaper was supposed to kill them?”

She shook her head. “Not just kill them. He was going to save this town. Until you showed up and doomed us all.”


Chapter 3
The Dark Side of Town


To the wonderful sisters who have pledged to follow my ways beyond my passing, I charge you with an onerous duty. The progress I envision will come at a cost. Progress always does. I ask that you care for and protect those who bear the worst of that cost. It is kindness and mercy, yes, but it’s stability and my own selfishness, too, for if ever there is a seed of rebellion that might destroy all that I build, it will come from those unable to enjoy the fruits of our shared labors.

​— ​THE WISDOM OF BRENNOR

Veynar cursed the curiosity that kept him in a place every survival instinct told him to flee. The woman before him had tried to separate his body and soul with the sharp edge of steel she still held in her hand. Trusting her was no different from sticking his hand into a fire and believing he wouldn’t get burned.

When he gazed into her eyes, though, he didn’t see a killer. He saw desperation and barely concealed grief. He saw no lies, no calculation beyond that of a woman realizing she had little left to lose. Worst of all, though, was the shard of hope in her glance, the impossible belief that somehow, this stranger she had tried to kill would aid her.

“There’s nothing I can do for you. Whoever that man is, he’s too strong for me to kill.”

She dropped the dagger, reached out, and took his hand in hers, where she held it tightly. Her hands were warm, damp from the nerves of gripping a hilt in combat for the first time, and it was the first human contact he’d had since leaving Taranis’s farm. “Please. We need your help. I need your help.”

What desperation drove a woman to reach out to the man who had killed her friend? And did he even want to know? If he learned the answer, it might very well pull him into another disaster.

The clan oaths he’d taken before his first Watch were hooks that had buried themselves in his spirit. He’d been raised as a protector, taught since he was a child that his life was dedicated to the safety of others. He’d betrayed Caelen’s oaths and left the clan behind, but the teachings lingered.

Still, he might have turned away if not for his and Atheron’s combined curiosity. “What would you show me?”

“The truth about this town.”

“You speak as though there’s only one.”

“There’s only one that matters.”

He stopped pulling away, and she let go of him. The back of his hand brushed against her soft palm. These were not the hands of a woman who was intimate with violence, and yet she’d been compelled to draw a dagger against a man she’d never met. She was as much a mystery as this town, and the sudden urge to unravel it wasn’t Atheron’s. “Very well, then. Does my guide have a name?”

“Selwen. And you said yours was Veynar?”

He waited for her to collect her dagger. “I promise nothing, but I’ll hear what you have to say.”

She accepted the compromise without question. “Then there’s little time to waste, for there is much to show you.”

She didn’t look back, trusting that her unexpected ally would follow. Veynar shook his head at the sudden and unearned trust. The temptation was to call Selwen a fool, but the label didn’t fit. Desperate, yes, but not a fool.

She was a riddle that wouldn’t be solved in a moment, and Veynar, always as good as his word, followed her. She traveled the streets with the confident assurance of a resident who’d lived in the same place for years, who knew the quickest and quietest route between one place and another, no matter the distance between them.

Selwen led him west, preferring quiet, narrow streets to the merchant-lined thoroughfares. Side streets became alleys as buildings huddled closer together, and soon Veynar walked between small houses with barely enough space for his shoulders. “An older section of town?” he guessed.

She nodded but didn’t turn back as she answered. “Westleton was originally settled by a group of farmers who were looking for a fresh start in a place they could call their own. These homes are the oldest standing structures in town.”

That may have been true, but nothing here was more than a few generations old. The small homes had been built well, and though time and the elements waged their constant battle against the shelters, they weathered the slow-moving assault with the confidence only well-crafted structures could summon. “Do the descendants of the same families still live in them?”

Selwen stopped and turned at that question. “How did you know that?”

“They’ve been well cared for, as if they’re more than just houses. They’re homes. Legacies, even.”

Selwen looked at the houses as though seeing them for the first time. “I’d never considered that. To your question, though, yes. Most of the original farming families are still living in these homes. Many run the farms to the west.”

Her pause only lasted a moment, and then she was moving again, forcing Veynar to follow with his questions. “Most of those farms are substantial. Why haven’t the farmers moved into newer and bigger houses?”

She shot him a sharp look over her shoulder, as though he knew more than he was saying. “Do you already know this town’s history?”

He shook his head. “Only what I’ve seen today, which is little.”

Her eyes narrowed, but so desperate was she to trust him that she didn’t press harder. “When Daelor arrived, he bought many of the original farms and combined them. A handful of the founders took the offer and left. Other founders resisted the sale.”

She made the claim as though it were a curse, and she continued before Veynar could ask why. “Trouble followed those who refused. Illness, accident, terrible harvests from fields that should have produced so much more.”

“Daelor?” Veynar guessed.

“Nothing that could ever be proven. How could it? Everything had a proper explanation. The healers found nothing to explain the illnesses but chance, and the poor harvests bewildered every farmer within a dozen miles. But misfortune always struck those who denied Daelor’s wishes. The farmers who held out weren’t offered the same deal twice. The second time they sold their land, it was barely enough to support their children. These families are now slaves to the land that their ancestors subdued to secure their freedom.”

Veynar kept his conclusions to himself as he shadowed Selwen. They stopped at the intersection of a thoroughfare so she could peek around the corner. “Why the caution?”

“I’m known by the guards. Normally I would walk without fear, but now that the Reaper is dead, everything is in question.”

Her body tensed, and she waved him closer. “Here. I didn’t think I’d be able to show you this, but Daelor’s guards are making their weekly rounds up ahead. Watch, but don’t be seen, and whatever happens, don’t interfere.”

The worry seemed unnecessary, but Veynar humored his host. He peered around the corner, the narrow width of the alley forcing him close to Selwen. The wide gravel street had small shops along each side, most with hand-painted signs. They felt older than the ones closer to the garrison, and the customers who went into and emerged from the shops wore rougher clothing than those closer to the center of the city.

Veynar only needed a moment to spot the guards Selwen feared. At first he’d searched for the gray uniforms of the Kingsguard, but the two men who sauntered down the street were dressed like wealthy merchants who carried swords. They were monsters of men, at least a head taller than Veynar, and that was being generous to Veynar. “Are those men or bulls?” Veynar asked.

Selwen elbowed him softly to keep him quiet. “Just watch,” she whispered.

He did. The pair of guards went into one of the shops. “What are they doing?” Veynar asked.

“Taxes are due every week.” Selwen said nothing else, and Veynar waited beside her for the guards to emerge. It wasn’t long, and Veynar’s impossibly sharp vision caught sight of a guard slipping a folded set of notes into his pocket.

The guards moved into the next shop, a private joke shared between them as they entered. Shouts echoed out the open door moments later, followed by the flying body of a young man. He hit the street hard and rolled, kicking up dust that choked him as he searched for a breath. Selwen tensed, but Veynar’s hand on her shoulder kept her from rash action. “Will they kill him?” he softly asked.

She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “A dead man can’t pay taxes, so no, he won’t be killed. Not unless they need an example.”

Both guards emerged after the young man and surrounded him. Farther down the street, a pair of Kingsguard on patrol emerged. They took one look at the developing scene and veered onto another street.

As far as beatings went, the one the guards left the merchant with was a light one. They gave him a few good kicks to the ribs, knocking the air from his lungs and sending him gasping for air, but the detached part of Veynar’s mind, influenced by Atheron’s cold reason, had to give the men the respect due. Come morning, the merchant would have nothing more than bruises to remember his experience by, and they’d fade soon enough. He wouldn’t be late on another payment, not if he could help it.

The guards visited two more shops, and in each they emerged shortly after entering, their pockets filling with notes. Then they disappeared down another street, heading toward the center of the city.

Veynar invited Selwen to explain, and she did.

“Daelor is the town mayor, on assignment from the king. Since his arrival, he’s raised taxes several times.”

Veynar remembered the enormous stack of notes in Oweyn’s desk. “Why?”

“No one’s sure. Some of the money goes back into the town. Everything gets repaired quickly, and we have more guards than any other town of this size. It’s a trade enough citizens are willing to make, but it doesn’t explain where the rest of the notes go. Daelor hasn’t volunteered the information, and no one is foolish enough to ask.”

Atheron stirred at this, that one of his brethren might have regained not just his old strength, but was accumulating political power. He said nothing, but Veynar felt his own focus sharpen as the remnant paid closer attention.

“As much as it pains me to admit it,” Selwen continued, “his rule hasn’t been all bad. It’s only thanks to him that we’ve grown as we have, and it was thanks to him that most citizens don’t have to worry about violence or crime. He brought his own guards to supplement the Kingsguard, and when he first arrived, he made a quick example of anyone caught stealing. People around here don’t even drink all that much, for fear they’ll cross a line.”

Selwen led him across the street and into the alleys on the other side. She led them to one of the taller buildings, a wooden structure three times as large as most of the houses and twice as tall. The walls of the building looked as old as any Veynar had seen in the town, but the windows within glowed with warm firelight, and he was put in mind of an inn, ready to welcome weary travelers.

She continued, “So most of the people were happy when he arrived. He brought wealth to those who helped him and a sense of safety that’s hard to come by this close to the Broken Lands. It was only later that the town turned sideways. The farmers are good examples. No one could prove Daelor was behind anything, but no one with any sense stood up to him, and soon he owned all the farms in the area. Now he owns the mines and most of the caravans and boats that come through.”

She reached the front door of the building, put her hand on the knob, and took a deep breath. “But owning property wasn’t enough.” She opened the door.

Inside, candles had already been lit to fight against evening’s encroaching darkness. The hallway on the other side of the door was narrow, with dozens of pegs on each side of the wall that served as hangers for coats and muddy clothes. Boots and shoes lined each side of the hallway, and Veynar carefully picked his way through the mess. Few of the clothes and boots were in acceptable condition. Coats were patched until they had little left of their original fabric. Boots had holes worn through the toes and heels. The hallway stank of sweat and unwashed bodies.

Selwen reached the other end of the hallway and took off her boots. She left her coat on. Veynar did the same, and she led them into the house proper.

Most of the lower floor was filled with an enormous dining room, where several long tables with benches formed rows that made Veynar think of some of the tables Brenwick’s citizens would set up in the squares to celebrate the feast days of the Harvest Festival. Here the tables were packed closely together and the benches bent under the weight of the people squeezed shoulder to shoulder. At least thirty pairs of eyes looked up at the new arrivals, and Veynar, out of long habit, bowed. When he rose, the corner of Selwen’s mouth turned up in a smile.

The men and women eating within had seen as much hard use as the clothes in the hallway. Hands trembled under the burden of bringing stew to starving lips. Gaunt bodies looked ready to crumble, and dry coughs and groans provided most of the background noise.

From the dining room they traveled to the kitchen, where four women danced around the space in a choreography that spoke of long experience. None moved with haste, but their motion never ceased, and it was as if they had remnant powers of their own, the way food emerged from that small kitchen. Loaves came out of the oven as a pot of stew was pulled off the open flame. Boys on the cusp of becoming men hurried past Veynar and his host, grabbed the fresh food, and carried it carefully into the dining hall, where it was greeted with enthusiastic approval.

Selwen let him watch for a moment longer, then with a gentle tug pulled him back into the hallways and up the stairs.

“How many people live here?” Veynar asked.

“Properly, no one lives here. We care for them until they have somewhere better to go. It varies depending on need, but usually between thirty and forty.”

From what he’d already seen, Veynar didn’t doubt the number, but under the weight of so much life, he didn’t know how this old building stood. They came out onto a hallway on the second floor, and the odors that assaulted his nose here were no longer the mouthwatering smells of the food below, but the smells of sickness and unwashed bodies. Selwen led him down the hall.

She stopped at a door and gestured for him to look in. The room was packed floor to ceiling with bunks, built so close to one another Veynar would have suffered from claustrophobia if forced to sleep there. His stomach twisted, not at the use of any remnant power, but at the living conditions.

“Why would anyone stay here?” he asked. There were always the prairies and the woods, the cold but unceasing comfort of the stars. Better the emptiness of the land than this.

She tilted her head as she looked at him. “You’re clan, aren’t you?”

“Was, but yes.”

She took the information in stride. “It’s not so easy to survive in the wild, and certainly not so close to the Broken Lands. Graevath rarely make it this far, but it’s not unheard of. These people don’t have the clothes or the gear to survive at night, and they don’t have the skill to hunt their food. I assure you, several of them have tried.”

The answer seemed easy enough then. Someone needed to teach them how to survive in the wild and gift them the equipment they would need to survive. Though that was easier said than done. Clans held their knowledge close and their supplies closer. Every piece of clothing, every weapon, every item a clan child was given was treasured. Supplies were easier to come by in the towns and cities, but one needed either notes or goods in exchange, and from the looks of the sickly bodies tossing and turning in their beds, these people had little to offer.

“Why are they here?”

“They have nowhere else to go. Some here would beg if they could, but Daelor would have them executed if they tried. They’re families widowed by the loss of a husband or wife, children orphaned by mine collapses, and those too sick and too poor to afford the healers who serve at Daelor’s pleasure. They find their way here, and we do what we can to get them back on their feet. But the situation grows worse, not better.”

“Why?”

Selwen shrugged. “If I knew, there might be something more I could do about it. All I can tell you is that Daelor is building toward something. He has the miners working more shifts than their bodies can handle, and he basically tosses them down the side of the mountain when they’re no longer useful. Food is being strictly rationed, even though our harvests have been the largest the farmers have ever brought in. The city is bending, and I fear it won’t be long before it breaks.”

“And you think Daelor is responsible for all of this?”

Her conviction shook him to the core. “I know he is. I don’t know how he’s amassed so much power. He has his guards, but they don’t have the numbers or the strength to control the city the way they do. But people are too scared to face him. Everyone who openly stands up to him suffers calamity.”

She paused and looked at him. “The Reaper was going to fix everything. He thought there was a way to defeat Daelor, to bring him down. People flocked to him because they could tell he cared. A movement was growing, and we had hope for the first time in years.”

“He was a murderer.”

Selwen hesitated at the label, as though she might argue, but she didn’t. “He was a hero. The only one who could stand against Daelor.” There was an unspoken question in her eyes that he refused to answer, forcing her to state her treason out loud. “If you were strong enough to get past all the men guarding him and kill the Reaper, you’re strong enough to kill Daelor. Will you? If it’s money you seek, I can raise a collection. Whatever you want. So long as it’s in my power to acquire for you, I will.”

Veynar looked upon the sick and dying. What little sympathy remained in him went out to their broken lives, but he’d tried to do right once before, and he wouldn’t make that mistake again. “I’m sorry for their suffering, but your battle is not mine to fight.”

Selwen’s eyes hardened. “Any man who can look upon this and not be stirred to help is every bit the monster Daelor is.”

And perhaps he was. Veynar had no retort to offer. He bowed. “The work you do here is noble. I cannot help, but I will wish you success.”

He wouldn’t have guessed her capable of the icy stare that froze the blood in his veins. “Wishes are meaningless. You can see yourself out.”

She turned and walked down the hall, shoulders slumped, bearing the weight of all the desperate souls within this building across her back. Veynar dipped his head toward her, then let himself out. Night had fallen, and the air had a nip to it that he welcomed. Veynar glanced once more at the building, then returned to the nearest thoroughfare. He’d rather spend a night under the stars than another night in this town. He headed south.

Two men lazed on a bench close to the edge of town. One man had ridden into town with Daelor, and the other looked like two men had melted together to make one much larger man. Veynar turned to a side street, but a sharp, unnatural wind snapped across his path, no wider than a sheet of paper.

The display brought Veynar to a halt. That was the same strength Taranis had possessed, and the origin had been the smaller of the two men. The message was clear enough, and there was no place for Veynar to hide, not if the smaller man had the Sight. The two men stood up from the bench and approached slowly, two predators who knew their prey had already been trapped.

“Boss wants to have a word with the man who killed the Reaper,” the smaller man said.

Veynar glanced between the two men and figured his chances of beating them both were close enough to zero to be impossible. With little other choice, he offered a slight bow. “I would be honored,” he said.

As they turned north, Veynar glanced the way he’d hoped to go and wondered if he’d ever be able to leave this town behind.


Chapter 4
The Curse of Daelor


I fear that we will break the world, and there are those who curse our names, not without cause. Some have turned their backs on what we’ve accomplished, some who have taken their rest on the other side of the veil. They’re wrong, though. This power isn’t a curse. It’s a gift. We only need to learn how to wield it wisely.

​— ​THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

Veynar’s silent companions provided little clue about the nature of his meeting with Daelor. Their grim faces and unblinking visages made him think he walked to his own execution, but upon closer examination, he suspected their faces knew few other expressions. A dozen questions danced upon his lips, but he held them close, for men such as these wouldn’t provide him the answers he sought. He contented himself instead with a closer study of Westleton.

At this time of night, he expected the streets of any town to be nearly empty, but never in his travels could he remember being in a place this size where the streets were this quiet. With Atheron’s sharpened hearing, he could have heard a man stubbing his toe several houses away. The hour wasn’t that late, but many of the windows stood dark, making the air feel colder than it was. Only a few fires flickered in the windows, and it was as if Daelor and his men had slowly drained the spirit of Westleton away.

He’d more than halfway expected his escort to return him to the garrison headquarters, so he was surprised when they turned east too early, and they led him to a building that was smaller than most of the houses in the area. It couldn’t have had more than one or two rooms, and its only distinguishing characteristic was the brightness of the light that burned within. The flames that lit and warmed the building flickered through the windows, reminding Veynar of a beating heart.

The smaller of the men, the one who had ridden in with Daelor and possessed the same power as Taranis, gestured to the front door of the building, then turned and leaned against it as though settling in for a long Watch. Veynar frowned at the casual dismissal, then reconsidered when he thought of the effortless power Daelor had revealed as he entered town. Perhaps a Step would give Veynar a moment of advantage with which to end Daelor’s life, but then he remembered how close he’d come to losing himself in the void as he tried to pierce Taranis’s defenses and decided the odds weren’t in his favor. He swallowed the stone in his throat before offering a curt bow to his escort and entering the building.

The interior surprised him more than the exterior. The whole space was a single room lit by a glowing hearth in the corner, but the room was otherwise almost completely empty. Unwilling to glance upon the face of his host, Veynar’s discerning gaze took in the walls. A mounted rack of beautifully carved wooden training weapons rested on the north wall. Staff and sword, shield and spear were all present, and judging by the discolorations and dents, they had been well used.

Along the west wall was a large scroll with the symbol for “will” upon it. Veynar studied the calligraphy, hoping to discern something of his host’s character from it, for he was certain, though he couldn’t say why, that it was his host who had completed the calligraphy, and that if this building were to burn down, it would be the scroll that Daelor would risk his life to save. The strokes had been made by a confident hand, revealing no hesitation. The thickness of the lines was the result of commitment, but there was something more to the symbol that nagged at him, a secret in plain sight that his sharpened awareness couldn’t grasp. He tilted his head, seeking a better angle, but the calligraphy refused to give up its secrets so easily.

“When most warriors enter this room, they study the weapons first.”

Veynar was forced then to turn his attention to his host, that mysterious man who held the town of Westleton in his thrall. The space between them was empty, the floor one large training mat, except for a floor desk that sat close to the hearth. Daelor sat on his knees behind the desk, with neatly organized stacks of paper before him. He rose with impossible smoothness and stepped around to the front of the desk to welcome Veynar with a low bow.

His voice was softer than Veynar had expected from one who commanded such fear, but it carried as if the air itself bent to his bidding.

Daelor studied him with the same intensity that Veynar had studied the calligraphy with a moment ago, and Veynar felt as though his secrets were being laid bare, as if the gaze stripped away the pretensions and lies and little deceits that all humans shaped their identities around. Veynar had felt the sensation before, when he’d been pinned by Taranis’s Sight.

The sensation faded, and Daelor’s curious look made Veynar wonder what the mayor hoped to gain from their meeting.

The mayor said, “But you’re not just a warrior, are you? You bear all the hallmarks of the clan, and your upbringing is clear, but you were not born to fight. The will to battle isn’t in your blood.”

The observation struck close to the heart. As a younger man, Veynar would have argued, claiming he was meant to fight as much as anyone else. Time and experience had taught him otherwise. His friend, Malric, had been born to fight, and he’d lost his life for it. Veynar turned away from the memory so that his tears wouldn’t reveal a weakness he couldn’t afford to show to this new enemy.

When no response was forthcoming, Daelor said, “Even so, you killed the Reaper, a man whose life threatened the future of all our lands, and for that, I thank you.”

Veynar wasn’t sure why he pressed against this man who could kill him so easily, but he did. “There are those in your town who called him a hero.”

Daelor inclined his head. “True. He promised to alleviate the suffering felt by many, and for that promise alone, there were many who loved him. Even when he turned to violence, many followed him.”

Though they stood no more than eight paces from one another, the mayor’s voice sounded distant and cold, as though the words had emerged from a void. Veynar glanced back at the calligraphy and realized, finally, what he hadn’t seen before. The shape of the symbol was altered slightly, making the white space in the center of the circle larger than it otherwise would have been. Emptiness as the heart of will.

“What do you want from me?” Veynar asked.

“To understand you better. Would you spar with me?”

The two thoughts seemed so contradictory Veynar needed a moment to comprehend. Had he accepted Selwen’s contract, he would have likely searched for days for the opportunity Daelor freely offered. The red-haired man stood taller than Veynar, but their reach appeared to be about equal. “With weapons?”

“Bare handed. I find it’s the quickest way to understand another.”

A clan belief, through and through. The best way to understand another’s spirit was through the body. The arrangement suited him well. A lack of training weapons didn’t make either of them less dangerous, but he suspected Daelor knew that as well.

“I’d be honored,” Veynar said.

He matched Daelor’s bow as they came to the center of the room. Veynar struck first, a quick combination meant to test Daelor’s reflexes. The mayor shifted away from the first blow and turned aside the second with uncanny precision. He answered with a combination of his own. Veynar retreated and blocked.

Daelor didn’t pursue. He frowned. “No, I want you to fight as though you mean to hurt me.”

Veynar let Atheron’s strength flow through his body, and he came in with another combination. He loved the feeling of fighting with Atheron’s strength, his body becoming the weapon he’d never been able to become through his diligent childhood training. His blows weren’t meant to test, but to knock Daelor onto his seat, but Daelor stood against the assault like a master instructor teaching a student their first lesson.

The mayor was unlike any man Veynar had ever fought against. The clans prided themselves on martial skills that abandoned unnecessary movement, but Daelor had taken the philosophy and elevated it to an art. He turned aside Veynar’s blows with the bare minimum of movement and force. He exploited the holes in Veynar’s defense with quick, precise strikes, the tips of Daelor’s fingers as sharp as steel. Every strike told Veynar of Daelor’s restraint. He sensed the incredible latent force behind the blows, and after their first exchange, Veynar staggered back, bruised in half a dozen places.

Daelor looked disappointed. “For an aeleth, you’re not very strong.”

Atheron advised Veynar to surrender the match while he could still walk, but Veynar ignored the coward’s pleas. He wouldn’t quit before he landed a single solid blow. He called upon whatever strength Atheron held in reserve and advanced again.

The second exchange ended faster than the first, with Veynar on his knees gasping for air after a punch to his gut had driven the breath from his lungs. Once he could speak, he said, “I knew you were strong, but not like this.”

The compliment didn’t seem to register. Daelor gestured to his desk. “Let us speak. Would you care for some tea?”

Veynar accepted the offer, and once his legs agreed to support his weight again, he walked on his knees across the training floor to the desk. He welcomed the pouring of the tea with a bow, then sipped at the cup that was offered. It was an excellent tea, though far from the quality he expected Daelor could have afforded.

Daelor fixed him with a steady gaze but didn’t use his Sight. “Why did you kill the Reaper?”

“I wanted the money, and from the crimes he’d committed, it seemed the world wouldn’t miss him. In that, it appears I was mistaken.”

“You’re not so foolish as that. It would be a tragic life if no one mourned its ending.”

Daelor likely hadn’t meant the comment to cut as deeply as it did, but the edge on his words bared Veynar’s soul. Who would mourn him if he were to die? All those who might were in Caelen’s clan, and the odds of word reaching them was next to none. By clan custom, his exile meant he was already dead, even to his parents.

He spoke around the lump that had formed in his throat. “True. It’s more accurate to say that he seemed a dangerous man, and that the world would be better off without him.”

“You’d judge a man’s life by the mere fact his name appeared on a piece of paper next to a few crimes?”

It was as if the breath had been driven from his lungs again, but when it returned, it burned. “Who are you to interrogate me? You’re the one who set the bounty on his head.”

Daelor dipped his head in acknowledgment. “True. But I knew the man and had followed his little rebellion for months. I knew that his death would benefit humanity. You did not, and it’s you I want to understand. What kind of clansman becomes an aeleth, but not of the god of his clan, and falls to hunting bounties close to the borderlands?”

“One like me.”

Daelor sat as still as a statue, no motion wasted in anything he did. He considered for a moment, then said, “I know who you are, Veynar. Not just that you killed the Head Sister of Brennor, which is a fact that’s spread far and wide, but I know what transpired between you and Taranis.”

Despite the closeness of the fire, a chill swept over Veynar’s body. Daelor had known him all this time. His empty right hand, the one not holding a teacup, flexed at the thought of a short sword appearing within its grasp.

“I have not yet sentenced you to death,” Daelor said. It was meant as reassurance, but the implicit threat of violence set Veynar’s whole body on edge.

“How do you know about Taranis?” Veynar asked.

“I spoke to him. He came here almost immediately after you left his estate, hoping that I could heal him. Unfortunately, the compulsion that you and Atheron laid upon him is beyond my ability to alter.”

“You know Taranis?”

“Of course. He’s my colleague.”

Selwen’s fears surrounding Daelor were justified then, and more. And Veynar had somehow ended up killing the only man who stood against the mayor. Strands of duty wrapped themselves around his spirit, threatening to pull him into a situation he had no desire to make right.

“He threatened the survival of the land.”

“It’s true his studies attracted the Graevath, but he could have handled the incursions. Indeed, few are better suited. To hear him tell it, he ended up having to defend his land against the Graevath regardless of your intervention.”

Although true, it wasn’t what Veynar had meant. “He was studying forces that could cause another Breaking. There’s no excuse that defends his actions. It was evil of him to take that risk.”

Daelor looked disappointed in this answer, the strongest emotion Veynar had seen from him yet. “Is your thinking still so simple? That you can divide the world into two buckets of good and evil? Yes, Taranis was studying dangerous forces because I asked him to. His loss is a terrible blow. He was a volatile and cruel man, but such traits were ideal for his particular explorations. Ask your remnant, who possesses many of the same traits. Would Atheron ever have achieved as much as he did if compassion instead of reason had governed him?”

The remnant tied to Veynar’s spirit didn’t respond. No regret came through their connection, and Veynar wondered if Atheron were to be embodied, how much he would be like Daelor, so devoid of reaction and emotion. Veynar’s hand trembled slightly as he set his tea down. This was the man who’d guided Taranis? “Who are you?”

“I’m the man who’s going to save this land.” Daelor announced it matter-of-factly, then took another sip of his tea. “My question is what I should do with you.”

Veynar wouldn’t let him make such a claim so easily. “You think you’re going to save this land? Explain.”

“You’re clan, or at least you were. You know the truth that no one openly speaks. Despite the heroic efforts of the clans, the Graevath are winning, and they’re just the beginning of the monsters that exist in the Broken Lands. What lurks deep within is much worse, and it’s growing stronger.” There was no sarcasm in Daelor’s assessment of the clans’ efforts, placating some of Veynar’s building anger. “I’m well aware of the fear the remnants possess regarding the exploration of nature’s reality, but there’s no alternative. Humanity needs to be stronger if it hopes to survive. You know me as Daelor, but I’m also one of the strongest of the aethren, and so yes, I will be the one who saves this land.”

“Aethren?” Veynar asked.

Atheron answered before Daelor. The word translates roughly to “angel” in your language. In the faiths of my people, they were servants of the One.

That was too much to consider, but Daelor ignored Veynar’s question, giving him no time to learn more. “You could be useful to me if you wish. You’re a man looking for meaning, and I can offer it. Atheron, too, would be a great help. Before he became a remnant, there was no one who knew more about the powers that shape our world. Caelen’s clan is known across the land for the quality of the hunters they produce, and there’s prey I need to find soon. Ours would be a powerful alliance.”

Despite himself, Daelor aroused Veynar’s curiosity. “What prey?”

“A young woman named Selwen. She was an associate of the Reaper’s, and now that he’s dead, she has no more protection.”

Veynar kept his face still. “Why do you need a young woman?”

“Not just any young woman. I need Selwen. She’s the last surviving member of a very particular bloodline, and there are secrets hidden in her blood. I need them to complete my work here.”

“And what is your work?”

“As I’ve already said, the survival of all humanity. I’ll tell you this much. I believe the remnants were a mistake, and it’s one that I’d like to undo. If you’d like to learn more, pledge your service to me.”

Veynar couldn’t sit, not through any more. The remnants were a mistake? He’d wondered much the same after dueling Taranis, but he’d never dared claim it so boldly. Despite the direct threat to Atheron, his remnant was silent and still, not even releasing a shred of emotion. Veynar stood and paced across the training floor, too aware of Daelor’s gaze always locked on him.

Was this what he was supposed to do? This, the grandest of human projects? The purpose appealed. It was what he’d been raised to do since the day he was born. Fight to protect the people who couldn’t protect themselves. Except he thought of the people suffering in Selwen’s shelter, and the matter wasn’t so clear as Daelor wanted him to believe. “If you’re so noble, explain the people suffering in that shelter.”

Daelor frowned as though he didn’t understand the question. “I’m not noble. I’m effective. What does Selwen’s shelter have to do with anything?”

“You say you want to save humanity, yet the people there are the victims of your plans.”

Daelor’s confusion persisted.

Veynar pressed. “They’re the widows of people who have died in your service. Victims of illnesses whose bodies have grown too weak to live. People you could help.”

“Why?”

The question stopped Veynar’s pacing. “Why? Because people are suffering, and it’s because of you.”

“Of course they are.” Daelor looked at Veynar as though he were stating the most obvious facts in the world.

“Doesn’t it mean anything to you?”

Daelor nodded slowly, as though he finally understood. “Compassion once governed me as well, and it nearly tore my spirit to shreds. Let me be clear. My only purpose is to save humanity. Suffering will result from that, but much less than what will come to pass if I fail.”

Veynar’s hands made fists of their own accord. “And if I refuse to help you?”

Daelor studied him, then shrugged. “Normally I would kill you here, but there may be a day yet when I’ll need your skills or Atheron’s knowledge, and you’re no hero. You’ll run before challenging me, so there’s no harm in letting you live.”

The two men stared at one another, and Daelor broke the stare first. “I have no more time for you. My work awaits. So what will it be, Veynar? Will you help me save humanity, or will you run?”


Chapter 5
Sanctuary


There needs to be for every warrior a home, a place of safety where they can lay their burdens down and put aside the weight of their duty.

​— ​SYLARA’S STORY

The all-too-possible future unrolled before him, easy to imagine. Something deep in his spirit recoiled from Daelor, however noble the mayor’s stated intentions. That emptiness, that heartlessness that lived in the center of Daelor’s spirit was inhuman and monstrous.

And yet, it called to him. It reflected something in his own heart.

He hadn’t killed the Reaper out of any sense of nobility, justice, or righteousness. He had needed money, and cutting another man down had been the most efficient path to his destination. Maybe he’d only ever justified himself after he made the choice, claiming that he was doing a little good while earning the money he needed.

He still thought of himself as clan, but look how far he’d fallen from Caelen’s teachings. Death was a necessary part of life, but it wasn’t to be dealt unless necessary. Kill to defend the clan and the land, or to feed the same, but for no other reason. The thought of stopping had never crossed his mind from the time he’d seen the first wanted poster to the moment he’d thrust his blade into the Reaper’s back.

How much distance remained between him and Daelor? He wanted to convince himself that they stood on opposite sides of a great chasm, but perhaps they were close enough to touch.

He could see the future now, following Daelor’s orders, not because he’d chosen the path with care and deliberation, but because it lifted the responsibility of his life off his shoulders and gave him just enough excuse to justify his desire for violence in the service of something greater. He’d become a puppet who thought it was the master of its fate.

Tempting as the offer was, and it was tempting, Veynar bowed and turned to leave without another word, clutching desperately to whatever shreds of honor and decency he had left. His last sight of Daelor revealed the knowing glint in the mayor’s eyes, as though he’d always known what path Veynar would choose.

With that quiet confidence and absolute certainty, Veynar came to hate Daelor even more than he did Taranis.

He left the building, and true to his word, Daelor didn’t stop him. Veynar feared the guards at the door might not be so lenient, but like well-trained dogs, they made no effort to pursue the prey their master had released.

It was only once he was well away from that small building that he let the shudder pass through his body. He’d fought difficult foes before and had known plenty of warriors stronger than him, but Daelor was different. His abilities were beyond compare, but what really frightened Veynar was the glimpse he’d gotten of the other man’s spirit. Atheron was cold and logical, and Daelor held the same characteristics, but he’d lost something in the pursuit of his quest, something whose lack made him less than human.

The question was moot. Both Selwen and Daelor wanted his aid in a battle that was not his own. Thankfully, Taranis and his farm had taught him the foolishness of fighting battles that weren’t his. Thoughts of a bed and a warm meal tempted him to stay one night in Westleton, but the sooner he was out of this cursed town, the better.

He’d only gone a few blocks when the sound of a throat clearing stopped him in his tracks. Selwen hid in the shadows, so quiet and so still that the distracted Veynar hadn’t noticed her. “Working for the other side, are we?”

“You were watching me?”

“Whoever you are, you were strong enough to kill the only man who could have challenged Daelor, so yes, I followed you.”

“I thought you wanted nothing to do with me.”

She stepped out of the shadows so that he could see her face clearly. She looked older than she had earlier in the evening, a deep weariness in her gaze. “I don’t. If I saw any other choice, I’d take it, but the logic holds. You were strong enough to kill the Reaper. He had a plan to kill Daelor. You’re the only hope that’s left, and you’re in danger.”

He scoffed at that. “Coming from the woman who tried to stab me earlier today, I’m not sure what to say.”

She looked away. “He made me, and he’s going to try again.”

Veynar frowned, his curiosity once again rising. “Who made you?”

She returned to the shadows of the alley, pressing herself against a wall as though she wished to melt into it. “I’ll tell you everything I know, but we need to find a place to hide.”

“The shelter?”

She shook her head. “Everyone will be watching it.”

He dismissed her with a wave of his hand. The street was empty, and she was jumping at shadows. “If you won’t tell me what you mean, there’s nothing to discuss.”

She leaped after him as he walked away, wrapping herself around his arm as though it were a rope keeping her from falling. She hadn’t the strength to hold him in place, but it was the look in her eyes that gave him pause. Like a starving beggar offered a rancid piece of meat, she both reviled and needed him.

A figure appeared in the street ahead of them before Veynar could tear his arm free. She didn’t see at first, her attention fixed too firmly on her last desperate hope, but Veynar caught the appearance. He hadn’t emerged from the shadows or turned a corner. He’d appeared, just as Veynar would have if he’d dropped a veil. Only Veynar’s stomach hadn’t twisted, and he hadn’t seen even the fuzzy edges of the man before he’d appeared.

Selwen eased her grip on his arm when she felt the sudden tension in it, then jumped behind Veynar when she saw what had caused that tension. “Dhoran!”

The man who’d appeared dipped his head toward the pair. He stood a bit shorter than Veynar, but his shoulders were wider, reminding Veynar of a bull preparing to charge. His face was flat and expressionless, his eyes lifeless, and if he closed his eyes, Veynar would have had no problem imagining him as a vertical corpse.

“Selwen,” he replied, voice smooth as polished stone. “I told you to kill this man, not embrace him as you would a lover.”

She let go of Veynar’s arm as though it had caught fire. “He killed the Reaper. If he was strong enough for that, he’s strong enough to help us.”

Dhoran’s face remained impassive and expressionless. “Don’t confuse strength with will. He possesses some of one, but next to none of the other. Not even your compassion can convince a dead heart to beat again.”

Selwen took a step away from Veynar and looked at him as though for the first time, but Veynar didn’t much care what she found, for he’d discovered yet another mystery. “An aeleth?” he silently asked Atheron.

I think so, but I’m not sure. I can’t sense his remnant at all, but I can’t sense the strength of an aethren in him, either.

“Who are you?” Veynar asked.

Dhoran didn’t answer, but Selwen did. “He was the Reaper’s most trusted friend. It was the two of them, together, who organized the campaign against Daelor.”

The man didn’t so much as nod, his body as still as though it were carved out of the stone the miners quarried from the mountains to the north. He only glanced over Veynar’s shoulder, then returned his focus to the pair. “It doesn’t matter. Selwen, we need to leave. Mavric and Keryn are both on their way.”

Her face paled. “Both? For me?”

“Daelor must have expected that you would try to make contact.”

Selwen didn’t move, her gaze darting between Dhoran and Veynar, choosing between two poisons. She didn’t possess the Sight that laid bare a man’s spirit, but she had some ability to weigh a soul and judge its worth, and after a moment’s deliberation, she settled on Veynar. “I want to hide with you.”

She uttered the words with a conviction that allowed no doubt, though why she chose him over the man she knew was a mystery. She took his arm again and squeezed, a desperate plea uttered with her silent touch.

“He can’t protect you from them. Only I can,” Dhoran said, and there was for the first time a hint of emotion in his voice, an urgency that demanded Selwen’s obedience.

She squeezed Veynar’s arm tighter.

The desire to protect the land and the innocent, first seeded in him by the stories he’d grown up with as a child and reinforced by every lesson his instructors had delivered as he trained, broke free of the weak cage of indifference. A person was in trouble and had asked for his help, and what was more straightforward than that? He shifted so that he stood between Dhoran and Selwen, and when she squeezed his arm again, it was in silent thanks.

Dhoran leaped at Veynar, inhumanly fast.

Atheron burned bright already, knowing Veynar’s choice before he’d shifted his feet, expecting Dhoran’s answer. Even so, Dhoran’s first move was almost fatal, as the man swung a long-handled axe with a force that would have cut an ancient oak in two. Veynar leaned back as the double-bladed axe whipped through the space his head had just occupied, then formed his own blades as Dhoran twisted and brought the axe around again. He slid his grip up the shaft as he twirled, shortening the axe’s reach as he stepped in close.

Veynar’s stomach remained still as he lunged with a sword. No mere human could have moved with the speed Dhoran displayed, but there wasn’t so much as a whiff of remnant power emanating from the man. The bottom of the axe’s long haft knocked Veynar’s sword off its line as the axe head tried to take off his knee. Veynar stumbled back awkwardly as Dhoran advanced, giving him no space or time to recover.

Despite Atheron’s help, Veynar could do nothing but retreat against the axe. He’d never fought the weapon before, and Dhoran’s mastery was evident in every smooth movement. Besides, the Reaper’s second was both faster and stronger. Combined with the longer reach of the axe, Veynar found himself out of options. He kept himself between Dhoran and Selwen without getting cut open, and he counted that an accomplishment.

Dhoran’s face didn’t even show effort. He had the focus of a man cleaning dishes after a meal. He only stopped when he glanced again over Veynar’s shoulder. The axe vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and then he vanished a moment later.

Atheron burned brightly, sharpening Veynar’s sight and hearing until he could hear men snoring several houses away, but of Dhoran he found not a trace. It wasn’t a Step, but the effect was much the same.

Veynar hadn’t frightened him away, which meant Daelor’s two lieutenants were close. Atheron, anticipating Veynar’s request, went dark, until his spirit was little more than a flickering ember. Anyone paying attention with the Sight could still find him, but perhaps he could escape notice. If it failed, he could attempt a Step with two. If Daelor had spoken with Taranis, he’d know of Veynar’s hidden ability, but it seemed wise not to use it more than necessary. Every journey through the void was fraught with dangers known and unknown.

Selwen stared at the place Dhoran had been, eyes wide and mouth moving, though no sound came out. Veynar took her hand. How had she been close to the Reaper and Dhoran and not known about aeleth? Alas, it was yet another question whose answer had to wait until they were safe. He squeezed her hand and waited for her focus to return to him.

“Is there a tavern or an inn nearby? Someplace that would have plenty of people moving around?”

Her awareness returned quickly, shrugging off the impossibility she’d just witnessed with an ease Veynar envied. “Yes, but wouldn’t it be better to hide? There’s a place I know that’s safe.”

“We’ll get there, I promise. But Daelor’s lieutenants might be able to track me. We don’t have to go in, but I want to lose them if I can.”

Selwen didn’t waste time with questions. “There’s an inn near the outskirts of town to the south. It’s one of the few places that has people up and about at this time of night, visitors who haven’t been intimidated into Daelor’s ways yet.”

He gestured for her to lead the way, and she did, blazing a quick trail. She knew this city and its ways better than Veynar had known the mountains and passes of his youth. Veynar looked behind him constantly but never saw a sign of the pursuit that had so worried Dhoran. Their absence wasn’t as comforting as it might have been earlier in the night. If Dhoran could vanish without alerting Veynar’s remnant-enhanced senses, there seemed little reason the others couldn’t follow without him noticing, either.

They reached the inn, and Veynar circled around it, hoping that the signature of his spirit would be lost among the crowd. Three times he wandered around the inn, varying his direction and speed, and then he gestured to Selwen, who’d remained hidden in the shadows.

She led them west to a small, dark house. She produced a key that opened the door and led him inside. After locking the door behind her, she walked down the hallway and found a cleverly concealed handle in the floor. She pulled it up, revealing a trapdoor and an enormous root cellar below.

Veynar eyed her skeptically.

“The Reaper told me that if anything happened, this would be one of the safest places in town for me. It has an air vent, food, and water. Now go.”

Veynar’s memories returned to a dark cellar under a building in Brenwick, and the torture he knew had happened there. He couldn’t imagine Selwen authoring such pain, but if tonight had taught him anything, it was that he didn’t know a fraction of what he thought he did.

But she’d chosen him instead of the man she knew on the street, and he had to believe that meant something, so he grabbed a lantern, lit it, and took his first steps into the darkness.


Chapter 6
Of Truths and Lies


Beware the animal that you leave no escape. It is the cornered predator that strikes without concern for its own well-being, for it sees no other way to survive.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Selwen followed Veynar into the basement, closing the trapdoor behind her and locking it shut. Veynar made room near the bottom of the ladder and held the lantern high so that its warm, steady light could pierce the gloom. He was greeted not by jars of preserved food, but by an opulence that would have made Oweyn salivate. The room was almost as large as the house above, with a floor and walls that matched the upstairs decor. A long couch sat against the western edge of the room, and a small bed had been placed against the opposite wall. Several lanterns provided ample light, and the slightest breeze against his face proved the truth of Selwen’s claims about fresh air.

Shelves of preserved foods ran along the southern wall, and a pair of plates and bowls waited on a small table in the center of the room. Every piece of furniture, down to the chamber pot hiding under the bed, was well designed and cared for, though Veynar saw no signs of use. For a moment he stared, forgetting entirely about the pursuit above. “What is this place?”

His question raised the ghost of a smile. “What it looks like. The Reaper feared a day like this would come, a day when he’d need to hide but still be close enough to act. He spent a fair amount of time building it. The cellar was already here, but he was the one who transformed it into a living space.”

“Does anyone live above?” He hadn’t looked closely, but the house looked lived in, and he thought he remembered a soft whiff of roasted meat when he’d stepped inside.

“An older couple he knew from a farm. They’re too old to work and too old to move, but he paid for the place and provided a small sum to keep them fed.”

“Your friend was wealthy, then?”

Again a sad smile, a remembrance of a life he’d so harshly stolen away. “I don’t know that I would have called the Reaper a friend. He was…” she struggled for the best word, and Veynar wondered what she would choose. Master? Teacher? Lover? “A broken man searching for a heart, and he wanted to believe I could be that for him.”

She fixed him with that look that cracked open his defenses and revealed the void inside. “In the first part, at least, you two were much the same.”

His impulsive denial died under the strength of her scrutiny. Something in him had shattered in Brenwick. He’d tracked Taranis with the thought that he might repair the shards and make himself whole, but the fates’ boots had instead ground the shards to dust under their heels.

“Will you tell me what’s happening here?”

Selwen gestured toward the food stores. “Over a meal, but yes.”

It was only then that he realized he hadn’t been listening for sounds of pursuit. Granted, boots pounding overhead would have been obvious, but he’d still dropped his guard. “Are you sure they won’t find us?”

Selwen was already browsing among the jars. “Not as sure as I’d like to be, but the Reaper believed in this place. He told me that if I were ever in serious trouble, this was the place to come. He said no one would find it.”

“Not even Dhoran?”

“The Reaper kept it secret from him, too.”

“Though they were allies?”

Selwen selected a jar and brought it to the table. Unsealed, Veynar caught sight of a rich collection of cured meats, and he sat down across from her. He helped himself and sat in silence while he waited for Selwen to tell her tale.

“I suppose it makes the most sense to start at the beginning, or close enough to it. I was born and raised in this town. My parents were merchants who arrived at exactly the right time. They did very well for themselves, especially in the first years after Daelor’s arrival. They accumulated a great deal of wealth, but they were beloved by almost everyone. Both of them saw trade as a way to improve a person’s life, and they offered generous lines of credit that allowed many of the families settling here to build a solid foundation.”

“And Daelor killed them?” Veynar asked.

She frowned and shook her head, as though the idea disgusted her. “No. There was a disease that ran through town a couple of years ago. It probably killed a quarter of the people who called Westleton home. Mother caught it first, probably after delivering supplies to a healer, and she brought it home. We all got sick, but I was the only one who survived.”

Veynar bowed his head in apology. “Sorry.”

She waved it away. “The shop became mine, but I didn’t have the skill or the inclination to run it. Daelor offered a considerable sum to purchase it, and at the time, it wasn’t even a decision. I took the money and established the shelter. There wasn’t as much need back then, but it was my way of continuing my parent’s generosity.”

She finished a slice of meat and grabbed another. “The town never recovered after the disease, and Daelor’s behavior either changed or he stopped hiding what he was doing, depending on who you ask. Taxes went up. Lives were destroyed. His guards stopped merely protecting us and started controlling us. The Reaper was the one who first stood up to Daelor.”

“Tell me about him,” Veynar asked.

Selwen gave him a look that said if he really wanted to know, he shouldn’t have completed the bounty, but she indulged him. “He was always a bit of a mystery. He started out as a farmer who lived outside town, but he was never like the others. Everyone respected him, and he was kind enough, but he kept to himself. People like to say that he’d come here to hide, and that might be true. All I can say for sure is that he was more than he seemed, and that was true even after he became the town’s champion.”

Her pause asked if that was answer enough, and Veynar nodded for her to continue. “There were others who stood up to Daelor, but as I’ve already mentioned, those who did suffered. Nothing that could ever be linked back to the mayor, but we didn’t need proof to see a pattern, and it wasn’t long before people learned to keep their mouths shut. The Reaper still found them, though, the people who wanted to stand against Daelor. He always knew. He had this way of knowing exactly what needed to be said, and he’d approach people one at a time.”

Selwen’s gaze unfocused as memories pulled her into the past. “I couldn’t tell you how many times I watched it happen. He’d find a person standing in the corner, and they’d shy away like he carried a disease, because they knew what he would ask. But whatever their fears, he stripped them away, one by one, and when it was done, they were his.”

When her gaze focused again, it was on him, a frost that hadn’t been there before as she remembered what had been taken from her and who had done the taking. “His rebellion was a quiet one. Destroying equipment at the mine. Hammering long nails into trees to break the woodcutter’s saws. Breaking the axles on carts used on the farms. Never enough to provoke Daelor beyond measure, but enough to slow his progress, which is all he cares about.”

A gentle smile graced her lips. “I started working with him, too, through my efforts at the shelter. I built more bunks and made space for more people. It became the place to recuperate if injured, the place people came when they were too weary to work. I had no other contact with the Reaper’s rebellion. He didn’t want anything to happen to the shelter, and I think he worried about how easily it could turn into the center of the rebellion efforts. No one fights harder than those hurt the most and have the least left to lose.”

The smile vanished. “The tension grew. Eventually, someone must have talked, because Daelor summoned the Reaper. We all told him to run, but he just shook his head and went of his own free will. I don’t know what they talked about, but the Reaper left alive and the rebellion continued.”

Veynar stopped her. “Daelor knew it was the Reaper and didn’t stop him? Why not? And then why the bounty?”

“Now you’re asking the same questions the rest of us are. Not only that, but how did he know he’d be safe?” She paused and let her uncertainty seep into him as well. “If anything, the Reaper grew bolder after the meeting. He started arranging more elaborate sabotage. Daelor was furious, but he didn’t move against the Reaper. There was a time we thought that we’d win. That Daelor would eventually give up.”

Selwen sighed. “Until Dhoran appeared and changed everything.”

Veynar leaned forward, eager to hear about the warrior who defied his understanding. “Who is he?”

“Another question everyone in town wants to know. Compared to Dhoran, the Reaper was an open book. He appeared in town a few months ago and somehow wormed his way into the Reaper’s closest councils. They were planning something. That much was obvious. No one knew what.”

Selwen’s gaze fell. “They attacked the mine. At least, that’s what people say happened. The Reaper had never lifted a hand against another person, but one night a couple of weeks ago, a force fell upon the mine. Killed eight of Daelor’s guards. Broke enough equipment to set Daelor back months. The Reaper fled town, and the bounty posters went up the next day. I hadn’t worried much, fool that I am. Everyone knew the Reaper, including the Kingsguard, and nobody outside Daelor’s guards wanted to hurt him. I figured if the Reaper was gone and Daelor was here, he was safe. He’d brought some of his own protection with him, too.”

Selwen trembled with barely contained grief. A deep breath steadied her nerves, but she wouldn’t raise her eyes to meet his. “Dhoran said they had a way to defeat Daelor for good, to send him packing back to the cities where he could lick the king’s boot. He told us it all depended on the Reaper, and now he’s dead because you killed him.”

Every word dripped with venom. The remembrance of the story reminded her what she’d lost, and Veynar tensed, afraid she’d lunge across the table with the knife she’d used to cut her meat. The knife remained untouched. Whatever she felt—rage, despair, bitterness—she kept it caged, wrapped so tightly only brief glimpses of it appeared through the cracks.

She believed every word of her story, but still the addends didn’t make the sum. “Was the Reaper a fighter? Had he been a warrior before he came here?”

“Before the incident at the mine, I would have told you no. He’d never attacked people before. I don’t know what he was, but I wouldn’t have guessed warrior, not if you’d given me a dozen tries.”

Veynar didn’t say what he thought, that when he’d killed the Reaper, he hadn’t seemed like much of a warrior then, either.

The paths south remained open. A day or two of hiding until the search for him relaxed, then on the open road again. An unexplored future awaited him, but with the notes in his pocket, all paths were possible.

He remembered then what he should have remembered earlier. “It’s not safe for you here. Daelor is looking for you, specifically.”

“Why?”

“He said there was a secret in your blood.”

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I’d hoped you’d be able to tell me.”

“Daelor’s known me for years. If there was something he wanted, he hasn’t lacked for opportunity.”

Atheron’s reasoning reinforced Veynar’s intuition. There were two stories in this town. One had ended a few weeks ago and a new one had started. Only he’d been treating it as one complete tale. “This morning Daelor was riding into town. Had he been gone long?”

She looked confused by the question, as she had no insight into his thoughts, but she answered, “Almost a week. We knew he’d gone in a different direction than the Reaper, though, so we weren’t worried.”

Veynar leaned forward, thoughts racing ahead. “That’s not what I mean. Something changed a couple of weeks ago. The Reaper launches an attack no one expects? Daelor develops a sudden interest in you, but only after being gone for a week? There’s something more happening here.”

He could almost physically feel the hooks embedding in his bones. There were powers in this town beyond any he’d experienced, and a mystery that begged for resolution.

“What, though?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but I want some time to think about this. One last question, if you don’t mind. What did you mean when you said, ‘he made you,’ and why do you think I’ll help you?”

She bit her lower lip. “It was Dhoran. He told me you were the killer. He gave me the knife and told me it was time to choose a side, that I couldn’t just hide behind my work in the shelter.” Her hands trembled. “And he told me you were a powerful ally of Daelor’s, and that he couldn’t get close to you but I could. That was all I needed to hear.”

“Why are you so convinced I’ll help you?”

Nothing could stop her tears, but she did not try to wipe them away. “I already told you. You remind me of him. You have that same shattered spirit.” She sniffed. “Beyond that, you haven’t lied to me, at least not that I can tell. And that makes you unique among the powers walking Westleton’s streets.”

He bowed slightly, unsure of what he could say to that. “We should get some rest. I’ll take the couch, and the bed is yours.”

Her cheeks reddened then as it dawned on her for the first time how little personal space she’d have for as long as they hid. “Are you sure?”

Veynar gave her his best grin, though from her reaction, it was far from as reassuring as he’d meant it to be. “I’ve spent most of my life sleeping outdoors, and so by comparison, even the couch is a treat. The bed should be yours.”

They left the table and walked to separate sides of the room, and Veynar quickly made himself comfortable, turning onto his side and facing the couch and the wall so that his back was to Selwen. His eyes drooped, and sleep wouldn’t be long in coming.

Now will you stay and help? Atheron asked.

“Maybe. Let’s see what the morning brings first.”


Chapter 7
House of Memories


I would have you carry things. Our memories are fragile, altered and destroyed by the mere passage of time. The smell of pressed flowers, a ribbon from your lover’s hair, the bloody fletching from the first bird you brought down with your bow. Small things and light, but that carry a lifetime of memory. Deep in the wild, these are the things that will give you the strength to journey the last mile.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Dark dreams troubled Veynar’s sleep, as if his spirit, unused to being contained underground, sought the open plains of his vague fears. The dreams faded as he woke, driven away by the one dim lantern they’d left burning if they needed to flee quickly. He blinked his eyes, completing his transition from the world of dreams to the one of nightmares made real.

Footsteps above sounded close in the small room, but his moment of panic subsided at their leisurely, uneven pace. Chairs scraped against the floor, and the wooden beams overhead groaned lightly as weight settled. Veynar caught a slight whiff of porridge, though that might have only been his imagination striving to fulfill his stomach’s dreams.

“Anything last night?” he silently asked.

Nothing at all. She didn’t even try to kill you once. Atheron sounded almost disappointed, though the mirth in the remnant’s spirit couldn’t be disguised.

“You’re in a good mood this morning.”

Because you’re going to stay.

“I haven’t decided.”

But you have, even if you haven’t admitted it yet. Whatever is happening here, it’s big.

“We thought the same about Taranis.”

And we were right. Why are you so insistent on viewing your efforts there as a failure?

How could he ask that here, trapped underground just as they’d been on that day? He blinked and was no longer in this strange shelter built by a man he’d killed, but in a tunnel filled with men who wanted to kill him, or even worse, strip the will from his soul. The very torture he’d forced upon another, at the cost of a good man’s life.

“We killed a man who could have been great. We chained him to stone and consumed his spirit, denying him even the comfort of death and whatever waits on the other side of the veil. He begged us for mercy and deserved it more than we ever had. How can you call any of what followed a victory?”

Clan leaders must send good men to die every day, and those lives never buy nearly so much.

“It’s not an equation!” Veynar snapped, so angry he almost shouted the words aloud. Selwen slumbered still, her soft snores an echo of a more peaceful, kinder world. One in which men like him shouldn’t rightly exist.

“Do you not see what we did as evil?” he asked.

Tragic, perhaps. But necessary. You know my view is wider. The world is better for our actions.

“How can you be so sure?” Because Veynar wasn’t. He wanted to believe, but this world of saints and angels was still a territory more unknown than explored. One couldn’t wait to know all before acting, but he never knew nearly enough, in no small part because his guide only released information when it suited Atheron’s purposes, not his.

I can be sure because I’ve seen firsthand what happens when humanity pursues the power Taranis and Daelor believe is their birthright. If you think you know guilt, boy, try taking part in the very breaking of the world.

To that, Veynar had no response. Soft sounds of conversation, too indistinct even for his remnant-strengthened hearing, drifted down through the ceiling. Veynar didn’t know the couple, but he imagined them easily enough. Old, but still proud, living on their own, facing together whatever challenges age and their town put in their way.

It opened that old longing in Veynar, the piece missing since the day he’d killed the Head Sister of Brennor and known he could never return home. The couple above belonged to each other. Belonged to Westleton and a lifetime’s worth of friends. He belonged to no one.

Though hungry, it seemed rude to rummage around the pantry and eat without Selwen, and so it was to the couch he returned, thinking of nothing in particular while allowing the events of the past few days to tumble around. There were times when a story almost emerged, the disparate parts so close to a whole, but those were fragile times and the story never quite fit, like a piece of lumber cut incorrectly.

Selwen slept for what felt like a long time, though there was no telling how much of the day had passed under the surface. The couple finished their breakfast and their dishes, then their weight settled over a different part of the floor and Veynar imagined they’d taken up position in the chairs near the front window, observing the goings-on of the town from the privacy of their living room.

When Selwen finally awoke, they turned the lamps brighter and helped themselves to a quiet meal. The alert presence of the couple upstairs prevented them from discussing plans. After, he returned to the couch and her the bed. He dozed once or twice and she did the same, but he startled awake when he heard the door open overhead.

His panic subsided when he heard the shuffling footsteps make their way outside and the door close behind them. After their departure, the house was silent.

“We should discuss what comes next,” Veynar said.

Selwen’s wary look reminded him that his thoughts had traveled a long distance since the two of them had spoken last. “I want to help you.” He ignored the feeling of Atheron’s smug satisfaction.

After all she’d gone through to enlist his aid, she was remarkably unimpressed by his offer. “You changed your mind?”

“There was nothing to change. I hadn’t decided.”

Her look made him feel as if he’d spoken some old language, long dead, that she couldn’t understand. “Normally when people say that, they mean they haven’t figured out how to tell you no.”

Her response left him grasping for answers, but her next question, at least, was easier. “What made you change your mind?”

He didn’t fight her description. “Daelor and Dhoran interest me. The presence of men like them leads me to believe there is more happening here than even you know. It was chance that led me to kill the Reaper, but it brought me here, which is where I think I need to be.”

A shudder passed through her body. “There are times you sound so much like him, as though a fragment of his spirit is in you.”

His expression invited her to elaborate.

“He believed in a Plan. In a Planner.” The way she said the words made Veynar think of proper titles, capitalized to ensure he didn’t mistake what she spoke of. “We would discuss it late into the night, though he was always vague. At first, I thought he wanted me to reason for myself, but later I believed it was because he didn’t know. His belief was a hazy idea, but he clung to it as if his life depended on it.”

“Which god did he follow?”

She shook her head. “No god. His beliefs would have gotten him killed in a lot of places, but out here it always felt like the gods were far away. He claimed the gods we knew weren’t, that the Planner he believed in was something above.”

Her gaze never left him as she spoke, studying his face for any twitch that would reveal his beliefs, plainer than if he tried to explain them in words. Intuitive as she was, she succeeded. “You don’t believe in the gods either. Surprising, considering you came from the clans.”

Anything he’d say would reveal too much, tie her too deeply to the mysteries shaping this land, and so he remained silent, earning a belittling scoff. “He didn’t answer, either, when I got too close to the truth.”

He wanted to tell her that lies weren’t always evil, but Atheron’s cautious warning intervened. That way lies a path no less dangerous.

Sensing that her digging had reached as far as it would go, Selwen stopped. “If you’re going to help, what do you think we should do?”

It was the very question he’d spent most of the morning considering, and this conversation with Selwen only confirmed his plan. “The heart of the mystery lies with Daelor, but approaching him seems unwise. The easiest thread of this knot to pull is the Reaper. He knew more than he told you. If I wanted to know him better, where would I start?”

Selwen crossed her arms. “By not killing him.”

He didn’t blame her for her righteous grief, but was in no mood to endure her petty condemnations. “What is done is done. Where would I start?”

Her arms tightened around her torso, and he envisioned a fort with stone walls closing its main gate and preparing for a long siege. After long consideration, she surrendered the fort without a fight. “He had a farmhouse.”

“Can you take me there?”

Another shudder ran through her body, but she said she could, and they agreed that come nightfall they’d make their way out of town. Given that they had most of the day left, Veynar stretched for a bit, then lay back down on the couch and dozed until the nighttime routines of the older couple told them that the last of the sunlight had faded from the sky.

When he woke again, he found Selwen awake and sitting at the table. The lantern had been turned down low and placed before her, letting off just enough light that she could work by while not disturbing his sleep. She held a pencil in her left hand and was bent over a piece of paper, the pencil flying across the sheet.

He didn’t dare speak, didn’t dare step into the middle of whatever consumed her. She wasn’t writing. The motion of the pencil was too wild. Drawing?

Her pencil froze when she looked up and saw that he was awake. She folded the paper quickly and hid it from view. “Sorry if I woke you.”

“You didn’t.” He waited, hoping she would explain, but when she didn’t, he proposed a last meal before they left, and she readily agreed. She made no mention of the paper or her efforts, and though he wanted to press, he sensed that this was something that was hers alone and left it be.

Leaving town proved easier than expected. Atheron lay quiet within Veynar’s spirit, silent enough that only a focused study under an aethren’s Sight would reveal the truth of Veynar’s being. They left the house well after the older couple had retired for the evening. A quick check revealed that the thoroughfares were being watched by Daelor’s guards and lieutenants, but the lieutenants didn’t use the Sight and the smaller side streets were empty.

Veynar extended his arm for Selwen to take, and after a long hesitation to remind him of her feelings, she took it. If the lieutenants glanced at them with the Sight, they would see nothing more than a pair of lovers on an evening walk. They’d grow suspicious once the pair left town, but Veynar bet their attention wasn’t so focused. He and Selwen wove around the houses and strolled out of town. Veynar kept glancing back, straining his mere human senses for signs of pursuit, but none came. Once they both felt they were safely out of sight, Selwen directed them toward the farmhouse.

At first glance, it reminded him of the oldest of the houses in Westleton. It was a sturdy, squat structure built to endure whatever forces the weather mustered against it. The house was thick-walled to stay warm in winter and cool in summer, with small, heavy windows that would let in light but keep the elements at bay. A sloped roof of clay tiles with an ingenious design that would catch the water in a pair of barrels on each side of the house impressed him.

Selwen had a key for the front door, and again Veynar wondered about the nature of her relationship with the Reaper. They hadn’t been lovers, unless his instincts misled him, but more than allies of chance. She led him in.

The sight that greeted him on the other side of the open door was almost as far from his expectations as it was possible to be. This was no barren farmhouse owned by a farmer whose every waking hour was consumed by the care and population of his fields. Nor was it a monument to a man who didn’t care for his surroundings.

It was as though Veynar had stepped into a small library. Against the north and west walls, shelves had been built directly onto the structure, supporting more books than Veynar had ever seen in a single house. The only collection that compared in his memory was that of the library of the head sister of Bremer, who’d had generations of history and nearly unlimited resources at her disposal.

Selwen smiled at the sight of the rows of books, bringing back the more pleasant memories she’d shared with this man.

The only other remarkable piece of furniture was a small writing desk pushed into the corner where it would receive as much natural light from the windows as the house would offer. Books lay scattered upon the desk, as well as a number of writing implements suitable for the greatest scholars of the age. Not just a reader, then, but something more. But what exactly? Every uncovered detail deepened the mystery surrounding the Reaper’s existence.

Too late, he noticed Selwen looking at him, her posture indicating that if he wanted to learn more about the Reaper, the door had been opened and all was his to browse.

Veynar went to the books first, and from a quick study of the spines learned that the focus of the Reaper’s study had been history—both of the land and of its people and of the gods who called it theirs.

It must have been a fruitful study if he had discovered the secrets the remnants wanted kept. Fruitful indeed, if he knew what Daelor was and still believed there was a way to defeat the mayor. Veynar looked back at Selwen. “He wasn’t just a farmer.”

A ghost of a smile played across her lips. “He was a farmer, and a good one at that, but yes, he was much more. He was a scholar, studying the history of this land, seeking to uncover what he called the true story of our faiths.”

It was true, and that much was obvious enough, but it wasn’t complete. Still, she kept something hidden from him.

“And?” he prompted.

Her smile fell. “Something more. But he never told me what it was. Whenever I pressed, he would say that he hoped I would never find out.”

“That didn’t bother you?”

“Of course it bothered me. But I trusted him, even when I didn’t understand his ways. If there is one fact about him that I would defend to my dying breath, it is that he was a good man and meant well.”

Veynar abandoned the study of the books and turned his attention to the writing desk. There he found a sealed envelope with Selwen’s name on it. He gestured to the table and stepped back. “He left you something.”

Her eyes narrowed. She hurried over to the desk, rushing past him and snatching the envelope from the table. While she ripped open the paper, he went to the lantern, stood it on the desk, and lit it so that she might have light to read. Her frown deepened, but the missive must have been short, for she finished it in a moment.

Out of respect, he said nothing and asked for nothing. But she handed him the paper and allowed him to read it.

My dearest Selwen,

If you are reading this, I’m sorry. I have certainly failed, but do not give up hope. I have left for you a gift: something more precious than gold, in the place that is most precious to us both. When you find it, guard it. Dhoran is a trustworthy man in many ways, but not in this. Just know that whatever happens, I have always considered our time together to be some of the most precious in my life.

Finnor

He glanced up, and she guessed his unspoken question. “Finnor was the Reaper’s real name.”

“Do you know where the place he referenced might be?”

She thought for a moment and then nodded. Then paused, as though remembering she wasn’t sure of the degree to which she trusted him.

But she was a ship tossed about in stormy seas, her sails torn and her rudder shattered. He was the only stable land in sight. Whatever dangers he might hold, they still seemed the better bet than braving the storm without a way to steer.

She nodded once, slightly. “I think so. Follow me.”

She led him from the lantern-lit coziness of this small library on the frontier, this small temple of knowledge that promised so much, into the cold. They returned to where monsters lurked and darkness waited to swallow up souls.

She led him to a fenced-in garden on the south side of the house. A careful and experienced hand had cultivated the land here. A man who believed that what mattered wasn’t just what the garden would grow, but how it would grow. The harvest would be full and plentiful this year, but weeds had risen recently to battle the more established wheat and vegetables. Those weeds condemned Veynar, for they were a reminder that the caretaker of this land would care for it no more.

Veynar’s throat tightened at the sight, and it was suddenly difficult to breathe. He thought he’d known what it meant to take a life. And yet this cruel world continually reminded him how naïve he was.

Selwen wandered the rows, where the plants were labeled neatly. “Fionnach,” she whispered, saying the name of the flower as though it were a prayer to the gods the Reaper had never believed in. She stared at the empty pot and then nodded. “Here. The Fionnach was the name of my mother’s favorite.”

Veynar retrieved a spade leaning against the side of the wall and dug. He dug beneath the level of the roots and stopped when his efforts unveiled a small canvas bag. He tossed the spade aside and laid the bag at Selwen’s feet. Curious as he was, he wouldn’t take it.

She clutched at the bag with trembling fingers and undid the leather cords which held it closed. She looked inside and shook her head, and then poured some of the bag’s contents into the palm of her hand.

Under the light of the moon, there was no doubt in Veynar’s mind. He had meant to control his reaction, but his eyes went wide at the sight. Selwen now held a pile of glittering remnants.


Chapter 8
Easier to Move the Mountain


When I was young, they asked me why I hunted. The need that had driven our ancestors was gone, and yet I wouldn’t be stilled. I gave the answers they expected: that I enjoyed the hunt and the taste of wild meat, and that it was the hunting itself that was the reward. They nodded but never understood, and I could see it in their eyes. Why do something hard when the easier path beckons? The answer I couldn’t give was this: that there is value in the struggle itself. That the world only reveals its deepest truths after we fight for them.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Selwen held the stones in her hand, lifting her palm so they caught the light of the moon and stars. She brought her face close, then shrugged and poured them back into the small canvas bag. It was only then she looked up and saw the expression on Veynar’s face, which he hadn’t yet masked, and how could he? In her hand were enough remnants to change the course of the world.

“You recognize these?” she asked.

She didn’t. That was clear from the careless way she poured the gems back into the bag, heedless of spilling a precious fragment of an unbelievably powerful soul into the garden. “The Reaper never told you?”

“I’ve never seen these before. What are they?”

Veynar trembled. He’d sensed the stirring of the fates around Westleton, but the sight of so much strength in one place threatened to spin the world upside down and send them all tumbling down. His throat was dry, and he tried to guess the Reaper’s intent in passing so many remnants to a young woman who didn’t even know of the secret powers that shaped the world she lived in. Truth, as always, appealed, but there were many truths that could be shared, and with each a different share of risk.

“I know what they are,” he confessed, “but I do not know that I should tell you.”

The lines of her face hardened, and under the silver light of the moon he saw a strength in her, a strength easily underestimated as it hid underneath her compassion. “Why not? The Reaper entrusted them to me.”

Veynar swallowed hard. So he had, but why? A question Veynar wished desperately to know, and he cursed himself again for killing the only man with the answer. “There are secrets about the world that, by simply being known, pose a danger. I would not place you in that danger if I could help it.”

That unrelenting gaze didn’t soften, even as he appealed to her compassion and self-preservation. “It isn’t your place to tell me what I may know, not after you killed the man who served as my teacher.”

It was in the way she titled the Reaper, the warmth that broke through the ice in her voice, that revealed not just their relationship but its depth. The Reaper had been a teacher, the man she turned to for wisdom and guidance.

“May I ask what he taught you?”

She answered, but only after he squirmed under her stare. “He taught me a history not found in any book, a story of how these lands were broken, and what forces shaped the world we know.” She’d always been intuitive. Veynar had seen that often enough for himself, but he hadn’t before recognized the intelligence it was coupled with. “A story I think you already know.”

Atheron, intertwined deep in Veynar’s spirit, murmured his approval.

Veynar gestured to the bag. “You hold in your hand remnants. Fragments of the souls of the gods, and the power they once possessed.”

There, her hand trembled. She’d known more than he guessed. Enough that his revelation came without any of the questions he’d expected. She clutched the bag tightly to her chest and looked at him with eyes wide with fear. He kept his hands still at his sides. “I had no more idea that those were here than you did.”

Slowly, the sudden fear faded, and if she didn’t quite trust him, she wasn’t as afraid as before. “What should we do?”

Veynar scratched at the back of his neck and looked east, to the darkened shadows where Westleton lay. “Seems to me we’re probably safer here than trying to make it back into town. Would you mind if we slept here tonight? Then we can talk in the morning.”

When she didn’t respond, he added, “If you’re more comfortable, I’m happy to sleep outside tonight.”

Her compassion finally cracked her shell of fear, and she shook her head. “No. If you wanted to kill me, I’d be dead several times over by now. I know that well enough. But if what you say is true, what I’m holding could change…” she struggled to find the most appropriate word, only to settle on the easiest and closest to the truth, “well, everything.”

Veynar nodded, wishing she wasn’t right.

The next morning’s sun found him already awake and staring out the window, waiting for answers to appear in the distance. He was still staring out the window when she awoke, and he heard her grasp the bag soon after, reassuring herself it was still there.

He couldn’t say he hadn’t been tempted. Only a fool wouldn’t dream of what he could do with such power. Atheron hadn’t been helpful, arguing the remnants deserved hosts. That the world needed more aeleth for whatever trials the future held. And perhaps that was true, but Taranis’s farm and Daelor’s words were still too fresh, Veynar’s doubt too active.

Powerful as the remnants were, they represented a cage. One that they claimed protected humanity from the dangers of the greater world, but still a cage, limiting the ways humanity could grow. Veynar had thought long and hard about that dilemma in his time in the Broken Lands, but he’d come to no answer. It wasn’t so much a matter of right or wrong. Both paths held value and challenges. It was a decision about the shape of things to come, and he wasn’t the person to make it.

They broke their fast in silence, helping themselves to the eggs from the Reaper’s chickens while sipping tea. Selwen dared to break the silence first, to set their course, though both felt blinded by the lashing rain of the storm they found themselves in. She tilted her head toward the bag. “If these…remnants are as powerful as you make them sound, we need to use them to overthrow Daelor.”

He sipped his tea to give himself time to better consider his response. “It’s a noble idea, but a difficult one. Not just anyone can grab a remnant and possess a fragment of a god’s power. A season or more of training is required. Even then, it might not be enough. Daelor and his lieutenants are strong. Far stronger than those who possess the remnants.”

“How do you know so much?”

“It’s a war I stumbled into last year. My sister was killed over a stone like that, and when I searched for her killer, I became a part of it.”

“You have one of these,” she intuited.

“I do, but it doesn’t make me strong enough to face Daelor. Nor am I convinced I should.”

“He’s caused more suffering here than the Graevath! If that’s not a reason to oppose him, what is?”

Veynar grimaced. He’d known that revealing anything was as good as revealing everything, but still he’d hoped to keep Selwen away. He shared an abridged version of his story, focused on the discoveries he’d made about the past and how part of the purpose of the remnants was to ensure humanity never had the power to break the world again, and how Daelor opposed the remnants.

Selwen looked at him as though he were a fool. “Then why the uncertainty? He’s a monster for the suffering he’s caused, and his opposition to the remnants condemns him a second time.”

Veynar ran a finger around the edge of the teacup. “I’m not convinced the remnants are right.”

“You want to break the world again?”

“Not at all, but I was of the clans, Selwen. I know how the war is going. We fight and bleed for every scrap of land, defending it with countless lives. I’ve lost almost as many family and friends as I have left, but we’re still being pushed back. Our numbers dwindle, and as the challenge of defending the land grows more impossible, there are fewer people willing to fight. Better, they imagine, to spend the last of their days in the relative peace the kingdoms offer. Daelor’s methods may be cruel, but he’s right when he claims something needs to change.”

She stood from the table so fast she almost knocked the chair over, glaring at him. She grabbed the bag of remnants, stomped her way to the door, stepped outside, and slammed it behind her. He heard her crying but remained where he was, taking another sip of his tea. “That could have gone better.”

She’s right, though. Maybe not in detail, but in principle. Those remnants need homes. You say that something needs to change, and you’re right, but what if it’s this? What if what the clans need are their remnants returned, their aeleth strengthened?

Veynar almost asked if Atheron truly believed that, but he felt the remnant’s feelings almost as clearly as his own. An army’s worth of remnants bounced in Selwen’s grasp. Was it enough to change the course of the war? He couldn’t guess. If he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t sure how much of his indecision was rooted in rational argument and how much came from the aggrievement at knowing that accepting Atheron had limited what he could become.

All he knew was that thinking about it wouldn’t get him anywhere. Selwen’s cries had faded, and when he glanced out the window, he saw that she squatted in the garden, picking at weeds. He rose, cleaned their dishes in a basin of water, then carried the basin outside and asked where the water was most needed. She pointed to a row of plants and he poured it slowly across the blooming stalks.

After the basin was filled from the well and returned to the house, Veynar asked if he could help. She agreed, her voice distant, and Veynar had to stare at his boots for a moment before confessing, “You’ll need to show me what to do. I don’t know what’s a weed and what’s a plant.”

She laughed and looked as though she was about to make fun of him, then stopped. “You really were clan, weren’t you?”

“I was. We gathered most of our food through hunting, and we never had a garden. We moved our tents too often.”

Selwen showed him what were weeds and what were supposed to stay, and he squatted a few paces away from her and got to helping. In time, he found a rhythm, and the world’s worries melted away. The sun was bright, with no clouds to carry shade across their warming backs, and it wasn’t long before a bead of sweat trickled down his back.

“I’m sorry about your sister,” Selwen said.

The unexpected kindness tore off the scab that had formed over his heart, and it was suddenly hard to breathe. Lirael had never been a gardener, but Veynar had the sense that she would have loved it here, the world stretching out before her gaze and the sun overhead. Unable to speak, he nodded his thanks.

Sensing his distress, she said nothing more, and they lost themselves together in the restoration of the Reaper’s garden, once so carefully tended. In a way, it had been destroyed because of him, and it was a pleasure to heal instead of break. The garden’s owner might never return, but the garden could continue. Lirael was gone, but that didn’t mean the flame she had carried needed to die, too. Three words were all he could summon. “I miss her.”

Selwen stood from her labors and stretched, looking across the garden as though surprised she’d accomplished all that she had. Only then did she face Veynar with her own pain. “Why did you kill him?”

“I believed he was a murderer, and I wanted the money. I’ve been wandering the Broken Lands for months and decided it was time to return, but I had nothing to my name, so I figured that if he had a bounty, it was as good a way as any.”

Selwen made no effort to stop the tears that now ran down her cheeks. She clenched her fists, but for the first time since they’d met in that street, he didn’t think the anger was directed his way. Now, though, it would be worse for her because it had no target beyond Daelor, the one target she couldn’t touch. He wouldn’t argue if she turned those fists against him.

She didn’t. She squatted between the rows of tender plants and resumed her work, watering her teacher’s garden with her tears. Veynar continued his weeding, careful not to pull out any of the plants that belonged. He’d done enough damage already.

A flash of movement caught his attention. Instinctively, his hand snapped out as fast as the tip of a whip, and he grabbed the fleeing creature. Selwen gasped at the sudden movement, then again at what he pulled from the garden. A small snake snapped around, but he’d caught it just behind the head with his thumb and forefinger. Even Selwen, a child of the protective towns, recognized it. “A Red Diamond?”

Veynar squinted, not believing his eyes but having no choice. The repeated rust-colored diamonds running down the length of its back left little doubt as to its identity, as unlikely as that was. He looked up at her. “Have you ever heard of them here?”

She shook her head, unable to tear her eyes from the death he held like a teacup. “Never.”

They were common in the Broken Lands, but Westleton was a long way from their natural habitat. He studied it for another moment, then stood and carried it out the gate of the garden and into the prairie beyond.

“Aren’t you going to kill it? They’re deadly.”

True enough. A bite from a Red Diamond carried enough poison to kill a full-grown man quickly. It spread through the blood like wildfire, stopping the heart when the poison met a person’s most precious muscle.

Veynar shook his head and threw the snake as far as he could. With Atheron strengthening his arm, it was quite a distance. The snake wouldn’t be harmed. He’d seen them drop on prey from massive trees without a problem. He wiped his hands on the grass, then returned to the garden.

Selwen was angry at him again. “Why didn’t you kill it?”

“Red Diamonds are terrified of humans. I caught it when it was trying to run away. Better to help it than kill it, wouldn’t you say?”

“No! Absolutely not. Are you willing to risk your life by letting it go free?”

Veynar met her anger with a confident grin. “I did most days in the Broken Lands. It won’t bother us.”

Her nostrils flared and she stomped her foot, too angry to speak, and Veynar dropped the grin and said, “I’m sorry for the hypocrisy, but Caelen taught us not to take life unless it was necessary. I haven’t lived up to that ideal, but I’d like to try.”

Her anger melted away, and she swallowed hard, turning away from him. “You won’t make it easy for me to hate you, will you?”

She wouldn’t see his sad smile. “There’s nothing easier than hate, and I won’t stop you from hating me if you like. You deserve that, at least.”

There came a time when there were no more weeds in the garden and their distraction ended. She hadn’t spoken to him since the snake, but he didn’t think they would have long, and so he asked what he’d been afraid to ask so far. “Would you let me study the remnants for a time?”

She drew away and clutched the bag close. Veynar made no move to follow, and she asked, “Why?”

“I can’t use the remnants, but I might learn from them. I might get stronger and faster. Maybe I’ll even find a technique I can use to defeat Daelor, if I decide that’s necessary.”

She chose with less hesitation than he expected, tossing him the bag without a word. Then she brushed past him and returned to the house.

He shut the garden gate behind them, sealing it off from other predators. A stump sat about fifty paces south of the house, and Veynar went to it, pulling his legs up and sitting cross-legged as he carefully poured the remnants out in the space between his legs.

“Ready?” he asked.

Atheron didn’t even have to reply. He’d been waiting for this from the moment he’d seen the remnants emerge from the garden. Veynar chose one at random and settled into a meditative trance, opening both his senses and Atheron’s to the power of the remnant.

“It can’t be,” he whispered.

Holding onto the remnant and connecting with it felt like coming home, the feeling of returning from a long hunt in strange lands and pushing aside the flap of your tent to find your family waiting, a bowl of stew waiting. Being around his Keeper had felt just like this, and he knew, on a level deeper than language, that he held one of Caelen’s remnants in his hand. The legacy he was supposed to have inherited, now his, too late for him to accept it.

“I thought they were all with the clan.”

I’m not sure any of the clans held onto every remnant. Too much has happened, and too much time has passed.

The thought, obvious as it was, had never occurred. Of all the half-truths he’d learned to question, he’d never wondered if there was more of Caelen somewhere else. His connection to the remnant remained open. Atheron guided their tentative union, deep enough that Veynar’s mind, body, and spirit could absorb the teachings of the ancient god without inviting the remnant to full unity. Without Atheron’s guidance, Veynar feared what might have come to pass. His body was home to one god already, two would tear him into pieces.

From Caelen he learned how to manipulate the air to drive an arrow into its target every time. How to use the latent strength in his body to move faster and react quicker. Caelen’s veil blocked more sound than Atheron’s, and there were techniques to sharpen vision and make distant objects appear close.

The speed Caelen offered was a genuine gift, filling a gap in Veynar’s abilities he’d long lamented. The rest underwhelmed. They were tricks. Useful, certainly, but less than he’d expected.

You’re disappointed, Atheron observed.

“I’d expected more. The knowledge is useful, but it doesn’t put me on equal footing with Daelor.”

Nothing you’ll learn from a remnant will. Daelor is what we were, not what we’ve become.

“Why accept this reduced state?” Veynar challenged.

Because it allowed us to be in many places at once. Because it allowed us to escape the ravages of time. And because we can’t break the world like this.

Veynar bit his lip and placed Caelen’s remnant in one pile. There’d been a time when he would have given anything for that remnant to be his. A time when he’d cursed Atheron’s weakness in battle.

No longer. Atheron lacked the strength and speed of his more physical colleagues. But he could learn, not just from the world but from the other remnants. Already Veynar could Step, and now he could shoot an arrow and ensure it would strike its target. He picked up another remnant, curious what more he would learn before the day was done.


Chapter 9
Too Much the Same


Treasure your friends and family, but measure your worth by the excellence of your enemies.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Veynar spent the afternoon on the stump, sorting through the remnants and connecting with each in turn. Nearly twenty all told, a pantheon of powers representing the pinnacle of human achievement before the Breaking. Several were shards of the same ambitious soul, and Veynar found that the powers of these matching remnants were identical.

After the third such find, he asked Atheron, “Why haven’t their abilities diverged? It’s been hundreds of years since the Breaking.”

The remnant stirred gently in his core, like the sorrowful lapping of waves against the shore as a boat bearing friends departed to a distant land. You blame us for limiting humanity, and the accusation is fair, but we limited ourselves, too.

There was no need to ask for clarification because Atheron sensed Veynar’s confusion as clearly as Veynar sensed the remnant’s sorrow.

Did you know humans are the only beings in this world that create knowledge? That can explain the world and use those explanations to peer ever deeper into the fabric of reality?

Veynar figured that was true enough, though he’d never considered the matter in such a way. “What of it?”

To my mind, and to the minds of my peers, this is the greatest of questions. Why us? Why do the powers of this world respond to our will? Are we the only creatures that can ask questions and imagine the answers? I don’t know the answers, but I do know that humanity, in the eyes of this world, is special.

Atheron paused, the sorrow in his spirit cresting before the more familiar sense of detachment froze the stormy seas.

That is what we surrendered when we became remnants. The process hardened our spirits and our minds. It is not quite that we are locked in place, although that may be true for my peers who cared more about their bodies than their minds. It is that any change is exceedingly difficult. I aid your learning when we connect with these remnants, but you are responsible for a greater share of it than you might realize.

Veynar held the remnant in his hand up to the midday light. Azure light streamed through the gem and played upon his legs and the surface of the stump. “You all believed you could freeze time, didn’t you? Keep things almost exactly as they were.”

More that we believed that what we had was already enough.

“You were fools. There is nothing but change. Nothing but growth. No matter how strong you were, the moment you stopped learning was the moment you made yourselves vulnerable.”

It’s also the moment we stopped any thickheaded fool from destroying the rest of humanity.

That afternoon he took what he’d learned and made it his. His Keepers had spoken of three kinds of knowing. There was the knowing of the mind, of facts and knowledge and reason. A precious gift, but far from the only thing that mattered. There was also the understanding of the gut and heart, the instincts that needed no reason. Finally, there was the understanding of the body, the knowledge of movement and reaction. The ideal warrior trained and understood all three equally, but like all ideals, one could spend their entire life seeking the perfect balance and never find it.

His and Atheron’s connection with the remnants had given him the knowing of the mind. If he were to use the techniques, he would need them to seep deeper into his body, become a part of him the way Caelen’s techniques were. The Reaper’s home had a bow hanging on the wall and a quiver of arrows resting below, and he began his training with that, launching arrow after arrow at a post and nudging it in flight so that they struck one next to the other, never more than the width of a finger apart.

A clan upbringing meant he’d already known how to shoot, but Caelen’s blessings now meant he wouldn’t miss. He couldn’t do more than nudge the shafts, but so long as his aim was close, the arrow would land true.

Shooting dropped him into a meditative, trance-like state, and he tested the physical techniques the remnants had given him. His first leap carried him far enough he almost tripped over his own feet on the landing, but Atheron had already given him a taste of the remnants’ abilities, and he adjusted quickly, spinning like a wind caught in the corner of a building and striking with the force of a charging bull.

The techniques remained more in mind than body, but he knew of no way to hasten the process. Repetition carried the knowledge from the head to arms and limbs, and the only way to accumulate such repetition was time. He trained until further training would only exhaust him, then wiped the sweat from his brow and returned to the Reaper’s home.

Selwen sat at the Reaper’s writing desk, the late afternoon sun washing over the table like a golden blanket. A soft floral scent rose from her teacup, cooling and forgotten at the corner of the desk. She didn’t turn at his arrival and jumped when he firmly put his foot down.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a fright,” he said.

She held her hand to her chest. “No, I shouldn’t have let myself get so absorbed in his notes. There’s an entire world here I didn’t know about.”

Veynar remembered his own initiation into the remnant’s secret history, similar to the feeling of scree slipping under his feet, the shifting landscape making it impossible to chart a path ahead, to know what the future held. “It’s a lot to take in. I’ve not known long, and there’s more that’s still a mystery to me than knowledge.”

Selwen glanced out the window, then started for the second time since Veynar had entered. “There’s someone coming.”

Two quick steps carried him to another window that shared the view. “Dhoran.”

Selwen slammed books shut and hurried to pack, but Veynar held out his hand. A detached calmness had settled over his heart, similar to Atheron’s cold ways of thinking, but not the same. “There’s no point in running.”

He held out little hope. The newly uncovered remnants had given him a speed and strength he hadn’t believed he’d reach even a day ago, but they hadn’t raised him to Dhoran’s level. Veynar didn’t want to die, but there was an appeal to ending his suffering for good. He told Selwen to stay in the house, then stepped outside alone and went to meet Dhoran.

The two warriors stopped ten paces apart, empty handed. Veynar offered a bow, and Dhoran returned a nod of the head. The Reaper’s ally looked past Veynar to the house. “Is Selwen in there?”

Veynar nodded. “She led me here hoping we’d find some answers.”

Dhoran’s hand flexed as if he was about to bring a blade into existence, but none appeared. “What answers did you seek?”

“Who the Reaper really was. What power he held over Daelor, and if that power could be ours.”

Dhoran shouted and leaped, powerful legs covering the distance between them in a single bound. A long sword appeared in his hands, and as he returned to the ground, he led with the blade, a wildly powerful cut that threatened to cleave Veynar clean in two.

Veynar made no effort to block or deflect. The strength in the aggrieved warrior’s swing would have brought him to his knees if he’d tried. A burst of will brought his twin short swords into existence. Dhoran’s sword passed by Veynar’s side, cutting deep into the ground. Dhoran ripped the blade free of its earthen embrace, sending dirt and clumps of root-entangled grass flying at Veynar’s face.

Veynar spun away and closed his eyes, hearing the stomp of a boot in the soil as Dhoran took a powerful step forward. Veynar retreated and brought his swords up. Steel clashed, and Veynar turned the cut aside, clearing a path to Dhoran’s heart.

He retreated instead, and Dhoran lashed out, his sword traveling in a wide arc. Again Veynar turned the blade aside, and Dhoran spun and cut down once more. Veynar stepped back, and the sword again dug into the dirt. Veynar stood close enough that he could smell Dhoran’s sweat and the faint whiff of liquor on his breath. Nothing but warm spring air protected Dhoran’s chest, but Veynar let the blades vanish from his hands.

Dhoran cut once again, but Veynar saw the direction of his gaze. He noticed the beginnings of the movement and the sharp intake of breath, and he stepped aside almost before the cut came.

This was the same man he’d fought before, but not the same spirit. Red-rimmed eyes slowly tracked Veynar’s movements. Dhoran’s strength would cut through the trunks of an ancient oak, but that deadly speed and control had vanished in the daylight. When the blade missed again, Dhoran let it fade.

“You really didn’t know anything. You, an aeleth, are nothing more than a bounty hunter, and thus the world is one light dimmer.” Dhoran’s gaze had gone distant, and he repeated, “One light dimmer, and our world is already so dark.” Sunken eyes focused again on Veynar, and he prepared to defend himself.

No need, though. He’d stolen the warrior’s strength without a single blow. Dhoran stumbled and almost fell, then steadied himself, as though remembering he stood against an enemy. “You killed him for mere notes?”

“I thought he was a murderer,” Veynar protested, though the excuse sounded weak to his own ears.

“I was the murderer!” Dhoran shouted as he stood up straighter and stumbled backward. “Daelor knew it, too, but knew Finnor was the true enemy, the one who would break him. The bounty wasn’t supposed to be anything more than a warning, the mayor telling us he wouldn’t be pushed any further. No one within twenty miles wanted Finnor dead, probably not even Daelor.”

There was more unsaid there, and assumptions that deserved to be challenged, but Veynar didn’t ask, not now. Dhoran balanced precariously on the edge of anger and sorrow, and Veynar didn’t want to pull him toward anger.

A gust of wind kicked up some of the broken ground between the warriors, and it was warm against Veynar’s skin. Dhoran straightened. His sword vanished from his hand, and he looked Veynar in the eye. “You’re a fool.”

Veynar didn’t deny it.

Selwen stepped out of the house and approached, courageous now that the swords had vanished and the fighting, at least for the moment, had stopped. She stood off to the side between them, as though deciding which of the men should be her ally. “Who was he, Dhoran, really?”

Dhoran’s shoulders slumped. He glanced quickly back toward Westleton, then tilted his head toward the house. “We have a little time before they come. I’ll tell you quickly, but then we need to decide what will happen.”

Dhoran moved around the house as though it were a second home. He opened the cupboard with the tea and quickly stoked the fire to boil the water. Veynar leaned against a wall while Selwen sat in one of the two chairs at the table. Once the water was on the fire, Dhoran began.

“Finnor was many things in his life, but he was more than anything a scholar. He’d served for a while as a Kingsguard, and he had traveled enough of the world to notice that not everything was as history said it should be. The clues are all around us, but most people never open their eyes enough to see. Not Finnor. He saw everything. After his term of service finished, he pursued his question with a single-minded devotion that brought him to our attention.”

“Our?” Veynar asked.

Dhoran nodded. “We’re a loose collection of aeleth scattered around the lands.”

“That’s twice you’ve used that word,” Selwen said. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a word from the older languages, but we use it to mean those of us who have accepted a remnant into our souls.” Dhoran returned his attention to Veynar. “We’re committed to preserving the path the remnants have forged for us.”

Which could only mean one duty here. “You’ve come specifically to oppose Daelor.”

“Finnor’s studies had brought him to the area before Daelor arrived, and so he was the first among us to realize what Daelor was. Our opponents are subtle, and the distances between places are too great for easy communication. It wasn’t until Daelor started moving more openly that Finnor called for aid and I arrived, though it should have been earlier.”

The regret in Dhoran’s voice echoed the pain Veynar heard so often in Selwen’s, and his gaze fell to his boots. Shame almost drove him from the room, almost made him want to offer these two a blade and bare the back of his neck.

Selwen asked what Veynar was too ashamed to pursue. “How was Finnor a part of your group if he wasn’t an aeleth?”

The water boiled, and Veynar hurried to prepare the tea, to serve these two that he’d so wronged, even in some small way.

“Most of us are aeleth, but we don’t require it. Very few, though, penetrate deeply into the secrets of the world without becoming one, and most that do become like Daelor. Finnor was an exception. Even once he learned that the powers of the ancient gods were attainable, he chose not to pursue them.” A soft smile settled on Dhoran’s face, as though imagining some of the arguments he’d once had.

Veynar delivered two steaming cups to the table but didn’t take one for himself. To share tea with these two was to presume too much. He asked, “What do you think you can do against someone like Daelor? I’ve crossed swords with you both, and Daelor possesses a strength even you can’t match.”

Dhoran sipped calmly at his tea. “Finnor thought he’d found a way to defeat Daelor. Perhaps a weakness shared by all the aethren.” His eyes rose to meet Veynar’s, and in them Veynar saw a fury cold enough to freeze the boiling water in the cup. “He was searching for the answer when you killed him. That was why he’d left Westleton. It wasn’t the bounty.”

The wall of books, which had once invited Veynar to stay and rest, now loomed over him, hiding somewhere in their countless pages the hints of a secret that only a lifetime of study had revealed to the Reaper. They didn’t have the time or the knowledge to uncover whatever it was Finnor had pursued, not without a clue. “Do you know more?” he asked.

Dhoran put his empty cup on the table, and when Veynar went to refill it, he held up his hand. “No. Finnor and I…disagreed over Daelor’s fate. I believed then, and still believe, the only way to stop him is to kill him. Finnor, as near as I could tell, thought there was a way to cut the aethren off from the source.”

“The source?” Selwen asked.

Dhoran grimaced. “The name we give for the origin of our abilities, though we don’t know what it is. Aeleth access it through their remnants, but the aethren tap into it directly. When Finnor spoke of his ideas, he spoke of cutting the aethren off from the source and stripping them of their powers. Then they’d be only human and easily killed.”

The sudden activity in Atheron’s spirit unsettled Veynar. “You knew nothing of this?” he silently asked.

No.

The remnant had more thoughts, but didn’t care to share, not yet, and Veynar didn’t push. He turned his question instead to Dhoran. “If we can’t discover Finnor’s technique, what’s left?”

Dhoran twirled his cup and spoke lightly, “The same plan I came here with. Daelor needs to die, and if you’re serious about regretting Finnor’s death, you’ll help me.”


Chapter 10
Kidnapping Under a Full Moon


Any system, if it hopes to provide for the benefit of all, must require a set of laws and the force required to ensure those laws are obeyed. My people must have surety that their ownership of property shall be honored. But any set of laws, no matter how cleverly designed, possesses the same problem. Life is infinitely complex, and there is no such thing as universal right action. Thus, any set of laws will eventually create a criminal who acts from nobility instead of malice.

​— ​THE WISDOM OF BRENNOR

Dhoran and Veynar spent what remained of the day training together, and if Dhoran was rougher on Veynar than mere training required, Veynar made no complaint. Dhoran’s right to revenge was unquestioned. Beyond that, the brutal punishment pushed Veynar to focus, and though the gap between him and Dhoran was great, by the time night fell, it wasn’t so large as it had been before.

They’d finished a light supper when Veynar noticed motion through the window. He hurried outside, followed a moment later by Dhoran. Though Veynar didn’t recognize the person running, they didn’t approach like someone intent on mischief. The shape stumbled, almost fell, but righted itself, gasps loud in the cool night air.

Selwen joined Veynar and Dhoran, then narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. The shadow resolved into a young man, and Veynar recognized his face from the shelter.

“Osveth?” Selwen asked.

Veynar turned on Selwen. “How does he know where you are?”

She shrugged. “I left a note in the old couple’s home when you weren’t looking, to be delivered to the shelter. I was nervous about coming out here with only you, and I wanted to make sure they could reach me if something happened.”

Veynar growled, but the deed was done, and if he’d been in her position, he’d have done something much the same.

Osveth stumbled to a halt before them, chest heaving. “It’s Farwen,” the boy said. “His fever has spiked, and none of the ladies know what to do.”

Selwen’s eyes hardened as her thoughts raced, and Veynar was gifted with a glimpse of yet another side of her he hadn’t seen. Compassionate as she was, she wasn’t soft and was more than capable of making difficult decisions. She made this one quickly, though it seemed obvious enough to Veynar. “He needs a healer.”

Osveth stepped forward, willing even though exhausted. “Just tell me where to go. I’ll do it.”

Selwen grimaced. “No. Any healer will just turn you aside, and that’s if they’re even willing to hear you.” She thought for a moment longer. “There’s one I might persuade, but it’s a risk.”

“No!” Osveth protested. At Veynar’s sharp glare, the boy lowered his voice and continued, “I’m sorry. I’m not sure if you know this, but the guards have been looking for you. Both the Kingsguard and the mayor. They’re not making a big show of it yet, but our parts of town are bad enough. If you go anywhere near the healers’ houses, they’ll find you fast.”

Selwen made what would have been a fraught decision for Veynar in the space of a heartbeat. “None of that matters. If we can save Farwen, it doesn’t matter what happens to me.” She put both her hands on the boy’s shoulders and looked him square in the eye. “You need to run back to the shelter. Have the ladies assemble all the herbs and healing supplies they can find. Get water boiling in case it’s needed. Now hurry. Farwen’s life might depend on it.” Osveth took strength from her encouragement and was soon running back into town.

Veynar glanced at Selwen. “If your ladies are any good at all, they’ll already have done those things.”

A soft smile spread across her face. “I know, but it would be too dangerous for him to come with me. In this way, he feels like he’s doing something important.”

Veynar grunted. This was a woman who would have led a clan well, had she been born into a different life. She would have made a respectable Keeper, if nothing else.

Selwen directed her next question at her companions. “I have no right or expectation to ask this of you, but will you help me get to a healer? A boy’s life is in danger.”

Dhoran scoffed. “I won’t risk myself for a child, and if you had any sense, you wouldn’t either. Do what you will, but I’ll keep Finnor’s home safe until you return.” With that, he walked back to the house, leaving Veynar and Selwen alone. Veynar watched the mysterious aeleth, wondering how much of his decision was because of indifference and how much was a hidden eagerness to have the place to himself. He didn’t know that Selwen had found the remnants, and Veynar wondered if he wanted the time alone to search for them.

He supposed it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t find them. Selwen turned to Veynar with desperate hope in her eyes.

It was a fool’s errand, even if it was noble. Her blood carried dangerous secrets that Daelor craved. Better if he stopped her here, but the only way to do that was to knock her out and tie her up, and never again would he strip the will from another. Which meant he would aid her, though he wished she would take some other course. It was a weak balm for a conscience already bruised and battered, but it was something. He agreed to help, and she looked as though she might embrace him.

Veynar noticed his disappointment when she didn’t.

Together, they made their way back toward Westleton and into its streets. Veynar didn’t sense anyone using Sight or any other remnant powers, but the town was far too large for him to be confident. Thankfully, their arrival raised no alarms, and they slipped into the protection of the narrow alleys.

Osveth hadn’t exaggerated when he’d claimed that the guards were out in force looking for Selwen. Their journey through town crossed paths with several patrols, both the Kingsguard and Daelor’s personal guards. Veynar’s sharpened hearing and Selwen’s deep knowledge of the town kept them out of sight, but their going was slow.

Once, as they hid in the shadow of a fence and waited for a patrol to pass out of sight, Veynar whispered, “I take it this town isn’t always this well patrolled?”

Selwen shook her head, confusion written across her face. “No, and I can’t believe Daelor would think I’m worth this much effort. A couple of weeks ago he could have just asked to see me and I would have gone to him.”

“Something has happened these past few weeks,” Veynar whispered. “I don’t know what, but from what you’ve told me, it’s as though the entire axis of power in this town has been turned on its head.”

“When you figure it out, I hope you tell me,” Selwen said. The guards roamed out of sight, and they resumed their journey, which ended at a large house.

The house lacked the aesthetic tastes Veynar had come to associate with the houses of the wealthy, but what it might have lacked in aesthetics it made up for in sheer space. Its boxy look made Veynar think of the barracks at Taranis’s estate, but even in the darkness he could make out the thick curtains. He imagined a richly decorated interior with overstuffed chairs, heavy oak desks polished to a shine, and thick rugs and carpets that swallowed all sound. “Do all healers live in such opulence?”

A snarl rose from the back of Selwen’s throat. “Daelor rewards well those who advance his cause. He demands much, but for those who aren’t broken by the work, they live like kings. Seth, the healer who lives here, is one of the best in the land, and he works hard to save as many lives as he can. He’s rarely home except at night, but his family couldn’t ask for a better position.”

At a gesture, they made their way across the last street. The door was locked, but one window was open, and Selwen slipped in, Veynar following silently after. His imagination had struck close to the truth, and he took a moment to gawk at the opulence. They’d entered a study filled with books, and there were more items in this one room than Veynar had owned throughout the course of his entire life.

Selwen wouldn’t let him stop and stare for long. She led them through the house with such speed Veynar was certain she’d been here before. They climbed the stairs and crept down the hallway until they reached the last door. Selwen cracked it open and peered inside, then relaxed. She mouthed the word “alone,” then stepped in and gestured for Veynar to follow.

The bedroom was small but cozy, and a man lay alone in a bed that never would have fit a second. He dozed loudly, oblivious to the dangers stalking his bedroom. Selwen strode over to the sleeping man and clamped her hand over his mouth. His eyes shot open, and he attempted to scream, but her hand let nothing through but a plaintive moan. “Shh,” she said.

Once he recognized his captor, he did. His breathing evened out, and his eyes narrowed.

“I’m going to remove my hand, but if you try anything, my colleague will make sure you regret it.”

The healer’s eyes found Veynar for the first time and widened. Once again, Selwen’s presence calmed him at least a little. She slowly lifted her hand, and fortunately, Seth didn’t scream. “What are you doing here?” he hissed.

“What do you think I’m doing here? Farwen is sick and needs healing we can’t offer.”

The healer shook his head. “You know I can’t go there. Daelor’s orders are absolute, and if he finds out that I helped you, it’s not just me he’s going to punish. My son has been working with his guards now for months.”

“Then don’t tell anyone. You know my people aren’t going to talk.”

The healer pulled his covers higher around him. “No. I’m sorry for Farwen, but I will not risk my family’s well-being for one of your strays.”

Selwen clamped her hand down on the healer’s mouth and gestured toward Veynar. He needed a moment to understand what she was saying and asking, and his heart sank when he understood. More to put this behind him than anything else, he stepped forward and delivered a single punch into the healer’s side. The healer cried out loud enough, even through Selwen’s hand, that Veynar worried they would be discovered. He heard no one else shifting in the house, but he didn’t take it for granted. After the healer stopped struggling, Selwen released her grip. “You’re treating this like a choice, and it isn’t. You owe me.”

Seth held up his hands to placate his vengeful visitor. “I know and I do, and if there’s anything else, all you have to do is name it, but not this.”

“A child is dying,” Selwen said. “I don’t care. We’ll keep it quiet.”

The healer shook his head again, and again Selwen gestured for Veynar to step forward. He did, raising one fist and hoping that if he appeared as menacing as possible, the good healer’s mind would change. The healer looked as though he would attempt to bury himself beneath his sheets, but on Veynar’s second step, he threw them off and swore at them both. “Fine, I’ll help, but if anything goes wrong, my family’s blood is on your head.”

“Nothing will go wrong. Now come on, let’s go.” The healer rose from his bed and went over to his dresser. “Is it too much to ask for some privacy?”

Selwen shook her head. “Can’t say I trust you. We’ll turn around, but we’re not leaving this room unless you’re with us.” She twirled her finger in the air, and Veynar obeyed, turning so that he faced the door.

He listened to the sound of the dresser drawer being pulled out and waited for the sound of fabric being moved. Instead, he heard something heavier than fabric being lifted, and then two quick steps behind him. He spun in time to catch the healer lunging at him with a dagger that must have been hidden inside the dresser.

Veynar slapped it aside contemptuously and drove his fist into the healer’s stomach. The man staggered back, but he was either tougher than Veynar thought, or Veynar had held too much back on the blow, for he still held the dagger and thrust again at Veynar. It was an untrained blow, and again Veynar slapped it aside. He aimed his next punch at the healer’s face, snapping his neck around and sending him crashing to the floor. The commotion finally caught the attention of whoever else slept in the house. A cry came from across the hall, “Seth!”

Selwen swore and hauled the healer to his feet. “Enough of this.” She pulled him out into the hallway, where they met a woman in a nightgown, who was almost certainly the good healer’s wife. Her eyes went wide, and she was about to scream when Selwen said, “Veynar.”

He stepped forward and wrapped his hand around her throat, cutting off her scream before it could echo down the hallways and out into the world beyond. He slid around behind her and wrapped his arm around her throat, cutting off her air, just long enough for her to fall to the ground unconscious.

“What have you done?” the healer asked.

“She’s fine, she’ll wake up in a bit,” Veynar answered.

Selwen cursed again and tugged on the healer’s nightgown. “Keep fighting and I’ll do the same to you, and we’ll carry you, and then I won’t care who finds out.”

The threat was enough to get him moving, and together they left the healer’s house.


Chapter 11
Trapped


Beware the animal that you leave no escape. It is the cornered predator that strikes without concern for its own well-being, because it sees no other way to survive.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Veynar didn’t remember most of their journey back to the shelter. As had been the case on the way there, his sharpened senses, combined with Selwen’s knowledge of the city, allowed them to weave their way through town without drawing the attention of either the Kingsguard or Daelor’s own guards.

They’d worried about Seth, too, but either Selwen’s threat had silenced him or he’d resigned himself to the night’s work. Whatever the reason, he gave neither of them trouble as they crept through the streets.

Veynar had thought that his spirit couldn’t fall lower than it already had, but like Taranis’s mine, he continued to discover new depths. Perhaps even more concerning, he no longer tried to justify the behavior, even to himself. He acted without reason, and that was that. Better that way, maybe, to become a creature of instinct and action. Let Selwen and Daelor have their plans. He had only the next day, and that was enough.

When they returned to the shelter, Selwen invited Veynar in, but he declined. He had little desire to see firsthand the effects of Daelor’s leadership again, and it would be best if someone kept an eye out for trouble. They’d gotten the healer into the building without raising an alarm, but that didn’t mean that trouble wouldn’t soon be on the way.

The moon had passed much of the way across the sky before the front door opened again and Selwen stepped out. She took one long, discerning look at Veynar and sat down beside him.

He hated the way she looked at him. He deserved hate and condemnation, but she was someone rare in this world, someone who looked past the hurts he’d dealt her to judge him truly. Though he didn’t deserve it, he hoped to pass that judgment, to be worthy in her eyes.

“I believe Farwen will live,” she said simply.

Veynar nodded once. “Good.”

“Thank you for your help. I’m sorry for everything I asked you to do.”

Veynar shook his head. She didn’t need to apologize to him. Never. “I figured it was the least I could do.”

Selwen stood and faced him, hands on her hips. “I don’t understand you.”

He met her gaze, not sure what to say to that.

“You killed Finnor, and yet I can’t seem to remember that. I feel safe around you, and despite everything, I sense a deep well of kindness in you. Sometimes I’m certain you’re a monster, but then we talk and I think that can’t be true.”

Veynar couldn’t keep the bitterness from his answering smile. “If you figure it out, I hope you’ll let me know.”

She sat down again and grabbed his left hand. Hers were impossibly warm. “Stay and fight with us. Become our new Reaper.”

Veynar pulled his hand away. “I’ll protect you, but I am no Reaper. No leader you should look up to.”

“Protecting me isn’t enough. There’s a town that needs our help. A town that needs your help. You have the strength to do more than the Reaper could.”

“And every time I’ve tried to use that strength, I’ve hurt more people than I helped. I’m sorry, Selwen, but I can’t be him.”

She rose again, angry now. “This can’t just be about me.” She went back into the shelter, and Veynar made no effort to stop her. He wanted to call after her, but it was best if they had some time to let their tempers cool.

He shoved himself to his feet. His legs needed to walk, and he needed to burn off the frustration she’d left him with. He didn’t glance back, didn’t want another sight haunting steps that already trailed the ghosts of the dead and the wronged. He wouldn’t wander far, just far enough to stretch his legs and let her anger cool before he tried to convince her to run back to Finnor’s house with him.

The sound of boots marching in unison slowed his haste. They grew louder, and he ducked into a small alley between two buildings and cast a veil.

Not a moment too soon, either, as twenty of Daelor’s soldiers came tromping around the corner, making a straight line for the shelter. The commander of the group, marching in front, gave out the orders as the shelter came into view. “I want the third squad guarding the rear entrance. First and second will take the front door. Fourth, split into two groups and take the north and south sides of the building. I’m not expecting anyone will try to escape through a window, but you’ll be ready if they do. No one leaves under any circumstances. Second, once the building is secure, I’m sending you in to search for the healer, Selwen, and the bounty hunter.”

Confirmations echoed the commander’s orders back at him, and after another moment the unit had passed Veynar’s hiding place. Thanks to his veil, not even a single soldier glanced his way. Not that they would have seen anything if they had.

Veynar looked down the street in the direction the soldiers had come from. It was empty, and his veil would discourage anyone from looking back and accidentally spotting him. There was no one between him and his path to freedom, if he decided that he’d had enough of this.

He swore softly and turned to follow the soldiers. He kept his veil, confident there were no aeleth nearby who’d notice it. By the time he returned to the shelter, the soldiers had already encircled it. Most of the shelter’s windows were dark, given the early hours of the morning, and no one tried to escape.

The squads must have comprised five people, as ten remained in loose formation in front of the main door. At a nod from the commander, a squad went to the front door, opened it, and slipped inside. Veynar waited for the shouts and the sounds of battle, but none came. Long moments of relative silence passed. No windows shattered, no doors slammed. In time, the squad emerged again, their swords still sheathed, Seth in the center of their protective formation.

“Thank the gods you arrived!” the healer said.

“What happened?” the commander asked. “All your wife could tell us was that you’d been abducted from your house in the middle of the night. She recognized Selwen.”

“Yes, she and that monstrous friend of hers. I told them I wouldn’t go, that Daelor’s orders were clear, but she demanded I aid her and beat me until I had no choice but to help.”

Veynar had to admit that the healer’s visage gave extra weight to the story. Already his one eye was swollen shut, a massive bruise forming across the side of his face. The healer made no mention of the dagger, even now lying discarded in the bedroom, the blade that had so eagerly sought Veynar’s blood.

Seth asked, “My wife, how is my wife?”

“More concerned than hurt, I’m pleased to say. You’ll be reunited with her soon, I promise you.” The commander turned his attention from the healer to the squad leader. “Did you find them?”

The squad leader shook his head. “Those who were in the room with the healer claim the bounty hunter never came back in, and they wouldn’t say a word about the woman. We did a light search but didn’t find her, though we left the sleepers alone for now. I figured the building was surrounded, and it was better to get the healer out before we started a fight.”

“Good instincts. Peel off two men to escort the healer back to his house. The rest can join the first. We’ll find her.”

Veynar took a step to the side of the street as the healer and his burly escort hurried him back toward his expansive house. His bruises would heal, leaving him with unpleasant memories and little more. Somehow, Veynar suspected Selwen wouldn’t be so fortunate.

The commander would have made a clan warrior proud, for he wasted no time. Once the healer was safely away, he coordinated an entry that left the sleepers within little chance to mount an organized resistance. He left enough soldiers outside the shelter to ensure no one escaped his net and sent the rest inside. They moved with the confidence of warriors who had practiced such efforts before.

Veynar watched from the shadows, protected by his veil and held in place by indecision. He hoped for Selwen’s escape, but didn’t dare risk himself, and so he waited, hoping the problem would untangle itself without his intervention.

Lanterns flared to life in one window after another as the soldiers roused the sleepers from their slumber. Through the glass, Veynar watched as the soldiers methodically entered one room after the next, tossing aside furniture and making sure no corner was left unexamined.

Though they caused no end of chaos in the shelter, Veynar neither saw nor heard any sounds of a struggle. Pulled roughly from the land of dreams, even the strongest of Selwen’s residents couldn’t hope to put up much of a fight against the invaders. The search, thorough as it was, took less time than Veynar would have expected, a testament to the skill and training of Daelor’s soldiers. The commander and his augmented squad emerged empty-handed well before the dawn of the new day.

It was all Veynar needed to see. He couldn’t guess where Selwen had secreted herself, but she was safe, and that was enough. He turned to leave, only pausing long enough to overhear the quiet conversation between the commander and a squad leader. “We take up positions for now. The boss will be here at dawn, and he’ll decide what to do. Our orders stand. No one leaves.”

Veynar didn’t think there was much he could do, and Selwen, somehow, had escaped, so he figured he would make for the Reaper’s house. If Selwen had any sense at all, she’d return there and they could discuss their next actions. He dropped his veil once he was beyond the sight of the shelter and made his way down side streets, generally heading west.

Patrolling guards forced him to cast a veil once again. The unit sent to the shelter hadn’t been the only one awoken in the middle of the night, and the town crawled with both Daelor’s personal soldiers and the Kingsguard. Too many for a town this size. Without the veil, he wouldn’t have made it halfway to the edge of town. Even with it, he was forced to backtrack as he ran into patrols that blocked alleys and side streets.

At the first twist of his stomach, he froze in place.

“Aeleth?” he silently asked Atheron.

No.

He crept toward the corner of a thoroughfare and saw the shorter of Daelor’s two companions standing there. Too late he remembered they’d be gifted with Sight, and that the building wouldn’t hide him. The man’s gaze darted to where Veynar hid. A gesture sent a wave of force rippling toward Veynar’s hiding spot, and he twisted away as it blasted through the corner of the house, sending wooden shards flying in all directions.

No point wasting focus on a veil, and no point trying to run against an opponent who could track him through walls. Veynar’s twin swords formed in his hands, the familiar feel of their hilts lending him the strength to attack. His leap had carried him into the street, and he ran at Daelor’s lieutenant, his remnant-enhanced legs closing the distance in two beats of his heart.

His charge met a wall of force, and a second lifted him off his feet. He spun and twisted through the air and landed hard. Daelor’s lieutenant gave him no time to recover, sending another wave of force at him as he landed. Veynar rolled clumsily out of the way, still disoriented from the first blow. The packed dirt of the street exploded as if it were a pile of sand, and Veynar found his footing.

He’d felt this fear before, the ice that started in his gut and froze his limbs in place. He’d felt it the day he’d first encountered the Graevath, the day he knew he wasn’t meant to be one of Caelen’s hunters. A primal fear that couldn’t be reasoned away.

Fighting was madness and standing was suicide, and Veynar’s body reacted without conscious thought. He turned and ran, chased deeper into the town by Daelor’s lieutenant.


Chapter 12
Branching Paths


It is the finality of the thing that keeps me awake at night, that stirs my thoughts to ceaseless wandering. A building can always be torn down and rebuilt, the effort made again after the appropriate lessons are learned from the mistakes of the first attempt. Not so, here. If we do this thing, there is no going back, even if we are wrong.

​— ​THE LOST JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

Ablast of pure force ripped across the back of Veynar’s heel as he turned the corner. It twisted his feet out from under him, and he fell. He scrambled behind the house, but the lieutenant’s relentless pursuit gave him no space to rest. Again he sprinted, making the next corner before another blast ripped after him. So far the only fact keeping him alive was that the lieutenant was unwilling to damage Westleton’s homes and shops.

“There’s no point in running!” the lieutenant called after him.

Veynar had rapidly reached the same conclusion, but that didn’t stop him. He turned yet another corner, then leaned against the house, the sweat from his back cooling against the wall.

At the sound of footsteps approaching, Veynar ran again, circling the house and threatening to break away south. The lieutenant, predictably, retreated, never allowing Veynar an open path. He was being herded like a reluctant cow.

If that were the case, he figured there was no point in fighting it. If they wanted him close to the shelter, he could stay close to the shelter. Cursing the fates that made him dance to their mad tunes, he sprinted toward Selwen’s house of mercy.

The quality of the lieutenant’s efforts changed. He pursued lazily now that Veynar ran the direction he was intended. Veynar ran around a corner, and there was the shelter, still surrounded, just as he’d left it, now his only refuge. The front door was closed, and he could only hope it wasn’t locked. A few of Daelor’s soldiers turned, confused that the commotion would be behind them. Behind Veynar, the lieutenant shouted something that couldn’t penetrate the haze of Veynar’s focus. Hands reached for swords, and Veynar tried to form swords in response, but Atheron didn’t answer, and his hands remained empty.

Speed served as weapon enough. He wove through the line of guards as swords cleared their sheaths. One younger guard stepped into Veynar’s path, arms wide, and there was no time to do anything except lower his shoulder and put the last of his strength into his legs. Too late the boy realized Veynar’s intent, and the two of them went down together in a tangle of arms and legs. Veynar landed on top, driving the air from the young soldier’s abused lungs. He scrambled to his feet as the guard tried to wrap his arms around Veynar’s legs. A glancing kick to the head softened the soldier’s grip, and Veynar’s path to the door was open. He ran, a squad and more of angry and surprised soldiers with swords drawn behind him.

Once again he lowered his shoulder, hoping the door would give as easily as the inexperienced soldier. Bone and flesh met wood, and the door slammed open. Veynar fell in a heap in the hallway lined with boots and kicked at the swinging door. It slammed shut before the soldiers could reach it, and Veynar scrambled to his feet and confronted nearly a dozen of the shelter’s residents packed shoulder to shoulder in the hallway.

They’d been a motley bunch before, and Veynar’s time apart hadn’t improved them for the better. They greeted him with scowls and drawn daggers, and he held up his hands to show that they were empty.

“How did Selwen get out of here?” he asked.

One man glanced up, but most stared at him with murder in their eyes. Veynar cursed silently. He wasn’t sure he could bring himself to fight them. If they made good the promise implicit in their gazes, his resistance would be uncomfortably short. He tried again. “She’s in danger, and I can help her.”

A few snorts answered that claim. “You didn’t seem too inclined to help her earlier.” Muttered agreements told Veynar that the sentiment was shared by quite a few of his new hosts. Another added, “Seems to me you’re only coming around because you’re being chased by the mayor’s men.”

He should have known better. He might be successfully lost among a crowd, and impossible for the Sight to find, but any group surrounded by soldiers would turn their fear on the first available target, and he’d jumped among them like a sacrificial lamb eager to be thrown on the spit. No argument, however persuasive, would have saved his life.

The crowd surged as one, a dozen hard men and women sharing one vengeful spirit. He grabbed the wrist holding the first dagger that came for his heart, but reacted too slowly to the fist that snapped his head around. He lashed out with his foot, his boot coming to rest deep in a man’s gut, who went flying back into the woman behind him.

Veynar twisted the dagger free of the man who held it, then sidestepped a clumsy thrust aimed at his chest. What training he had meant little against the sheer numbers of his assailants. They overwhelmed him and drove him to the floor, boots raining down on him.

“Stop!”

The command hadn’t even been shouted, but every boot froze, even in mid-stomp. The crowd parted and made a path for Selwen.

Maybe it was the kicks to the head. Maybe it was the fact that she’d saved him. Or maybe he just hadn’t noticed before, but Veynar saw she was lovely. Even covered in dirt and with eyes sunken from exhaustion, she turned every head in that hallway.

Veynar groaned and worked his way back to his feet.

“Can’t trust him,” one of the men said.

“He only cares about himself,” echoed a woman.

Selwen nodded. “I’m not sure I disagree, but I think there’s more to him than you think. Besides, there’s no harm in being kind to strangers.”

Such was her reputation in that place that none contradicted her. They dipped their heads, accepting her optimism as truth.

“You shouldn’t have come back here,” the first man said.

“I’d been watching,” Selwen explained. “Saw him come in, being chased by Keryn. I figure anyone who’s on the lieutenant’s bad side is worth trying to save.”

He didn’t deserve her kindness. Didn’t deserve so much of what she freely offered. She had less reason to help him than most, and yet she kept giving him chances, kept giving him the opportunity to prove he was more than he seemed. A rare person indeed.

The crowd hung on every word that left her lips, and Veynar wondered what stories lurked in the past of the woman who stood so confidently before him. What had she done to earn such effortless respect? Few could turn a mob from the violence its collective heart desired, but she’d done so with a word. Her eyes met Veynar’s, and he felt as though she’d fixed him with true Sight. As before, she weighed his heart. “You say you came to help us. How?”

She already knew the answer, but this wasn’t between the two of them. This was about him proclaiming publicly where he stood. He’d run here to escape Keryn, but from Selwen there’d be no escape. She was worth his loyalty, though. She’d proven it time and again. “You need protection from Daelor. I can offer it.”

She arched an eyebrow at that. “Better protection than my friends already offer? They got the better of you just now, unless you’d volunteered to be kicked around.”

Several soft laughs broke the tension. The hallway took a collective exhale, stepping back from the brink of greater violence. “There are times when you need an army, and times when you need a single sword. This is one of the latter.”

She tilted her head toward the upper floor. “Then we should best be going. Everyone else, don’t fight the mayor’s men. It’s a fight you can’t win, and there’s nothing to accomplish. I’ll be back soon enough.”

A few of the men who’d looked most eager to flatten Veynar’s face didn’t seem as eager to listen, but most of the residents nodded and started returning to their beds.

Veynar slid through the gaps in the crowd, halfway expecting a dagger in the back. When he reached the stairs and stood beside Selwen, she gave them another warning, as though she’d seen the same troubled expressions he’d noted. “Be safe. I don’t know what the mayor has planned, but do nothing you’ll regret later. Stay peaceful and don’t give him an excuse to take any more from you. It’s a storm like any other, and it’ll blow through by morning.”

She led Veynar up the stairs, taking them two at a time. At the other end of the long hall was a small room filled with storage. A half-sized window was open against the east wall. Selwen wiggled her body through, then pulled herself to the roof. Veynar poked his head out of the window and looked down. The guards on duty all stood a few paces from the wall in a clump, talking softly with one another. He twisted and looked up. Above the window, two small pipes had been attached to the wall.

Veynar wiggled, the window almost too small for him to fit through. He grasped the handle and used it to pull himself toward the roof. There he found another anchor he could grab, allowing easy access to the top of the building. Selwen sat near the peak, peering down at the assembled soldiers in front of the main door. He silently crawled over and joined her. Thankfully, Keryn was nowhere to be found. With luck, he would have assumed being trapped by guards was good enough.

Selwen retreated from the top of the roof to the rear, where three soft steps brought her to the edge. She leaped across, landing gently on the adjoining roof and rolling to a stop. He followed, not as silently as she, but quietly enough not to attract the attention of the guards below.

From there they leaped from roof to roof, the closeness of the buildings serving as a path away from the shelter. Once behind the soldiers gathered at the front gate, they squatted low behind the cover of an angled roof and watched the proceedings.

They were close, shoulder to shoulder, and she leaned closer so she could whisper in his ear. “Do you know what he’s planning?”

Veynar shook his head. “I would have thought you would know better than I.”

Selwen pressed her lips into a thin line. “This isn’t like him. The Reaper used to do much worse, and Daelor always knew about the shelter. Soldiers would come and make a show out of it, maybe hand out a few beatings, but then they’d leave us alone. This is something new.”

“Daelor is after you. Maybe he feels like he’s running out of time.”

Her grip on the roof tightened, and a soft growl escaped the back of her throat. “I’m no more important than anyone in there.”

“Don’t be a fool.”

She flayed the flesh from his bones with her glare, but if looks could kill, Taranis would have slaughtered him in a moment. He answered her glare by saying, “The measure of a life isn’t in its value, but in its consequence.”

Before she could protest, he said, “Some time ago I killed a woman, for she had ordered the death of my sister. And I can agree that her life was worth no more or no less than anyone else who lived in the same city. But by killing her, I sent the city spiraling into chaos, upending the lives of thousands and likely causing the deaths of innocents. There were greater consequences to her death than if I’d killed some guard or merchant. I suspect the same could be said of your life.”

The mayor’s arrival on the scene saved Selwen from having to answer. He strode down the street with both Mavric and Keryn. Veynar grunted, and she shot him a questioning look.

“There’s more strength in those three than in most clans,” Veynar softly explained.

She didn’t believe him, but the group passing beneath them kept her from replying. Daelor spoke briefly with the commander of the unit, nodding as the soldier gave his report. The commander bowed and stepped aside so Daelor could examine the shelter himself.

There was a weight to Daelor’s regard Veynar sensed even though he was behind the mayor, unable to see his face. Lives hung in the balance of that gaze, and the mayor didn’t shoulder the responsibility as lightly as Taranis had. He spoke softly, but the air served the master, carrying his words farther than voice alone could have. Every ear for half a mile must have heard Daelor, though he spoke as if Selwen stood directly before him.

“You may not be in the shelter, Selwen, but I’m sure you’re close enough to hear me. Your protector is gone, and our time grows ever shorter. I need you, and I won’t take no for an answer. It is time for you to come to me.”


Chapter 13
Daelor’s Gifts


The best way to deal with some enemies is to deliver the sword. For others, a gift is much more dangerous.

​— ​THE LOST JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

Selwen’s body tensed, pulled tight as a drawn bowstring by Daelor’s implied threat. Veynar placed a hand on her shoulder, but didn’t know if he would fight her if she revealed herself. Had it been his decision alone, she would still be back in the Reaper’s house, preparing to run to a hole in the ground where Daelor would never find her.

But what did he know? The last time he’d tried to do right, he’d murdered a good man in cold blood to enslave the tremendous strength of a worse man. His judgment wasn’t to be trusted.

A heavy silence answered Daelor’s demand. Lights moved inside the shelter, but no one shouted challenges at the soldiers surrounding the building.

Daelor appeared bored as he studied his fingernails. Again he spoke, not raising his voice, but still heard clearly through the streets. “Last chance.”

Selwen rose, but Veynar’s hand on her shoulder held her close to the roof. “Look,” he said, pointing toward the soldiers.

She obediently studied the soldiers but then tried to shrug his hand off. “What am I supposed to see? If I don’t reveal myself, he’s going to hurt someone else.”

“I don’t think so. See how his guards are standing?”

“Upright?” Her patience wore thin.

“Look again. They’re not tense. They’re not glancing at each other, checking their weapons, or shifting their weight. Everyone’s alert, but that’s not how a group of soldiers about to go into battle looks. They’re expecting something else.”

She wanted to believe but was too much the pragmatist to accept his argument. “I need greater reassurance if we’re risking the lives of everyone in there.”

A man holding a chipped sword stepped from the shelter and onto the porch. Once, perhaps, he’d known how to fight, but age and hard labor had stolen his vitality, and if he’d allowed his sword to fall into such a condition, his spirit would be even worse. The man had been one of those who hadn’t liked Selwen’s order to remain calm.

With a sinking feeling, Veynar guessed the shape of the moments to come. He’d seen the look haunting the man’s face once before, on the face of an elder of his clan who’d just lost his last living descendant to the Graevath. The elder had walked into the heart of an unwinnable battle without flinching. He turned the tide of that battle and pulled victory from the jaws of defeat, but at the cost of another powerful family name. The man on the porch had no such name, but the acceptance was the same.

Whatever disrepair the man had allowed his spirit to sink to, Veynar honored this last gift of courage. Selwen again made to rise, but Veynar kept her pressed to the roof as the man charged down the stairs and straight at Daelor, blade raised high to catch the light of the moon. Soldiers moved to defend, but Daelor’s command to stop froze them in place.

Such was the command of a clan elder, and Veynar was surprised to find it here. Not a single soldier hesitated in their obedience, and the lone man rushed, unopposed, toward Daelor.

The mayor didn’t have to allow the man close. He possessed the techniques to kill the man half a dozen ways before he came in range of the abused blade, but he allowed the man a cut. Even Veynar acknowledged the quality of the strike, for the memory of the weapon had come back, at least in part, to the man, and he had put his heart into the blow.

Did Selwen see it? Did she understand what she’d given this man, whose story was written so clearly on that chipped blade? He’d been a warrior once and had fallen away, had fallen until he could only make his living with a hoe or pickaxe, and had fallen even to the point where all that remained was to accept shelter from Selwen. Through it all, though, he’d held onto the sword his hands and arms had forgotten, though it would have fetched him the money to live in comfort for some time. But for her, for the shelter she’d built, he’d rediscovered a spirit in him that had fallen so far.

She didn’t turn away, didn’t call his name and beg for him to stop. She witnessed, and it seemed she did understand, at least in part, what the cut meant to the man who delivered it.

The man missed, though his success had never been in question. Daelor simply slid to the side, then drove his fist into the man’s stomach, as though reaching for his spine through the belly. The explosive exhalation of air driven from the man’s lungs could be clearly heard on the roof where they hid, and the man folded over Daelor’s arm.

The mayor let him down surprisingly gently, then kicked the sword far enough away that he wouldn’t need to fear it. A gracious blow, but not a foolish risk.

Daelor had probably welcomed the attack. Not just a mayor capable of calling soldiers to kill on command, but a supremely confident and capable soldier in his own right. No matter what happened next, his legend in town would only grow.

Daelor looked back at the house, but no more challengers emerged. He dipped his head slightly, as though granting them some measure of respect for their stubborn defiance. “Your pride serves you well and reaffirms what I came here this morning to accomplish.”

Ever the dramatist, Daelor paused, as if he didn’t already have every eye in the area on him. He breathed in deeply, but still the soldiers didn’t prepare to charge. He had something planned, but what?

Daelor said, “I’ve come to you this morning to make an apology and beg your forgiveness. I have many flaws, and one such flaw is a single-minded devotion to whatever task I believe is most important at a given time. Those of you taking shelter here, courtesy of Selwen’s hard work, are those who have paid the highest price to see my dreams come true.

“A better mayor would have recognized your sacrifice and honored it, but my focus was such that I could not, and for that I have no excuse. I’m sorry.”

Daelor paused again, then said, “Apologies, though, mean dreadfully little, don’t they? They’re just words, as good as meaningless. Apologies don’t fill stomachs and return strength to tired limbs. Something more is required, and I’ll confess that I took inspiration from Selwen and her work.” He raised his hand and waved to no one in particular.

The gesture triggered a commotion two streets down, near the closest major thoroughfare. A small horde of men and women, who’d apparently been waiting for just this moment, came marching down the street. Veynar, being new to Westleton, didn’t recognize any of them, but from the gasp that came from Selwen, it seemed she did.

The scene unfolded before he could ask who they were, but the tantalizing smells rising from the small cauldrons being carried gave him a clue.

“From this day forth, let it be known that I’ll provide as much aid to those unable to work as to those still laboring in the farms and mines around town. Food will be provided twice a day: once in the morning, so that we may all break our fast together, and once again in the evening, to celebrate all we accomplished. In addition, I’ve instructed all the healers in town to visit the shelter at least once a day without expectation of recompense. I will, of course, thank them from my own purse, but their mission is to get workers back on their feet as soon as possible.”

The tension melted from Selwen’s body, leaving with a shudder that ran from toe to crown. “Does he mean it?” she whispered.

Veynar couldn’t judge her expression, but he understood Daelor’s brilliant intent well enough. “He does.”

The cooks brought their meals to the shelter, but the door remained closed to them. The lead cook cast a questioning glance back to Daelor, who gestured that they should leave the food on the porch and back away. They did so and joined the soldiers as they gathered to leave.

Daelor alone stood nearly motionless, the very pose of a man who’d come to see that the work he’d ordered was done right. “I understand that in my focus I’ve caused many of you to distrust me. I accept it, even as I work to make it right. But I want to work with you, and so once again, I’m asking for Selwen to come. She can set the time and place of the meeting, can bring as many friends as she likes, but without her, all my efforts are only half as useful as they might be.”

He waited for another beat, as if expecting Selwen to answer his plea right then, but when no answer came, he nodded as though he were a commander accepting defeat, and he turned and left, trailing what seemed to be a solid quarter of the town behind him.

Veynar ran through the night, working out just how quickly Daelor must have moved. From the first notice of the healer going missing, it couldn’t have been long at all to bring all this together. It was decisive and brilliant, and despite Daelor’s wish to destroy the remnants, Veynar couldn’t help but feel his respect for the man rise.

A glance at Selwen told her she hadn’t yet realized just how soundly she’d been defeated. She stared down into the street with a slack jaw, thoughts clearly racing. He gave her shoulder a squeeze as the door of the shelter opened and wary faces emerged to grab the food. “We should go.”

Selwen nodded slowly, but she didn’t start moving until all the food had been taken inside and the lights inside the dining room burned bright. Only then did they crawl from their perch and disappear into the shadows of the alleys, Veynar trailing behind the stunned Selwen, ensuring she didn’t accidentally stumble into a patrol as she wandered.

The morning sun had already burned the chill from the air by the time Selwen slowed to a stop. She settled onto a bench in the shade of a small house and closed her eyes. Veynar stood a pace away, senses questing for any sign they’d attracted attention. It was the first time since the roof that he’d seen her face, and he saw that she’d recognized fully what Daelor had done.

Selwen buried her face in her hands, but only for a moment. “He just took away everything I’ve been building, didn’t he?”

Veynar nodded, and she let the back of her head fall until it hit gently against the wall behind her. She stared up at the sky. “I don’t know how to feel. I’m furious. He’ll feed them and heal them, then throw them back into the grinding routine of their previous work. I suppose I should be glad they’re receiving the food and care they need, but the point of the shelter had been that it was a way out. Now it’s only a door that opens right back on the place they came from. I meant to save them, but all I did was teach Daelor how to get more out of them.” She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “Sorry. I’m rambling.”

“Ramble on. I don’t mind.”

That brought her gaze back down to him, where it rested. “You really don’t, do you? Why not?”

He couldn’t look at her. “It’s the way you care.”

She sat completely silently, head tilted a bit, waiting for him to explain.

It felt awkward to stand across from her, so he took the spot on the bench beside her so he didn’t have to look at her. He groped around his suddenly blank mind for the proper thoughts. “I’ve always been surrounded by people who care. The clans fight and die for people they don’t particularly like because they care about the land and they care about their gods. Taranis and Daelor, they care, too. Maybe care isn’t the right word, but they believe in the rightness of their cause. But everything they do is ugly. It treats human life as some sort of weight that needs to be balanced…” He trailed off. “Sorry. Now I’m the one that’s rambling.”

She offered a wan smile, and he tried again. “You’re the first person I’ve come across that simply cares about people, and not for some greater reason. People and their well-being are enough. You’re kind without condition. You even gave me a chance, despite what I’ve taken from you. I—I don’t mind listening to that. I could listen to a lot more of it.”

It felt like standing in a duel and opening himself wide for a strike, dropping his swords and exposing his chest to an enemy.

Fortunately, Selwen’s strike was gentle. She took his hand and ran her fingers along his calluses. The gentle touch sent a tingle up his spine, and in that moment, he swore to himself that he’d do anything in his power to keep her safe. After all his travels, he’d finally found something good. Something he could embrace without reservation.

“Thank you,” she said.

He rose to his feet and gently pulled her up. “We should leave. Daelor will still search for you.”

She nodded but didn’t let go of his hand, and together they crept out of Westleton without being seen.


Chapter 14
To Heal a Broken Heart


Easier to heal from a cut than the biting words of an angry woman who knows your heart.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN (APOCRYPHAL)

Veynar wiped the sweat from his brow as he rested in a low squat, once again pulling weeds from the Reaper’s garden. They’d only left the garden alone for a day, and to his eye it looked as though their previous efforts had meant next to nothing. Pulling weeds wasn’t unlike beating back an army, only most armies had the good graces to stay dead once killed. These weeds, born without honor, returned time and again, unwilling to accept that they’d been defeated already.

Selwen pulled weeds beside him, also resting in a deep squat. A wide-brimmed hat from the Reaper’s house protected her head from the sun. Her movements were slow but unceasing, as though she was tired but feared that if she stopped, she wouldn’t start again.

Dhoran hadn’t been in the house when they’d returned and had left no note or sign as to where he’d gone. Veynar expected he’d made his way into town, but was mostly grateful not to have to deal with the warrior. Selwen was enough.

She hadn’t spoken more than a few words since leaving Westleton, and her gaze often reached up to the horizon and went unfocused, her thoughts traveling far and wide. It had been his suggestion that they attack the weeds together, knowing that it would help to have something to keep their hands busy. As his Keeper had taught, the mind always worked better when the body moved.

It also saved him from having to find words of comfort. In one move, Daelor had taken away all that she’d worked toward for years. Veynar could only imagine the hours she’d poured into the building and the people who sought refuge within its walls.

He couldn’t know her feelings, but he had a sense she now suffered what he had endured when he’d been exiled from his clan. Here he was, more than a year later, and still the echoes of that blow tossed him about like a dead leaf in a storm. All he could hope was that her suffering wouldn’t last nearly so long.

She pulled up a weed and tossed it into the basket between them. Her hands, which had been in motion for so long, finally stopped. “Should I fight him somehow? Start another shelter?”

Veynar kept working. “I don’t know how much good it would do. If he’s offering as much as it seems in food and aid, it’ll be hard to convince anyone of the need. And as soon as you start a place, he’ll know where you are.”

“But he’s only going to send them back to work!”

Veynar’s thoughts drifted back to Taranis’s estate and the ideas that had appealed to so many. “And in exchange he’ll pay them, give them shelter and food, and ensure people are taken care of in case of injury or sickness. That’s a deal many people would take, and they’d be right to.”

She shot him a glare, the first time she’d looked at him since they’d started in the garden. “If you’re such a believer in his work, why aren’t you at his side like he wants?”

She grimaced when he looked at her, but her frustration was too high for her to apologize. He took no offense. He’d lashed out at enough friendly faces after his exile, too. It was easier, somehow, to lash out at those who were kind. Probably because they weren’t perceived as a threat. And so the kind were abused and became colder, hardening their hearts against the world. That couldn’t happen to Selwen, though. “I’m right where I want to be.”

She turned away and returned to pulling her weeds.

Dhoran returned in time for supper, wandering in from the direction of Westleton. He came bearing news, which he shared around the small table as they ate.

“The shelter is the talk of the town, and Daelor’s star has risen even higher than before, particularly among the families of the farmers and miners.” He chewed through a tough piece of meat, then washed it down with some of the Reaper’s table wine. “I hate to compliment him, but it was a brilliant idea. I’m not sure he realized how much his lack of concern was hurting him among his workers, but now that he’s repairing his reputation, it’ll be much harder to find allies to push against him.”

Selwen had stopped eating and was glaring at the table as though it had wronged her family, but she said nothing.

Veynar guided the conversation to calmer waters. “What will you do?”

Dhoran tossed another large piece of meat into his mouth and tried to speak around it. If he’d been raised in the clans, which Veynar thought was likely, it hadn’t been a clan that had taught much about manners. “I’m going to keep pressing. I’m hoping that Daelor believes he bought himself some safety when he as good as bought out the shelter, but I’m going to poke at the mines again and see how he reacts.”

He looked between the two of them, then focused his attention on Veynar. “I could use your help. Even the Reaper, without being an aeleth, made the missions much easier. I’d be honored to have you join me.”

“I appreciate the offer, and it’s not without interest, but I’d like to stay by Selwen’s side, if she’ll have me.”

Dhoran didn’t look surprised, and both men turned to Selwen, who hadn’t touched her food for some time. “Do what you want,” she said.

He bowed toward her, though he didn’t think she noticed. “I want to be here,” he said.

Dhoran shrugged, and Veynar could see how they died to him. The warrior and Daelor were more alike than they realized, each treating human life as a resource to be used and spent however one pleased. Selwen without a shelter was no longer useful, and if Veynar wasn’t interested in helping, then he was meaningless, too. “I’ll leave tonight, then. Will you two still be here when I return a few days from now?”

The thought of leaving hadn’t yet occurred to him. Veynar had thought little beyond helping Selwen through the day. It was his turn to shrug. “I don’t know, but I think so.”

Dhoran took this as answer enough. He shoveled the rest of his food like a carrion bird seeing a predator emerge from the trees, then dismissed himself, vanishing through the door, his dark cloak billowing behind him.

The silence Dhoran left behind was thick. Veynar paced himself so that he finished his meal about the same time as Selwen, then took their dishes and offered to clean them. She drifted toward the Reaper’s desk, where she sat down and stared out the window. At times she would crack open a book, as though intending to read a few pages, but her gaze never lingered long on the book, and she’d turn back to the window.

Eventually she pulled out a piece of paper and one of the Reaper’s pencils, and though Veynar couldn’t see her work clearly, he saw enough to confirm it was a drawing. Her hand moved of its own accord as she stared out the window, and though her first strokes were short and hesitant, it wasn’t long before the project consumed her, and she bent over the paper with focused concentration.

He never got to see what she drew. It was enough to see the life return to her eyes.

Once the dishes were done and everything cleaned, night had fallen, and the only lantern lit in the house was the one Veynar had used. He hung it on a hook near the bed, then wiped his hands on his pants. “Is there anything else you need tonight?”

She turned to him and tried to smile, though her effort didn’t last long. “No, but thank you. For everything. I appreciate it.”

“It’s my honor.”

He offered her a bow goodnight, then stepped outside. The sun had warmed the land nicely, and clouds were moving in, not thick enough to carry storms, but enough to trap some of the precious heat overnight. He sat down beside the front door with his back to the wall.

He’d gotten used to sleeping like this in the Broken Lands. His back against the tree, the stars overhead. He’d see no stars tonight, but he didn’t need them. He had company enough, even if a wall separated them. There was an honor in guarding what was good. The clan had raised him for it, and keeping watch at the door almost felt like coming home.

He trusted his senses to wake him, but to be safe, asked Atheron to keep watch as well. The remnant had said little the past few days, but he agreed to help, and Veynar drifted off to sleep.

He woke to the sound of bare footsteps in the house. He glanced up at the stars and measured how far the hunter had chased the stag and saw that not much time had passed since he’d fallen asleep. Most likely the realm of dreams had eluded Selwen so far this night, her mind too full to allow her the rest she so desperately desired.

She’s been crying almost since she climbed into bed, Atheron confirmed, when she hasn’t been creeping to the window and watching you sleep.

The boards of the house creaked lightly under her feet as they made a straight line for the door. It opened a crack, and she peered down. When she saw he was awake and alert, she extended her hand.

There was no question how he’d respond. He took her hand and let her pull him to his feet and inside the house. The curtains had been parted, and the moon shone through the thick and uneven glass, providing more than enough light for his dark-adjusted eyes. Selwen wore only her underclothes, and her grip on his hand was firm as she pulled him toward the bed.

She stopped beside the bed, turned toward him, and let his hand go. She tilted her head up, leaving her lips close to his, and waited, a prideful fire burning in her gaze.

He took her in his arms and pulled her gently close. Her body, tense with anticipation and unanswered questions, relaxed, and their lips met.

Her kiss sent a jolt down his spine, and he held her tight. She seemed to melt into him, wrapping herself around him like a cloak, sheltering him even as she depended on his strength. She kissed him again, then pulled him down.

He woke to the gentle brush of her hand across his chest. Morning light burned the fog of sleep from his mind, and he smiled as he breathed in the scent of her hair. He reached up and let his fingers intertwine with hers. “Been awake long?”

She nodded, then nuzzled closer into his chest. “Had a nightmare that woke me up and I couldn’t get back to sleep.”

She said no more, and he didn’t push, for he felt as though he had woken into a dream. The soft light through the windows, the warmth of the home after being heated by their bodies the night before. Even the writing desk near the one window and the shelves and shelves of books. He wanted to believe there was a future here.

Selwen broke the spell he’d cast over himself. “I don’t know what to do.”

“What do you want?”

“Too many things to choose just one. I want the people of Westleton to be safe from Daelor. I want my shelter back, run the way I’d been running it, selfish as that is. And I want to run away and start over, be another face in a crowd that no one recognizes. I want to grow old here, surrounded by the neighbors I’ve already known my entire life.”

A grin cracked Veynar’s face. “A long list, and one that contradicts itself.”

“I know, but that’s the honest answer.” She braced herself on one shoulder and stared at him. “You told me you’d left your clan.”

“They would have had no choice but to exile me if I’d stayed, but yes, I left before the exile was formally announced.”

“Was running the right choice?”

The question revealed the heart of her conflict. She wanted to stay, but believed she had to run. Not unlike him, what felt like a lifetime ago. He weighed his words carefully, guessing well the meaning she’d assign them. “There was no choice for me to make. There was no path in which I could have remained with my clan. But I thought that by running I could make things right. If not with the clan, at least with my spirit.”

“And did you?”

“Until recently, I’m not sure. Most days I would have answered no. Now I’m not so sure. It’s easier to justify suffering in hindsight, especially when you’re sharing a bed with a beautiful woman.”

She smiled, but it didn’t last long. “And what about you? I more than half expected that when I woke this morning you’d be gone, nothing more than a memory. What will you do?”

The question that had tormented him as long as it did was easy to answer now. “Stay by your side, if you’ll let me. Leave or stay, it doesn’t matter to me. I’d follow.”

She leaned close, disentangling her hand so she could run it up and down his chest. “I think I’d like that,” she said.


Chapter 15
A Fool to Stay


I have always wandered, have always been driven by that curiosity of what’s around the next bend in the trail, what’s beyond the next summit. I have met families, though, that haven’t left their land for generations, who know their area and their people with an intimacy I’ve never known. It is not the life for me, but I can see the honor in it all the same.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Selwen offered to cook them breakfast that morning, and so Veynar followed her out to the fenced-in area where the chickens clucked and pecked at the ground. They collected the day’s eggs and brought them in, and Veynar sat at the table and watched as she prepared to fry the eggs. She knew the Reaper’s house well, from where every pot and pan was stored to the hidden location of every herb and spice the Reaper had collected. With smooth and deliberate motions, she seasoned the eggs and put a pan over the fire.

She was home, even if the home wasn’t hers, and Veynar had no trouble imagining her cooking for the Reaper after the day’s lessons were complete. It was another small glimpse into a life he didn’t understand, but a life that he’d happily spend the rest of his days attempting to understand.

Veynar sat up straighter when her motion stopped and she stiffened. Her shoulders shook, and though she kept her back toward him, he knew that tears must be falling down her face. He rose and stepped toward her and wrapped her up in his arms and held her close. Instead of relaxing into the embrace, she stiffened until her back was hard as iron. And though she made no move to push him away, he sensed that such was her desire. He let go, took a step back, and apologized.

“That’s—” She sniffed and said, “I would come here often in the mornings, when the city was quiet and there was little to do at the shelter. Those days were just like today, except I would be the one sitting at the table watching while he would fuss over the stove to prepare breakfast.”

Veynar’s throat tightened. The rest went unspoken, but it lay between them like a wall he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to break down. There was no apology that made this right. No single action he could take to heal a wound he never meant to inflict. He swallowed hard.

“Would you like me to make the eggs?”

She shook her head and wiped her eyes. “I’ll be fine. Thanks.”

It wasn’t that the garden needed much attention, but it was a task that they set themselves to. For Veynar, it was a chance to grow instead of cut down, cultivate instead of destroy. After a few days, though, of working in the Reaper’s garden, he had come to one undeniable conclusion: gardening was a terrible way to spend one’s time. Pulling weeds may very well result in a better-looking garden the next day, but they were a tireless enemy, and it seemed like an endless amount of work for what would amount to very little food. He preferred by far the firm boundaries of a hunt that began with the tracking of a prey’s trail, followed by the kill and cleaning of the animal, with meat that could last a clan for days.

He squatted beside Selwen and followed her lead, picking the few weeds that had escaped their notice before and bringing pails of water from the rain barrels over to feed the otherwise parched plants. The soil turned slowly to dust, and the plants reached for whatever shade was available. He could sympathize with that. He too wished he could hide in the shadows. But Selwen was a creature of the sun. She seemed to blossom under the light and didn’t mind the hours spent under it.

It was past noon when she stood and wiped the sweat from her brow. Veynar offered to pull up some water from the well, which she accepted. He brought the water to her on the porch, where she sat on the wooden bench, legs stretched out in the shade of the awning. After they had quenched their thirst, she said, “I keep thinking about what I should do next, but I don’t have a good answer.”

“I don’t know that there’s any need for an ultimate answer. Immediately, we need to ensure your safety, but there are different ways we can do that. Have you made any progress or come to any conclusions?” he asked.

She looked down at her cup as if embarrassed by the answer. “I know this is foolish to say, but I want to stay. I know Daelor wants to kill me, and I know how dangerous it is. And I know too that the shelter won’t ever be what it was. But even so—” she paused and gestured toward Westleton, as though grasping for a better explanation. “This is my home. Almost everyone I know is here. Despite everything, I don’t want to leave that behind. This town is a part of me, and leaving feels like tearing that part up and abandoning it.”

It might be foolish to say, but her sight was clear and her reasons noble. He was perhaps the greater fool.

“If that’s what you want, I would try to help make that a reality.”

She looked up, a question in her gaze. He no longer felt the urge to run every time she looked at him that way.

“I would fight for you if you would have me,” he said.

“Why?” she asked.

“A part of it, I will admit, is because I have taken too much from you, and I would see it made right.”

Her face hardened, and he continued. “But the greater part is that I want to be by your side and help you build whatever it is you plan on building. You impress me, and I’ve finally found a place where I want to be.”

She reached out, took his hand, and squeezed it.

That night, after supper was done and the dishes cleaned, it was time for bed. Veynar started toward the door. He presumed nothing, and given the questions she’d been wrestling with all day, it felt wise to give her whatever time and space she required. She took his hand before he could make it to the door and shook her head. She pulled him again to the bed, and he did not argue.

He woke first the next morning, her arm draped across his chest and her breathing deep and steady next to his ear. The sun hadn’t yet risen, but the first dark purples of the rising sun could be seen in the east. Veynar felt once again as if he was waking into a dream, and his eyes went to the horizon toward Westleton. Like all pleasant dreams, this one couldn’t last forever. Daelor’s search for Selwen wouldn’t stop, and it wouldn’t be long before his search expanded to encompass the Reaper’s old home. Whatever they had here wouldn’t last for much longer, although he didn’t stop hoping that whatever grew in its place would be just as pleasing.

He lay in bed, listening to the sounds of dawn, and smiled when she awoke. She did not answer with a smile of her own but propped herself up on one elbow, her hair flowing over her shoulders in a glorious mess.

“I want to stay here,” she said, and there wasn’t even the faintest sliver of the hesitation he’d heard before.

It was better still, he thought, to run. But he had as good as given his oath, which really only left him one remaining option.

“Then I must talk to Daelor.”

She arched an eyebrow.

“Just talk. I’m not sure he wants war any more than I do. If he does…well, at the very least, I have gotten stronger since we last met, and so I may have one opportunity to surprise him.”

“A slim hope,” she observed.

“Maybe. But if it’s the only one, that’s every bit as wide as it needs to be.”

“Dhoran said that he would return soon. And I think we should wait for him. I don’t want to bring you into town with me, but I don’t feel safe leaving you alone either.”

She leaned toward him and kissed him deeply. “In that case, I suppose I had better make us some breakfast.”

Veynar’s sharp and unceasing gaze spotted Dhoran’s arrival first, close to supper. Of course the warrior would return in time to take advantage of the meal being prepared. He stretched his limbs after a long day of squatting in the garden and went to meet the mysterious aeleth. They greeted one another with curt bows. From Dhoran’s posture and his expression, Veynar could guess the news wasn’t good.

Dhoran spoke first. “The mayor is now an angry man.” There was a note of pride in this, and Veynar assumed he was looking at the cause of the mayor’s anger. Despite the success, Dhoran didn’t look pleased. “Even so, none of it matters. His activity is too great, and he adapts too quickly. I need your help if we’re going to take him down.”

Veynar had spent most of the day thinking about how to approach Dhoran. He guessed the aeleth wouldn’t view his plan kindly, but first he needed information. “What of Selwen?”

Dhoran grunted. “I don’t know what secret she’s hiding, but Daelor wants her as much as ever. He’s torn apart the entire city looking for her, and I’m sure it won’t be long before he comes out here. There are wanted posters all over the city, and his people have been starting rumors she’s been kidnapped.”

Veynar ran his hand through his hair, but didn’t speak. The other aeleth shot him a skeptical look. “What are you waiting for? I need your help.”

Veynar wouldn’t be so easily swayed. “I’m trying to decide if this is a battle worth fighting.”

Dhoran snarled. “Of course it’s a battle worth fighting. Daelor is a threat to everything we stand for. You only want to know if it’s a battle that you’ll survive. For one of Caelen’s hunters, you sure are a coward.”

Veynar’s fists clenched, but Dhoran wanted a fight. He wanted another opportunity to prove his superiority, another chance to make Veynar obey. Instead, Veynar said, “Whatever you say. The fact remains: I have questions I want to answer myself before I commit, but I haven’t wanted to leave her alone. Will you guard her tonight while I enter the town?”

The other aeleth contemplated this for longer than Veynar expected, and Veynar wondered what complicated balancing act was being weighed in the scales of his mind. Finally Dhoran relented. “Get on with it. I’ll keep watch. But when you come back tonight, I’ll expect an answer from you.”


Chapter 16
The Angel’s Deal


If I could receive but one gift, it would be the gift of true sight. Not just the Sight our training grants us, but true sight, of understanding the causes of all things and following the ripples of all decisions as far into the future as I wish.

​— ​THE WISDOM OF BRENNOR

Though he did little more than walk through the fields separating the Reaper’s home from Westleton, Veynar’s heart thumped in his chest in a way it hadn’t even as he’d wandered the most desolate and dangerous parts of the Broken Lands borders. His thoughts weren’t of his own safety, but of Selwen’s. She deserved a world free of fear, and he hoped to win it for her tonight, but it would only be possible if his guesses about Daelor were correct.

He noticed the glow from the town even before it came into view, a giant candle warming the undersides of the low-hanging clouds with a soft orange light. He walked another two dozen steps before he stopped and realized how unusual that was here. Westleton’s citizens embraced the darkness of night, hesitant to light the insides of their homes, much less the streets. Daelor’s commands had kept the town in darkness, and only Daelor possessed the authority to light the fires again.

Veynar continued his journey, but more warily. His eyes, ears, and nose, all more sensitive thanks to the remnant’s influence, strained against the darkness. He encountered no one outside Westleton, but as he grew closer, he saw it would be almost impossible to sneak unobserved through the streets. Dozens of torches appeared and disappeared as citizens wandered through both thoroughfares and alleys. He was close enough to hear them calling, and the name on every lip sent a chill down his spine. They searched for Selwen.

When Dhoran had said that Daelor was turning Westleton inside-out to find Selwen, Veynar had imagined some combination of the Kingsguard and Daelor’s personal guards going from door to door. He’d never have guessed the mayor would go to such lengths.

Daelor’s determination solidified Veynar’s resolve. When Selwen wasn’t found tonight, the mayor would know she was outside the town’s limits. Unless they ran, it wouldn’t be long before they caught her.

He weighed the risks of different approaches, then cast a veil over himself before proceeding. The technique would expose him to Daelor and his lieutenants, but they numbered only three. It seemed much more likely that a random citizen would spot him if he tried to sneak through town without the veil.

Protected by the strength of his remnant, Veynar emerged from the quiet darkness of the fields into the fire-lit activity of the streets. Merchants, tanners, and guards walked the streets united in purpose, calling for the young woman.

Despite the malicious intent that had organized the activity, the citizens’ concern moved Veynar. Cities and towns, he’d always thought, blighted the human spirit. They crammed everyone together, yet left people isolated and alone.

He’d never witnessed anything like this. Bleary-eyed and tired, there was no performance in the concern these citizens shared. No doubt part of the reason was the reputation Selwen had created through her years of selflessness, but Veynar had the feeling they’d do the same for anyone they feared was vulnerable. He’d never have guessed he would find anything like this outside the clans.

Veynar shook off his awe and made his way straight down the thoroughfare. He trusted the veil to keep him out of sight, and it was better to reach Daelor quickly than weave through a maze of alleys.

The search for Selwen was a town-wide endeavor, and Veynar walked through the heart of it, feeling almost guilty. Twice he came close to dropping the veil and announcing that they had nothing to fear, that Selwen was close by, unharmed and well. They could return to their beds without fear. The only way the announcement would do any good, though, was if it came from Daelor, and so Veynar continued on.

Daelor’s little study and training center was lit as brightly as it had been on Veynar’s previous visit, though it wasn’t as stark a contrast as it had been that other night. No guards watched the door, and even though Veynar stretched his senses for any sign of aethren, he found none.

Daelor’s lack of concern for his safety irritated Veynar like a mosquito bite he couldn’t quite reach. He didn’t dispute Daelor’s strength, nor his ability to protect himself, but constant vigilance was impossible no matter what skills one possessed. Veynar had only survived the Broken Lands because he could hand guard duty to Atheron, who was almost as interested as Veynar in keeping Veynar alive. If Daelor viewed his work and his life as vital to the future of humanity, why did he place so little value on protecting it?

Veynar understood better when he came into contact with an invisible wall of force surrounding the building. He’d encountered one like it around Taranis half a year ago. That one he’d Stepped through, though only after catching Taranis by surprise, and it had still been a close call. He wasn’t interested in testing his strength and skill against Daelor’s.

He stood outside Daelor’s study, veiled, debating his best course and feeling like a fool. The feeling subsided somewhat when the barrier dropped, which Veynar took to understand as Daelor inviting him in. Not wanting to be considered a terrible guest, Veynar accepted the invitation and stepped inside.

It was as though he’d stepped back in time. Everything was the same as it had been on his first visit. There was the calligraphy on the wall, revealing to all who had eyes to see both the strength and the weakness of the man who wrote it. The same practice weapons were mounted where they had been before, and if they looked a little more worn, well, that could just be Veynar’s imagination. Daelor knelt at his writing desk, and for all Veynar knew, he looked through the same papers he had during that first visit.

Daelor didn’t look up from his papers. “You chose a poor time to visit.”

“If you have other matters of greater import, I can take my leave,” Veynar said, turning. He knew where Selwen was, the piece of information Daelor most desired, if the streets of Westleton were to be believed. He didn’t need to accept the mayor’s condescension.

Daelor sighed. “I mean from the perspective of your own concerns. So long as you hid from my sight, I wasn’t sure if you’d remained or left. Tonight’s search would have answered at least half that question, but I still wouldn’t have known near or far. Given that you’re here, now I know you’re close, and if my guess is correct and that you aren’t in town, it means you’re hiding in one of the farms outside of town, most likely the one Finnor lived in when he wasn’t causing trouble.”

Veynar tried to keep any reaction from his expression, but was sure he’d failed. Whatever advantage he’d sought to win slipped steadily from his grasp. Knowing that no lie would deceive Daelor, he found himself on more comfortable ground, negotiating with only the truth as his ally. “I tried to convince her to leave, but Westleton is her home and she’d rather stay if she could.”

Finally, Daelor looked up from his papers, studying Veynar as though he were an unusual animal brought down by a hunter. Daelor didn’t use his Sight, but Veynar was left with the uncomfortable feeling that he’d inadvertently revealed more than he intended. There was something more to the mayor’s expression, too, akin to sorrow, but Veynar didn’t believe the emotion had any way to root in Daelor’s spirit.

“You’ve come to care for her.” It wasn’t a question, not really, and Veynar swallowed hard.

“I have, yes.”

He expected mockery, but Daelor surprised him again. “That speaks well of you. She’s a moral woman with the will to shape the world into something better.”

“And yet you demand her blood.”

Daelor nodded. “I see no other way forward. If it takes her life, she’ll hardly be the first good person to die in this never-ending war. You know this better than most.”

“Which is why I want to stop it.”

Daelor cocked his head to the side and frowned, as though he were confused, but it only lasted a moment. “Ah, you mean you want to stop the deaths, including hers.”

Atheron understood the confusion before Veynar did. Your words made him think you agreed with him, though your tone made it clear you didn’t.

Veynar didn’t understand Daelor, and wasn’t sure he ever would, but he didn’t have to. He seized instead on the small offering the mayor had gifted him. “You said, ‘if it takes her life.’ Does that mean that whatever you intend for her might not?”

Daelor rose, moving with that grace that was more than what a human should have been capable of. He stepped around the desk, and Veynar tensed, forming his swords in his mind in case he needed to bring them quickly into being. Daelor said, “I don’t know. I’ve been developing the technique, but there are many questions I don’t have answers for. How much of her blood I need is one of them. It will be more than a drop, of that I’m certain. It may be every drop she possesses. I’ll make no promises I’m not sure I can keep.”

“Will it be painful?” Veynar asked.

“All I need is her blood. There’s no need to make her suffer in its giving.”

“Although you might still kill her.”

Daelor nodded, as though this was the most obvious fact in the world, the way a host might nod as their guest steps into their house dripping water, announcing that it’s raining outside.

“She would come to you willingly, I think, if you promised not to kill her,” Veynar ventured.

“That’s a promise I cannot make. I can promise that I will take no more of her blood than I need, but it may very well be a fatal amount.”

Veynar’s fists clenched. “How can you in one moment tell me that she’s a remarkable woman, and then in the next admit that you might very well kill her?”

Again, Daelor tilted his head to one side. “Both statements are true.”

“But do you feel nothing at the thought of her death?”

Daelor shook his head. “On the contrary, I mourn the loss of every life. I mourned even Finnor’s death when the news was brought to me, because he was perhaps one of the few men who understood me.”

“More people would understand you if you told them what you were thinking!”

“I’ve not found that to be true. Already you know more about me than most, and you haven’t come close to Finnor’s understanding. But if you wish, I will tell you again. My name is Daelor, and I have dedicated my life to saving humanity from the darkness unleashed upon us by the aethren of old. I have mastered many of the same powers they did, and now I take my first step toward banishing the darkness, which is to rid humanity of the curses that are the remnants of the old gods. To that end, I need Selwen’s blood.”

Daelor was right. It was nothing Veynar hadn’t already heard before. “How can you speak so calmly about killing a person like Selwen?”

“How can you so calmly accept the deaths of so many of the clan warriors you know? There are men and women protecting our borders who have died today, today, that might have been saved because you’ve been hiding her. Why don’t you mourn them?”

It was one of the first hints of emotion he’d gotten from Daelor, and his words landed like blows.

Daelor continued the verbal pummeling. “I do not fault you for caring for Selwen and wanting to see her live, but why does no one else understand that so many others are dying! Finnor was the same as you. He could only consider who was in front of him. I don’t blame you. It is only human to care most for those you know. But if you want to understand me, you need to understand that my concern is for all.”

Veynar shook his head, feeling as though he were speaking to Daelor in a language the mayor didn’t understand. “How did Finnor understand you? What did he grasp that I fail to see?”

“More than you can imagine. He was the first to understand I was aethren, and the first to understand the shape of the future I dreamed of.” There was respect in the answer.

Veynar couldn’t hold in his bundle of questions any longer. “Why did you put the bounty on him, then? What changed between the two of you in the past few weeks? To hear Selwen tell it, you two have antagonized one another for years.”

Daelor’s face fell, the second expression of true emotion Veynar had seen from the enigmatic mayor. “Do you believe in fate?”

The question was so unexpected Veynar needed a few moments to answer. “No.”

“Neither do I, but sometimes it feels as though there is a pattern lurking somewhere just beyond my reach, a pattern I could call fate. It was not one thing that broke what was between us, but a confluence. Dhoran’s arrival was part of it, for the aeleth pushed Finnor to cause more trouble than he would have before. Part of it was learning that Finnor was researching techniques to cut aethren off from the source. I didn’t think he would find anything, but he believed, and so I was worried. More than anything, though, it was Selwen. He’s known what her blood has meant to me as long as I have, but he’d also persuaded me that using her blood wasn’t in my best interest. I believed him, and at the time there was no hurry, but by putting the bounty on his head, I hoped to convince him of my seriousness. I’d hoped we would come to an agreement and share what we knew.”

“What changed? Why the hurry now?”

The corner of Daelor’s lips turned up. “Too many questions, and you don’t have the time to ask them. Will you bring her to me or not? It’s the only way to save lives.”

“How can you think I believe you want to save lives when I know what you’ve taken from the farmers who helped settle this area, when I know how hard you work the miners that labor under the mountain on your behalf?”

Daelor sighed at the continued questioning, but denied nothing. “You make the same mistake over and over and call it compassion. Yes, I took from the farmers who sought only to enrich their families. Instead, Westleton has sent more food both to the larger cities and the clans than almost anywhere else, saving more lives than you can count. And yes, I have worked the miners hard, for we need the ore that comes from those mountains.”

“Is it worth the lives that have been lost?” Veynar asked.

“Without question. The weapons and materials that ore will make will save far more lives than it cost to extract. You were clan. These ideas are not new to you. You few sacrifice your lives over and over so that the many lives in the cities can flourish without fear. Why do you not see that I do the same?”

“Because we chose our paths. You’re not offering the same choice.”

The argument failed to move Daelor. “Every farmer and miner in my employ chooses to be there. I don’t have any guards that will stop them from running. If they want to leave, they’re free to leave.”

“With no money to their name. That’s as good as keeping them prisoner.”

Daelor ignored the comment. “There’s no point in arguing. You’re too set in your perspective. Only one question matters: will you bring Selwen to me?”

Veynar hesitated, and Daelor grabbed one of the practice weapons from the wall. It was a long sword, and he spun it, as though warming up, so quickly Veynar lost track of the weapon. He looked at Veynar with a new look in his eyes. “Your time is running short. Will you deliver her to me?”

Daelor smacked the wooden sword against his open palm loud enough that it echoed.

Veynar had thought he was ready to fight Daelor, but he knew, without question, that he was over-matched still. Maybe with Dhoran they might have a chance, but he didn’t alone.

“She’s not mine to bring, but I can tell her what you said, and she can decide,” Veynar said.

Daelor returned the practice weapon to the rack. “That’s all I could ask for. Thank you.”

He returned to his desk and kneeled with that same eerie grace, that movement no mere muscle could duplicate. The mayor sorted through his papers as though Veynar wasn’t even there.

Wisdom demanded that he leave, but curiosity had always been dangerous to him. One question troubled him, one better left unasked, but he couldn’t help himself. “Why haven’t you killed me?”

Daelor looked up, frowned as if surprised to see Veynar still present, then said, “You’re host to Atheron, and if there is anyone left who might understand me, who might aid me in the ways that I need, it’s him. You’ve been obnoxious, but you haven’t done any real damage to my work yet, so there’s no reason to kill you and risk Atheron’s displeasure.”

“I’m only alive because of who my remnant is?” Veynar asked.

“That’s right.”

Veynar had many more questions, but Daelor returned his attention to his papers.

“You should hurry,” the mayor said. “I do not lie when I tell you that you have little time, and you have wasted far too much of it with your questions.”

Veynar decided that this time he would embrace wisdom and left, casting the veil back over himself just before he opened the door and stepped out into the night. His questions could wait until he’d had time to speak with Selwen.


Chapter 17
Unexpected Visitors


My children, there are few dangers in the world greater than certainty. Believe what you will, but hold those beliefs lightly. Grip them too tightly, and you’ll find you’ve given up both your ability to see the truth and to choose a better path.

​— ​THE WISDOM OF BRENNOR

Veynar slipped from Westleton without anyone being the wiser. His veil kept him hidden from the eyes and ears that searched for Selwen, and he drifted through the patrols like a lost ghost.

Taranis and Daelor, he decided, were alike in one way that burrowed underneath his skin, that bothered him out of proportion. Both were so convinced that they were right, that they had the answers to the dangers facing humanity. It would be easy to call them monsters, and perhaps even true, but Veynar had fought monsters, and the insult was too simple to hurt men like them.

Protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. That was the morality driven into him every day during his training as a child of the clan. It was simple and straightforward and true. Only in the past few years had he bumped into the limits of his beliefs and found that they weren’t wide enough for the world in which he found himself.

Nor did Taranis and Daelor show him the way forward. Confident as they were, there was something lacking in their vision. They were too callous, too indifferent. They pursued their grand plans and lost track of the individuals they crushed along the way. His thoughts burdened his steps as he returned to the house of the man he had killed.

He came to a stop when he noticed the door was cracked open. He should have noticed it earlier, but he’d been so distracted by his own thoughts that he’d let his awareness of his surroundings slip away. No sounds came from inside the house, nor did any light flicker on the other side of the windows’ thick glass.

Veynar cast his senses wide. Cicadas sang from one of the fields, and somewhere in the distance, a songbird took startled flight. He flexed his will, and a short sword appeared in his hand. Thus armed, he crept toward the open door.

The inside of the house remained dark and still. Veynar cast his eyes down to see if the tracks leading in and out of the house had any story to tell, but too many people had passed this way in the past days. “Selwen?” he called.

No answer from the dark.

Veynar formed a second sword in his left hand, more as a talisman and shield than as a necessary weapon. He pushed the door open the rest of the way, took a step in, and gave his eyes the moment they needed to adjust.

There’d been a fight here. Books and papers lay haphazardly around the room, now blown about like dried leaves as the evening’s cool breeze followed Veynar inside. A drawing of the garden, rendered in exquisite detail, came to rest at Veynar’s feet, and he was sure it was the last drawing Selwen had made. It was good no one had left a candle lit, for any open flame would eventually have grown to consume the entire house. He let one of his swords vanish, then bent down, picked up the drawing, folded it, and put it in one of his pockets.

The bed where Selwen should have been at this time of night was empty, the covers disturbed. Though it was hard to be certain in the dim light of the stars, Veynar didn’t think he saw any blood. Selwen had been taken, but so far as Veynar could discern, no greater harm had come to her. It couldn’t have been otherwise, though. Daelor needed her alive, at least for the moment.

The thought of the mayor caused Veynar’s grip on his sword to tighten until his knuckles shone white. He must have known the whole time Veynar had been with him, known that Selwen was being taken at the very moment Veynar had left. Had that been why he told Veynar to hurry? A way of warning him?

No, Daelor wouldn’t show such courtesy. It was a surprise that the mayor hadn’t burst out in laughter. For all Daelor’s appearance of honesty, the man had deceived Veynar from the moment Veynar stepped through his door.

His vision went white, and for a moment he was alone with his rage. Only when he heard a groan did any degree of awareness return.

He hadn’t seen Dhoran at first, the warrior crumpled in the darker shadows cast by the bed. Veynar allowed the sword in his hand to vanish as he hurried over and knelt beside the downed warrior. He rolled Dhoran onto his back. A terrible bruise swelled above the man’s right eye, and blood had coated that side of his face, creating a fearful visage. The warrior’s breathing was shallow but steady.

Veynar left the warrior on the ground and strode to the front door. He braced himself against the frame as most of the strength in his legs fled. His elders had always claimed that a study of the past allowed warriors to avoid mistakes that had already been made, but he’d apparently not learned his lesson. Once again, the best part of his life had been taken away from him.

He let his gaze drift slowly across the horizon. The stars were out and provided more than enough light to see by, but so far as his gaze could travel, he saw no movement.

There was no question of what he would do, but he knew enough this time to understand that he couldn’t get Selwen back on his own.

Another groan, longer and stronger, came from the bedroom, and Veynar glanced back to see Dhoran cracking open his eyes. He groaned again as he brought his hand up to the side of his head and gingerly felt around the bruise. When Veynar turned in the doorway, Dhoran noticed him for the first time and gave a startled shout. A sword was in his hand a moment later, but then he recognized Veynar and let the sword vanish again. The warrior pushed himself into a sitting position, then looked as though he regretted the ambition.

“It was Daelor’s lieutenants. Both of them. I don’t know how they got so close to the house without me spotting them, but they were at the door before I noticed them. We fought, but it wasn’t much of a battle. The last thing I remember was one of them knocking Selwen unconscious. It seems I followed her a moment later.”

Veynar’s broken heart screamed for blood, and lacking more appropriate options, settled for Dhoran’s. Only a supreme effort of control kept him from killing the aeleth for his failure. “You were supposed to protect her.”

Dhoran gestured to the room. “And if you didn’t notice, I tried. Even I’m not strong enough to fight them both at once.”

“Where would they take her?”

“I don’t know. I doubt they’d bring her to the barracks or the mayor’s study, but they might. If not there, though, it could be any of several dozen places. Daelor owns a fair amount of the town and the surroundings.”

Atheron’s cold logic settled over Veynar like a comfortable blanket, sanding the edges from his sharpest angers and granting him clarity. “Daelor wouldn’t want to make this public. His work is easier when fewer people know what he’s capable of. Is there a place he owns that’s quiet?”

Dhoran frowned as his concussed mind worked on the problem Veynar had set before him. “He owns a considerable amount of property outside of city limits, but most, like the mines, have a decent population, and the mines are far enough away to be inconvenient. It would be hard to move Selwen without being noticed, especially after word of her disappearance has spread.” Dhoran thought a moment longer. “If you’re looking for a truly quiet place, your best chance is one of the farmhouses he owns. None are empty, but they have space, and at this time of night, no one would be out in the barns. They’d be a perfect place for him to ask whatever questions he has.”

“Then let’s go.”

Dhoran didn’t move from where he sat. “Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not in the best condition at the moment.”

“Then you can serve as a distraction. I don’t care. I only need you to take me to the places where she might be.”

“You can’t take them both on. If Daelor’s anywhere close, you’ll stand even less chance.”

Veynar stomped to the bedroom, and the look on his face must have been terrible to behold, because Dhoran scooted away. Veynar squatted until he was close. “I’m going to rescue Selwen. You will show me where she might be, and if you want to be part of taking Daelor down, you can fight beside me.”

Dhoran studied Veynar for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. Give me a moment to regain my bearings, then I’ll lead you. And if you’re serious about fighting Daelor, I’ll help you take him down.”

The farmhouse was a simple, sturdy structure designed to complete one task and complete it well: shelter the family that lived within from the wild swings of the seasons and the dangerous weather such swings brought. The home was built low to the ground with thick walls, like a normal house from the town had squatted down to protect itself from high winds. A small stable to the north of the home and a barn west of that shared the home’s guiding principles. Short of war, Veynar figured the homes would last for generations.

He didn’t think Daelor’s lieutenants held Selwen here, but he wasn’t so certain he wouldn’t search it. He and Dhoran slid through the fields like a pair of wraiths, each with a veil cast. Veynar noted with pride that his veil performed better than Dhoran’s. The other aeleth’s outline was barely fuzzy to his remnant-strengthened senses.

Their precaution was more than enough for their task tonight. No guards kept watch on the land, and no patrols roamed this far from Westleton’s borders. He admired the farmers for that, this close to the Broken Lands. The work was thankless enough, but they also lived outside the easy protection of the nearby town. They lived with a freedom denied to townspeople, but they risked much to obtain it.

They skirted around the house and visited the stables first. The horses, more sensitive than the humans who claimed mastery over them, perked up their ears at the arrival of the aeleth and stomped around, but their distress faded as soon as Veynar checked the stalls and confirmed there was no Selwen and left. The barn was the more likely destination, but a quick walk through revealed nothing but plows and other tools of the trade, organized neatly by a family that took pride not just in their work, but in how that work was accomplished.

Had Dhoran agreed, Veynar could have been convinced to leave. The odds of Selwen being in the dark farmhouse were vanishingly slim, but they weren’t zero, and Dhoran padded toward the house without stopping to confer. Veynar followed. This door was locked, but was held closed by nothing more than a latch on the other side. Dhoran slid a blade in between the frame and the door and lifted the latch, gaining them easy entry.

Dhoran opened the door and struck a small bell hung from the frame. The bell clanged and Dhoran cursed. Lights in the bedrooms down the hall flared to life as the entire household woke up. Instead of retreating, Dhoran entered.

Veynar didn’t like the way Dhoran moved. It was the posture of a man advancing into battle, confident of his victory. He’d been beaten once tonight, easily, and now he sought an easy target for his vengeance.

A young man carrying a lantern illuminated the space the aeleth had broken into. Eight chairs sat along a long table with a fireplace at the south end. A hallway led to the bedrooms, and a stove and several cabinets marked the kitchen to Veynar’s left. Thick rafters crossed low overhead, and despite the chill in the evening air, the house was warm thanks to the coals still glowing in the fireplace. It was tight and dark, but warm and welcoming, and Veynar was an intruder in a space he didn’t belong.

Dhoran advanced toward the young man, and thanks to the veil, wasn’t even seen. He punched the young man in the face. Not having seen the blow coming, the punch caught the young man completely unprepared, and he crumpled to the ground.

A staff snapped out from behind the falling man. In the confusion, an older man had swung at whoever had knocked down his son, even though he couldn’t see. In the tight confines of the house, the staff connected with the overconfident and unprepared Dhoran’s head, sending the aeleth to the ground, his veil gone.

Serves him right, Atheron observed, mirroring Veynar’s thoughts clearly. Selwen wasn’t here, and this family had done them no harm. Their only crime was working in a house and on fields that Daelor owned.

Veynar was more than halfway tempted to leave Dhoran behind to suffer for his transgressions, but he still needed the aeleth, and so he stepped over the bodies and drove his fist into the father’s stomach. As the farmer doubled over, Veynar hauled a dizzy Dhoran to his feet and pulled him from the house.

They hid in a field while Dhoran regained his wits. Two blows to the man’s head had left him lessened. As they waited, Veynar’s rage hardened, turning into a block of ice that sat near the bottom of his stomach. Every heartbeat they waited was another that Daelor had Selwen.

Once Dhoran was fully aware of his surroundings, Veynar snarled at him. “Stop being a fool. We need to find Selwen now, before Daelor has time to complete his plans.”

Dhoran frowned. “What plans?”

“He believes there’s a secret in her blood that will allow him to destroy the remnants with a single act.”

Dhoran’s face paled. “That’s impossible.”

Veynar shrugged. “I couldn’t say what’s possible or not. All I can tell you for sure is that Daelor believes it, and he doesn’t strike me as a man to take lightly.”

Dhoran fought his way to his feet. He was wobbly, but he refused to fall. Now he was seized by the proper determination, and there was something more in his expression Veynar couldn’t quite decipher. It didn’t matter, though, for Dhoran now shared his anxiety. “Then we need to hurry.”

The two aeleth disappeared into the night, on the hunt for the woman whose blood could destroy them both and doom the world they protected.


Chapter 18
Returning Favors


The clans, once formed and armed with our remnants, must spread far apart, and not just because we know that our strength will draw the Graevath. It is because people will come to blows, and given enough time, some of those people will be aeleth. The land should not have to endure such battles.

​— ​THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

Selwen wasn’t being held in any of the other farmsteads Dhoran suspected, either. Like the first, they were occupied by families spilling the sweat of their brows to bring forth the annual harvest. Veynar and Dhoran were thorough, though, and searched each farm completely before moving on to the next. Thankfully, they’d avoided conflict at the other homes.

Veynar dropped his veil as he and Dhoran paused in the fields. “She’s got to be somewhere in the town,” he argued.

A transformation had come over Dhoran since he’d learned why Selwen was as important as she was, almost as though he’d been pushed to the edge of madness. There was a gleam in his eye that promised retribution.

Dhoran nodded. “If there were more time, I would say that Daelor would take her to the mines, but if he needs her now, he would bring her into town.”

“The barracks?” Veynar guessed.

Dhoran considered. “Possible, but unlikely. He’s a popular mayor, but Selwen is known and loved by all. Especially with the big deal he’s made of the search, I don’t think he could risk imprisoning her publicly. He probably wouldn’t even rely on his friends because he wouldn’t want to put them in a difficult position.”

“So, where does that leave us?”

Dhoran thought for another moment. “With the bunkhouses he keeps for his personal guards, I think.”

“I don’t know about them,” Veynar admitted.

“He has two in town, one closer to the north side and one more to the south. They’re bigger homes, a lot like the shelter, that have been altered to house about ten guards each. They’re fully his, though. No one would question what happens within.”

They sounded more likely than any place Veynar would have thought of, but the import of storming them wasn’t lost on Veynar, even in his anger. Blood would flow once they kicked down those doors, and Daelor would be sure to respond in kind. He met Dhoran’s gaze and nodded. “We should hurry then.”

The first hints of dawn were yet to appear on the horizon, though the night felt as though it had stretched entire days beyond its usual length. Veynar’s body demanded rest, but Atheron’s strength kept him in motion. They drifted through empty streets, and Veynar wondered if they were empty because word had spread that Selwen had been found or if the citizens believed their search of the town was complete.

Whatever the reason, Veynar thanked the fates that the streets were quiet. Even the normal patrols couldn’t be found, which was good for them. Tonight he would have killed them instead of wasting his time avoiding them.

He’d spared the farmers because he saw no crime in the manner in which they served Daelor. The guards wouldn’t be so fortunate. It was one thing to pick up a spade, another entirely to pick up a sword. Every guard he passed was as good as dead, for every dead guard was one less he had to fight his way through to get to Daelor.

He didn’t need Dhoran to tell him which house was the bunkhouse once it came into view. The two guards sitting outside watching the streets served as the first clue, and the lights burning inside were the second. Veynar cast a veil over himself and strode toward the guards. They never saw the sword that appeared in his hand, and the second guard barely had the time to be surprised as his partner’s throat was opened from side to side before he suffered a similar fate from Dhoran’s masked blade.

Dhoran’s veil was weak enough Veynar could see the man’s expression, considering Veynar in a new light. Veynar ignored the other aeleth and tried the door. It was unlocked, the guards within trusting their lives to the warriors outside and the strength of the mayor they served.

The heavy door creaked as it opened, and a voice called out from the kitchen off to the side of the hallway. “Malor?”

Veynar slipped silently into the kitchen. A young man had been bent over, searching through the cabinets for a late-night snack. Two long scars ran down his left arm, and his eyes narrowed at the silence that greeted his call. Veynar walked around the counter in the middle of the kitchen and stabbed into the man’s heart. Like the guards outside, he never saw the blade that ended his life. Veynar let his sword vanish and caught the guard before he could fall and alert any others who were awake.

Back in the hallway, Dhoran stood still, listening to the sounds of the bunkhouse. Veynar joined him. Beyond the sound of their breathing, the house was as silent as the streets.

Selwen wasn’t here. Veynar knew it without having to search the house.

From the look on his face, Dhoran knew it, too. He leaned over to Veynar and whispered quietly in his ear. “We should kill them.”

Veynar nodded, even as his stomach tightened at the thought. Dhoran was right.

Dhoran gestured to himself, then to the lower hallway. He pointed to Veynar and to the stairs that led to the second floor. The choice made sense because Veynar’s veil would absorb the sound of the stairs better than Dhoran’s. He agreed to this, too, and they embarked on their separate journeys.

Veynar ascended the stairs and shook his head when he reached the top. The hallway might as well have been the hallway from the shelter, protecting the weak and the sick. The thought was almost enough to still his blade, but he thought of the Reaper’s small home and the destruction within, and he imagined the tortures Selwen might suffer, and his hand was steady. He opened the first door. One long and narrow bed lay on each side of the room with a trunk at the foot for the guard’s belongings.

He closed the door behind him, then approached the first of the sleepers. He raised his sword, then brought it down hard on the guard’s exposed neck. The guard woke and scrambled in his bed. Blood fountained from the cut, and Veynar spun to the second guard, stirring awake at his friend’s struggle. Veynar thrust quickly, a stab that cut to the heart but not straight through. The guard gasped and opened his mouth to scream. Veynar fell upon the guard, working his blade around the poor man’s chest while covering the man’s mouth with his left hand. The guard tried to bite the hand away, but his strength fled as quickly as his lifeblood, which poured into the mattress.

When both guards were still, Veynar stood on shaky legs. Blood coated the front of his clothes, and the second man had nipped a small piece of flesh from his left palm, but he was unharmed and the house remained quiet. Veynar closed his eyes and steadied himself with a deep breath, then left the room, closing the door again behind him.

In the second room, a man and a woman slept peacefully, sharing a bed and entwined in each other’s arms. The woman’s dark hair spread across the man’s chest, and there was a soft smile resting on her face.

Veynar blinked, and it was him in the bed, with Selwen using his upper arm as a pillow. He blinked again, and it was two of Daelor’s guards, and Veynar stepped forward, a mission to complete.

He returned to the ground floor to find Dhoran waiting for him. The aeleth had some bloodstains drying on the arms of his tunic, but he looked otherwise like he’d been considering preparing a cup of tea. Dhoran took in his appearance and grimaced, as if Veynar were a child who’d returned from playing outside in the rain and was tracking mud throughout the house. “Trouble?”

Veynar shook his head, but he didn’t trust himself to speak. His stomach churned, leaving him feeling as though he was always on the verge of throwing up.

How much blood would he spill for those he cared about? When did it become too much?

He’d saved Cori, back in Brenwick, and destroyed dozens, if not hundreds of lives to do so. Not just the dead, but the families of the dead, the spouses and children who had depended on them. This was worse, because Selwen wasn’t here.

Was he any different than Daelor, or just less honest? At least Daelor was strong enough to admit his compassion had died long ago.

Dhoran grunted, unbothered by the blood he trailed behind him, and shook his head. “I checked the cellar, too. She’s not here.”

It came as no surprise, but Veynar’s heart raced. Every moment wasted here was a moment Selwen endured Daelor’s horrors. Veynar swallowed down the bile in his throat and choked out, “Do you think she’s at the other bunkhouse?”

A small shrug, and Dhoran picked some of the dried blood casually off his sleeve. “The reasoning still holds true, and if we’re looking at attacking elsewhere, it’ll help to have the guards out of the way.”

Veynar took a deep and steadying breath as he imagined having to repeat what he’d just finished. The world spun around him. He thought of Selwen and the pain she was likely in, and his vision steadied. “Then lead the way to the other one.”

Dhoran ran through the streets, abandoning his veil in favor of speed. Still, they didn’t come across any guards, and Veynar wondered where they were. The house he led them to was nearly identical to the one they’d just left. Dhoran extended his arm as they neared, and they slowed.

The feeling that Veynar was running through a long hall of mirrors continued. Two guards sat outside the front door, as confident and as at ease as the door guards they’d killed what felt like a few moments ago.

“Ready?” Dhoran asked.

Veynar’s stomach twisted, though the sensation didn’t originate with Dhoran. It came from the house before them. “Someone’s using the powers of a remnant there.”

“Impossible. You and I are the only aeleth in town.”

“Then it’s Daelor or one of his lieutenants.”

Dhoran pressed himself against the wall and closed his eyes, extending his senses toward the guardhouse. After several long moments, his eyes opened again. “Are you sure? I don’t sense anything.”

“I’m sure.”

Dhoran struck Veynar as the kind of man who hadn’t truly listened to another human’s opinion in many years, and he’d forgotten what to do with it. He straightened and stretched his neck. “Then we need to consider the possibility that Daelor is in there.”

Veynar strode toward the house, but Dhoran stopped him before he got into sight. “If Daelor is in there, we need a plan.”

“We don’t have the time. He has Selwen.”

“You won’t save her if you charge in wildly.”

Veynar shook Dhoran’s hand off his shoulder. “Then what do you propose?”

Dhoran poked his head around the corner and studied the house. “Can you tell where, exactly, the power is coming from? We might be able to launch an arrow through a window.”

“Not without getting closer, and besides, don’t they usually walk around with those barriers?”

Dhoran made a sound in the back of his throat. “Sometimes, but if he’s distracted with Selwen, I figured he might have had to drop it.”

“Can we beat him if we simply fight together?” Veynar asked.

“Maybe, but I don’t want to bet my life on it. I’ve only ever seen his lieutenants fight, and even they’d be a tough battle for the two of us. The power they develop is so much stronger than an aeleth’s.”

Veynar remembered. He’d seen the way Taranis had walked through the Graevath at the battle for his estate, and in that remembrance recalled his anger at Atheron and the other remnants. With power like that, they could defend this land and not lose so many lives.

Atheron couldn’t read his thoughts directly, but he’d heard Dhoran’s comment and felt Veynar’s anger, and that was all the remnant needed to understand the direction of Veynar’s thoughts. And it would give humanity the strength to break the world again.

The argument might have even been true, but when Veynar weighed it against all the lives lost, all the friends and family who had fallen in the endless battle against the Graevath, he knew perfectly well which path he would choose.

Dhoran asked, “How much can we rely on your ability to Step?”

“If they have a barrier, it becomes a contest of wills I’m likely to lose. But if I can surprise them, or the barrier is down, they can’t stop me.”

Dhoran nodded, as though the answer was mostly what he expected, even if he didn’t like it. “Then our best plan is for me to distract Daelor as well as I’m able. I know a few tricks that might surprise him, so this might work, but I’m relying on you to kill him.”

“You won’t have to worry about that.”

“Good.” Dhoran formed a bow and two arrows. “We’ll kill the guards from a distance, then advance on the house without veils. If Daelor is as sensitive as you are to the strength of the remnants, I don’t want to give him any warning that we’re coming.”

It was a good plan, as far as such plans went, though they never had the opportunity to try it. A mere moment after Dhoran formed the bow, the front door of the guardhouse was blasted off its hinges, and from the darkness, their doom emerged.


Chapter 19
Pushed


My friends, seek challenges wherever you go, so that when your spirit crosses the veil, you’ll know without question how much you were capable of.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

There’d been a time, many years ago now, when a young Veynar had been enthralled by the summer storms that smashed like a smith’s hammer against the highlands Caelen’s clan patrolled. His hair would stand on end as the storms approached, booming thunder echoing off the exposed stone of the peaks louder than any stampede. He’d often climbed to the top of a hill to watch the rain roll in, only to run back down, seeking shelter as the lightning stretched out its long white fingers. He’d take cover in a cave or within a tent as wind and rain lashed out, impossibly small against the power of the storm’s fury.

He remembered that feeling well, though it had been some time since he’d felt it. Age and experience eroded awe and fear.

At least, they had until he formed his short swords against Daelor’s tall lieutenant, Mavric. The man exploded out of the bunkhouse like one of Veynar’s summer storms. The uneasiness in Veynar’s stomach became a tight knot squeezed in a giant fist as the broken front door spun and skipped down the street.

Dhoran cursed when the silhouette, too tall by far to be Daelor, emerged from the light of the bunkhouse, but he was the first of them to rise to Mavric’s unspoken challenge. A bolt of burning light streaked toward Mavric’s heart, but a single step to the side kept the lieutenant out of harm’s way.

That ease of movement, the casual avoidance of an arrow that would have killed almost any warrior or Graevath, served as a warning, like the roll of distant thunder. Veynar hesitated. Running toward a storm was for fools and children.

He leaped forward as Dhoran released a second bolt, forcing Mavric to respond as Veynar crossed the deadly ground. Mavric raised his hand, and Dhoran’s bolt of light broke against an invisible wall. The lieutenant flicked his hand, as though shooing a fly away from a meal.

Veynar sensed more than saw the strike. He crossed his blades and rooted his feet as the blast slammed into his swords. His hands went numb, but he barely kept his feet, and though he’d never been struck by lightning, it couldn’t feel much different. He needed to move, and he ordered his feet to move, but the order was refused.

Dhoran saved him from having to counter another of Mavric’s devastating blows with a third bolt, which only distracted Mavric for the moment it took him to form his barrier again.

Veynar’s legs trembled as Mavric sought to destroy Dhoran with another swipe of his wrist. Dhoran took cover behind a house as the blast carved out a gash from the corner. A chunk of weathered wall slid away from the house and crashed to the street, and it was all too easy to imagine what such a blast would do to a body. No sword could compare.

Veynar’s body only responded when Mavric turned his deadly regard upon him. Veynar leaped forward, stomach sinking because he wasn’t fast enough and there was no Dhoran to save him. Mavric’s expression was bored, a storm with no mountains to crash against.

Let go! Atheron shouted.

That had been a hard enough request training in the Reaper’s quiet fields, even as it had become their focus. Veynar compared it to lying down on a soft bed and allowing the body to rest, relaxing the connection between mind and flesh. The same feeling allowed Atheron a greater share of control over Veynar’s body, and the remnant pushed more strength into the hunter’s limbs. To Veynar, it was almost as though his body moved through some deep instinct alone.

Mavric flicked his wrist across, sending an invisible blade at Veynar’s stomach, and Veynar leaped, the bottom of his boot barely clearing the attack.

For the first time in the battle, the storm blinked. Mavric leaped away as Veynar came down with his blades. Dhoran launched another arrow, but Mavric had planted his feet and formed another barrier, the storm clouds growing higher as they slammed against the mountains. The hair across the back of Veynar’s arm rose, and he leaped away as a long, glowing sword appeared in Mavric’s right hand. It was the length of a cavalry sword, but he wielded it as though it weighed no more than a knife.

Veynar twisted, leaped, and scrambled away from the deadly blade, and finally retreated. Even with Atheron sending more strength through his body, he couldn’t close the gap between the length of Mavric’s blade and his. Dhoran’s bow vanished and was replaced by a sword, but as soon as he emerged around the corner, Mavric greeted him with another deadly flick of his wrist.

There were forces in this world humanity wasn’t meant to stand against, and Mavric had mastered one of them. Like the storms that sent even the bravest of clan warriors scurrying for shelter, the only appropriate response when seeing that deadly glint in Mavric’s eyes was to run.

Veynar tried. He turned his back to Mavric and ran for the protection of the nearest house, but the sudden, sharp twisting in his gut served as proof that Mavric, like any superb hunter, wasn’t willing to let his elusive prey escape. Veynar slid to a stop as one of Mavric’s lethal attacks cut the air ahead of him.

It wasn’t right. A storm, at least, was natural. It could be predicted, and to some degree, understood. A wise warrior had little to fear from them. This strength, though, was something else entirely. A power too great for humans to wield, and Veynar understood now, in his bones, why Atheron was so insistent this strength didn’t belong in human hands. Mavric’s attack continued past Veynar to split open a house like a ripe melon.

Veynar ran again in the same direction, wondering if even seeking the protection of a house would protect him from Mavric’s attacks. Mavric sent another attack and then another, cutting Veynar off from any hope of escape. He spun and searched for another way to flee.

He blinked in surprise when he found Mavric only a few steps behind him, Dhoran chasing uselessly behind.

Veynar gripped his swords and dug the balls of his feet into the dirt, but Mavric didn’t attack. Once Veynar stopped running, he leaped back so he could keep both Dhoran and Veynar in sight. He flicked his left wrist at Dhoran as he cut at Veynar.

Instinct took over, and Veynar blocked the long sword with his short ones. He braced for the impact, but Mavric’s sword bounced harmlessly away, and for the first time since the storm had emerged from the bunkhouse, Veynar saw an opening. He sprinted forward, keeping Mavric’s long sword off him with his left hand while attacking with his right.

Mavric flicked an attack at Dhoran to keep Veynar’s ally away, but the blow lacked the strength his earlier attacks had carried. The strike slowed Dhoran, but only for a moment, and Veynar was close.

Veynar cut and Mavric formed a small barrier that deflected Veynar’s sword away, but when he gave his full attention to Veynar, he opened up an opportunity for Dhoran to close the last of the distance separating them.

Dhoran and Veynar created their own storm of steel, four short swords eagerly seeking Mavric’s blood, and Daelor’s lieutenant retreated against the assault. Against the two of them, even Mavric shouldn’t have stood long, but he proved once again that his power shouldn’t be underestimated. No matter how the aeleth attacked, Mavric was always there, a shield or sword ready to meet the challenge. The lieutenant switched from defense to attack and back again in the blink of an eye, and Veynar was reminded, with a cut that opened up his outer leg, that Mavric was the deadliest warrior he’d ever faced.

But now his hands were steady and his legs were sturdy. Alone he would have stood no chance, but he and Dhoran overwhelmed Mavric one desperate cut at a time.

Dhoran landed the fatal cut, the tip of his sword finally sliding past Mavric’s defense and cutting through his neck. Blood poured out, and Mavric tried to staunch the flow with one of his hands, but without both to protect himself, he left himself open. Mavric blocked Veynar’s cut but had no defense left against Dhoran, whose blade pierced deep into the warrior’s chest. Dhoran cut across as he pulled it out, slicing through as much as he could, and the last of Mavric’s strength abandoned his body.

Mavric flopped into the street, and both Dhoran and Veynar retreated a step, but the lieutenant had no further tricks. He shuddered and went still, and for the briefest of moments, the street was quiet.

A wave of sudden exhaustion crashed over Veynar as Atheron’s strength faded. He hadn’t slept a full night in several nights, and the battle against Mavric had sucked the strength from the marrow of his bones.

Mavric had fought alone, but he hadn’t been without friends. In ones and twos, Daelor’s personal guard emerged from the bunkhouse. They looked as though they’d been awake for a while, and as they looked upon their fallen friend, Veynar could see from the grief written on their faces that there would be no reasoning, no parley with them. Mavric hadn’t just been a commander.

Veynar held up his hands for peace, then realized how futile the gesture was. Swords were already clearing their sheaths, and the guards were spreading out to encircle them. They were a motley collection of warriors, frequently scarred, and the fact that he and Dhoran had just killed Mavric didn’t seem to dampen their enthusiasm for the task before them.

Dhoran said, “I think we should run.”

Veynar was surprised to hear the exhaustion he felt in the register of Dhoran’s voice. He glanced over and saw that while Dhoran stood, he swayed like a tree in the high winds that sometimes followed the passing of a storm. He still held tight to his swords, but they looked like they might drop at any time.

Past the guards, the bunkhouse still burned with the light of the lanterns. No shadows moved within, and Veynar didn’t sense any of the remnant’s power being used, but they didn’t know for sure Selwen wasn’t inside. Mavric had been here.

And as Dhoran had said earlier, if they were going to fight Daelor soon, it behooved them to kill the guards. Veynar straightened and stretched tired muscles. “We need to make sure Selwen isn’t there.”

The guard closest laughed, a dark sound that grated against Veynar’s ears. “She’s not inside, but you’re fools if you think you’re leaving.” The half-circle closed in, the guards near the end of the line hurrying to cut off their escape.

Veynar and Dhoran could have fled, but Veynar couldn’t convince himself to leave. It was so much like Brenwick, as if his path had been set and all there was for him to do was to walk it. At his request, Atheron filled his body yet again with strength, and Veynar fell among the guards.

They weren’t expecting him to attack, and his first cuts were unopposed. He broke through the line and could have run, but instead he turned back and continued his assault. His violence pulled Dhoran into action, and the other aeleth attacked the other side of the tightening noose.

The choice to spread out haunted the guards, for it prevented them from protecting one another when they needed it most. Veynar never had to fight more than two at once, and such was his speed that even those moments were brief. When the last guard fell to his blade, he stood and stared across the blood-spattered street. His stomach churned, and not from the use of a remnant’s power.

He let the swords vanish from his hands, the blood of his enemies dropping onto the street at his feet.

He called for Dhoran, and they strode into the bunkhouse to see if the blood they’d spilled had been enough to purchase Selwen’s safety.


Chapter 20
Reunion


Hold tight. Hold your family and friends close, and embrace even your enemies, for at the end of your days it will be the threads you wove together that will keep your weary soul warm.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Veynar swore there was a chill in the air as he stepped inside the bunkhouse the guards had so kindly vacated, a cold that no lantern or fire could dispel. Floorboards creaked under his boots and echoed down abandoned hallways. No one moved in this building besides him. His guts knotted tight, he searched the familiar layout.

The dining room and kitchen were empty and cold, supper long past and breakfast now unnecessary. There’d be no commotion in the kitchen this morning as cooks bumped against one another to make the food that the guards would use to break their fast. Dhoran guarded the front door against the crowd that began to trickle from the safety of their houses into the street.

Veynar hurried down the long hallway on the first floor, and a chill settled on his shoulders and at the small of his back, like the needles of an icy wind blowing through holes in a ragged cloak. He pushed doors open and gave each room a quick glance, but the bottom floor was nothing but storage and two more spacious rooms for the higher-ranked guards.

He climbed the stairs at the end of the hall and repeated the process for the upper floor, a long hall of doors, behind any of which Veynar expected to find disaster. Each door became harder to open, the gnawing certainty of what he’d find sapping the strength from his arms. He found one empty room after another, and his strength almost failed him at the other end of the hall when only one door remained.

His breath caught in his throat as his hand froze on the doorknob. He’d already seen too much, and there was no point adding to that weight. The slim hope that she might be alive forced him to push open the door, feeling as though he was back in Brenwick, stepping into Brennor’s House of the Dead.

The room was empty as every other, beds hastily abandoned as the guards had woken to the commotion of the battle outside their window. Veynar released a deep, shuddering breath, then straightened and hurried down the stairs.

Dhoran remained at his post, staring impassively at the onlookers who wandered around the street, whispering to themselves. None dared approach the bunkhouse or the blood-spattered man who guarded the door. Without turning around, Dhoran asked, “Is she here?”

“No.”

“That leaves the city barracks or Daelor’s study.”

Veynar knew where she’d be. Their assumption had been wrong. Daelor didn’t care about privacy or hiding his actions, and they’d always been mistaken to think he would. They’d thought of him too much as a mayor and not enough as an aethren with a mission to change the course of the world. “He’ll be in his study.”

Dhoran nodded and led the way through the crowd. None of those assembled shed any tears for the fallen, and a few heads even dipped, ever so slightly, in their direction. Only enough they could deny it if they were ever questioned. The crowd parted as the two warriors passed, and none were bold enough to follow.

Veynar’s exhaustion returned, weighing down his limbs and eyelids. If he fought Daelor now, there could be only one outcome, but he stumbled forward, running as quickly as his tired legs would carry him. Dhoran kept the lead and houses blurred by.

They stopped in the shadow of a house that allowed them to peer into the street where Daelor’s study waited for their arrival. Dhoran looked out first and cursed. “We’ve got some company in our way.”

Dhoran moved deeper into the shadows so Veynar could peer around the corner. The street outside Daelor’s study was filled with soldiers wearing the colors of the Kingsguard. One very disgruntled city commander paced among them, and Veynar wondered if it was the most walking Oweyn had done in months. The commander’s hands were clasped behind his back, and he walked with his head lowered, muttering to himself. Veynar was too far away to hear, but he could imagine well enough the steady stream of invective Oweyn must have uttered. He’d been disturbed from his nice warm bed, no doubt dreaming of the feast with which he’d break his fast.

Veynar counted the soldiers and stopped at twenty.

Gods, but he was tired. He turned to Dhoran. “I’m going to Step inside Daelor’s study and see if Selwen is there.”

“And if she is, and Daelor is there?”

“I’ll Step out and we can decide what to do.”

“You’ll lose any surprise we might have.”

Veynar chuckled grimly. “He’s called for Oweyn and has the entirety of the Kingsguard protecting him. We wouldn’t surprise him either way.”

Dhoran conceded the point. He seemed no more eager to fight a battle they might yet avoid. “I can’t imagine he’s not here.”

Veynar gathered his strength for the attempt. “We’ll know soon enough.”

He held the memory of his previous visits close, remembering the look and feel of the room as he entered. Then he Stepped through the void and out the other side.

He wished immediately that he hadn’t.

The smell struck him first, a heavy metallic sweetness that promised decay. The fire roared in the corner, and after the cool night air, this was dense, warm, and humid. Small pools of blood had already started to form a skin across their surface as they hardened.

Veynar gagged at the stench and covered his nose with his elbow. Selwen sat on her knees in the middle of the room, her arms hanging limply at her sides, as still as a mountain. The pools of blood had formed on either side of her, brought to life by the deep cuts on her wrists. Empty earthen jars were lined up beside her, waiting to be filled.

He swayed on his feet, and blackness crowded the edges of his vision. The walls of the study contracted, squeezing him and making it difficult to breathe.

He blinked and tried to clear his vision, for it couldn’t be real. She’d been alive when he’d left earlier that night, quietly hopeful. Only hope required breath and life, and both had been taken from her. His throat refused to open, refused to breathe the air that carried the smell of her death.

Not Selwen.

He fell to one knee and then the other, and if the door had opened and a Kingsguard stepped in with a sword raised, ready to strike, he wouldn’t have moved. He would have bared the back of his neck and thanked the warrior who ended this living nightmare. A sword formed in his hand, and he didn’t remember summoning it, but the point rose until it rested in the hollow of his neck. A simple fall forward and it would be done.

He sensed Atheron’s distress, but the remnant had the wisdom to remain silent. He stared at the length of the sword he could see, a gift from his father, meant to protect him across the borders of the Broken Lands.

Veynar hadn’t used those swords well. He’d killed more people than Graevath, and it felt as though he’d stepped farther from his original oath to Caelen than he’d ever imagined possible. The point of his sword drew blood. He’d sworn to protect his clan and protect the land, and instead he’d put both in danger.

Now Daelor had the blood he needed, and Veynar had failed again.

Daelor.

Veynar’s gaze traveled over to the calligraphy on the wall, noting again the emptiness in the space, so reflective of the emptiness in Daelor’s heart, the void that gave the mayor the strength to do whatever he thought necessary. In taking Selwen, Daelor had given that same gift to Veynar. Nothing mattered anymore, but that only gave him a freedom he’d never had before.

The sword vanished from his hand, though he longed for it and the silence that came after.

Not yet, though. Once, just once, he would fulfill his oaths and protect this land. He’d protect the aeleth scattered across the clans who fought harder than anyone knew. He’d kill Daelor, and what did it matter what it cost him now? Every hunter knew that the most dangerous prey was the cornered animal with nothing left to lose.

Veynar put his hands on his knees and forced himself to breathe. Forced himself to see. Selwen knelt peacefully, and it almost looked as though she had the beginnings of a smile on her face. There were no bruises on her arms, no ligature marks around wrists or ankles. The longer Veynar studied her, the more uncomfortable he became. He didn’t doubt it was murder, but the scene seemed almost devoid of violence. Blood had pooled around her, but it hadn’t splattered anywhere. Against the white practice mat, there was no place for it to hide.

When his legs could support him, he stood and approached, walking around the corpse with deliberate steps. Selwen’s hair looked as though it had been brushed, and underneath the scent of the blood was another scent, floral and familiar.

He could make no sense of it. Had she been given something, a medicine to calm her as Daelor began his butchery?

But there was also the fact that she remained kneeling, that she’d been so well balanced as she died that she hadn’t fallen over. How was such a thing possible?

He stepped away from the corpse and shook his head. Grief required closure, but Selwen left only questions behind.

He became dimly aware of the commotion outside, and he laughed darkly. He’d forgotten the study was well lit, and the windows looked out on the street. Once he’d moved away from the door, it had only been a matter of time before a guard noticed movement in the room.

Veynar’s eyes narrowed. It also meant they’d been able to see within. They knew this room held Selwen’s corpse, and still they guarded it with their lives.

His hands flexed, and he imagined his swords in hand. The door opened and Oweyn stood there, pale and sweating. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

Veynar fixed the commander with his gaze, and Oweyn took a step back, stopping only when he sensed the weight of his soldiers’ regard behind him. “What happened here?”

Oweyn shook his head, but before he could repeat his question, Veynar leaped forward, covering the distance between them in the blink of an eye. The local commander yelped, then remembered the soldiers behind him.

“What happened here?” Veynar demanded.

Oweyn looked for an escape, but he was surrounded as completely as the meal they’d shared had been. Thrust into a battle he wasn’t prepared for, he found the path of least resistance. What little pride remained to him fled as his shoulders slumped. “I don’t know.”

Seeing that his answer wouldn’t satisfy, he said, “I received an urgent summons from the mayor not that long ago, demanding every soldier report to guard duty outside his study. I had more than half a mind to refuse him, but no one refuses the mayor and doesn’t regret it, and everybody was still up from the search, so I agreed and rushed over.”

He paused and swallowed hard, and his gaze for the first time wandered to Selwen’s corpse. Veynar was surprised to find real emotion bloom on the commander’s face. His lip trembled, a sight Veynar would have guessed was reserved only for a choice piece of ham being dropped on the floor. After a long pause, he said, “By the time we arrived, Selwen was already here and either dead or close enough to the veil that it didn’t matter.”

Oweyn uttered those words as though he desperately wished they were true. He longed to be free of any responsibility, but Veynar took a half step closer. “She deserved better.”

Finally finding a shred of ground they could agree on, Oweyn gratefully nodded. “You’ll hear no argument from me. She did more for this town than most, and I’d never met anyone kinder.”

“What tradition would she want?” Veynar asked.

“Fire,” answered Oweyn quickly. “Not that I ever heard her say it, but it was what her parents had wanted, and it feels fitting for her, too.”

Veynar glanced from Oweyn to Selwen’s corpse, and he wished that with all he’d learned over the past years he’d learned how to pull someone back from the other side of the veil. He’d gladly have offered his blood to replace what she’d lost, given anything, really, only there wasn’t anyone left to accept his generosity.

The void inside him grew. Not the calm detachment Atheron offered, but a rending of his spirit from whatever warmth the world saw fit to mock him with. “You’ll take care of her body and prepare it for the flame?”

Oweyn’s gaze darted to Daelor’s desk, as if he expected the mayor to suddenly appear and give him a contradicting order. Then he straightened his spine and nodded. “I will.”

“Good. Where did he go?”

Oweyn hesitated on the precipice, all too aware there was a choice ahead he couldn’t take back. The sight of Selwen gave him a strength he hadn’t otherwise possessed, though, and he said, “He and Keryn took the jars of blood to the barracks. You’ll find him there.”

Veynar bowed. “Thank you.”

Oweyn stopped him before he could leave. “You know that he’s not like us, right? That he’ll kill you just for getting close?”

Veynar nodded once, then started through the soldiers that had gathered close. They moved aside as he made his way through. “I know, and he’s welcome to try.”


Chapter 21
Together Against the Dark


When I was young, I believed that true strength could only be found in solitary pursuits. In this way, I mastered hunting and tracking, and gained a basic command over the elemental powers of this world. I believed myself complete. Superior.

Fortunately, there came a day when I learned the error of my ways.

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

Dhoran waited for him in the shadows, oblivious to the recent death tearing Veynar’s heart and spirit into pieces. The other aeleth shifted from foot to foot impatiently, as though cold from the early autumn breeze. He fixed Veynar with a suspicious look. “What just happened?”

Veynar almost reached out and grabbed the man by his robes. Dhoran cared about Selwen even less than Oweyn did. The only reason he fought to rescue her was that Daelor could use Selwen’s blood against him. Beyond that, Selwen’s fate didn’t concern him in the slightest. A soft growl rose in the back of Veynar’s throat, but he silenced it before Dhoran noticed. “Selwen’s already dead.”

Dhoran visibly paled. “Are we in danger?”

Fitting that such would be all he cared about. Veynar’s fist clenched, but he didn’t lash out. He needed Dhoran still for what was to come. Whatever slim hope he possessed, it came from fighting by this man’s side. “Most likely, yes. Daelor has her blood.”

“Where?” Dhoran asked.

“Oweyn says the mayor took Keryn and the blood to the barracks.”

Dhoran frowned. “But all the soldiers are here.”

Veynar had been wondering much the same, but he didn’t have any answer to satisfy his curiosity. “Maybe he doesn’t want any witnesses.”

Dhoran looked as convinced as Veynar felt. “Maybe.”

“Either way, we know where we need to go. Are you fit to fight?”

Dhoran grunted. “It would be better if I had a day or two of rest, but I suspect Daelor isn’t going to be so generous. He’s moving faster than I expected he would.”

Veynar frowned at that, but Dhoran sighed and said, “I suppose I’m ready.”

The eastern horizon was just beginning to shift from black to purple when they reached the barracks, and the earliest rising birds were singing, seizing advantage of the early morning quiet. The long and blocky barracks were mostly as dark and quiet as the houses and shops that surrounded them, but the front entrance was lit by a pair of lanterns and guarded by Daelor’s surviving lieutenant.

Keryn had always been the less noticeable of the two, and that had made Veynar wary of the man. In Caelen’s clan, it was the best hunters who attracted the least attention. Young, unproven hunters were the ones who boasted of the reach of their bow or the strength of their arm. The veteran hunters vanished in the smallest of crowds and brought back the hardest to find prey. Mavric and Keryn, in Veynar’s brief encounters with them, had seemed to possess much the same relationship.

The two aeleth had done nothing more than peek around a distant corner when Keryn called to them. His voice was barely louder than a whisper, yet Veynar heard the words as though Keryn stood at his shoulder. “No point in hiding. Come out and answer for Mavric’s death.”

They obeyed. Dhoran formed his bow while Veynar prepared his swords. Keryn watched with a careful eye. If the thought of doing battle with two deadly aeleth disturbed him, he didn’t show it.

More concerning, Keryn appeared to offer no defense. Veynar’s stomach churned, but after the discovery of Selwen’s body, he wasn’t certain if it was the remnants’ strength or his own memories that played and twisted with his insides.

Dhoran launched an arrow, but more as a man curious about the outcome than a hunter focused on bringing down his prey. The bolt of white light shot down the street, racing for the center of Keryn’s chest, but it struck a barrier and fell to the ground, a broken arrow that vanished as soon as it settled in the street.

Keryn spoke quietly again, and again it was as if the man standing several houses away had perched on Veynar’s shoulder. “Which of you killed my friend?”

Dhoran let the bow vanish from his hands and formed a long sword. Veynar allowed no reaction to reach his face, but he marveled at the breadth of weaponry Dhoran had learned to form. “That would be me.”

Far from being upset, Keryn appeared relieved by the announcement. “Good. I had hoped that was the case.”

Keryn sprang into motion, faster than Veynar had thought a body, even an aethren body, could move. He approached empty-handed, foolish even for one of his strength, and Veynar and Dhoran both braced for the blasts of force sure to come.

Too late they realized Keryn’s true intent. While they stood like fools, braced for attacks that would never come, he covered the remaining distance between them. Dhoran cut, but too late. Keryn’s speed placed him inside the aeleth’s guard, and he drove his fist up and into Dhoran’s chin.

The blow lifted the aeleth off his feet. Keryn whirled faster than the tornado Veynar had once seen tearing across the plains and snapped a kick into Dhoran’s side before Dhoran’s boots returned to the ground. The unprepared aeleth went skipping across the street, and it was a small wonder the kick hadn’t caved in his ribs.

Keryn turned his attention to Veynar, who cut as soon as the lieutenant stepped within his reach. He prepared his second cut, expecting Keryn to slither away from the first.

Instead, Keryn blocked the first cut with his forearm. Veynar’s sword clanged off the arm and threw him off-balance. Keryn took full advantage of the opening, driving his fists one after the other into Veynar’s stomach.

Impossible as it seemed, Veynar swore Keryn was both pulling his punches and hitting him with iron fists. Never in his years of training or combat had he taken blows like these. Breath fled his lungs until the only thing keeping him upright was Keryn’s next punch. When the beating finally stopped, there was no question of Veynar’s future. He collapsed onto the street and let the world carry his weight.

Keryn grunted as he watched Veynar writhe on the ground and fight for breath. “I’m surprised you two beat Mavric. He must have gotten careless.”

He looked up and grinned, though Veynar couldn’t see the subject of his amusement. “Back for more? Good.”

Dhoran leaped over Veynar and took a fighting stance, feet wide, and sword held low. Veynar hadn’t seen the style before.

Dhoran’s strike flashed faster than a snake’s tongue, but Keryn was faster still. His blade rang off Keryn’s forearm just as Veynar’s had and Keryn’s fist caught Dhoran across his already battered chin. The aeleth’s head snapped around, eyes unfocused, and his body followed, twirling to the ground like a dead leaf.

Veynar placed his palms against the street and tried to rise, but a kick to his side sent him tumbling away. He coughed and spat up dust and blood, and again Keryn’s voice spoke softly into his ear. “Best you stay down. We can talk after I’ve served this one the justice he so richly deserves.”

Veynar struggled to his feet and formed his swords. Dhoran couldn’t die. Not before Daelor lay dead at their feet. He summoned what little strength remained to him and Stepped behind Keryn, his sword falling at the lieutenant’s exposed neck.

His blade struck an invisible barrier, and Keryn kicked backward. His foot caught Veynar in his abused stomach and knocked him down again. Veynar tried to rise, but he couldn’t convince his abdomen to relax and let him straighten. In the end, he could do nothing but lay in the street like he was dead and watch as Keryn pounded Dhoran’s bones into dust.

The lieutenant never broke a sweat. Every punch, knee, and kick was placed as carefully as a tea master preparing their setting. He pummeled Dhoran until the man collapsed, then gave him the time to rise so he could beat Dhoran down again. He used none of the powerful blasts Mavric had made such use of, but Dhoran’s sword never came close to being a threat.

Finally, Veynar’s core relaxed. He straightened and pushed himself to his feet, not knowing why he bothered but knowing he couldn’t stop.

His recovery attracted Keryn’s attention, and he caught Dhoran’s arm as the aeleth tried to stab him. He twisted sharply against the elbow, and it snapped with a crack that made Veynar want to throw up all over again. Dhoran screamed and clutched at his broken arm, where everything below the elbow now hung limply.

Keryn’s expression never changed, even as Dhoran cursed him. He addressed his question to Veynar. “Has he told you?”

Veynar hadn’t thought it possible, but Dhoran’s face, already pale from pain, turned white as the moon on a clear night.

The feeling of sickness in his stomach grew worse, and he wondered if he lived through this night, if he would ever eat again. His gut wasn’t interested. “Told me what?”

“I didn’t think he had,” Keryn said. “It’s too hard to believe you’d fight by his side, if so.”

Dhoran lurched toward Keryn, but the lieutenant was too fast. As Dhoran took his second step, Keryn slammed his heel into Dhoran’s knee. Like the elbow before it, the knee broke, and Dhoran went down. He cried out, but Veynar didn’t care; the knot in his stomach tightening to certainty. It had always been too convenient, but he’d refused to believe. “Dhoran, what is he talking about?”

The aeleth tried to rise at least to hands and knees, swearing as he fought against whatever agonies he endured. Through gritted teeth he said, “He’s lying!”

Veynar knew. Maybe he’d always known, or at least had always suspected. But he had to hear the words, hear the confession. “He hasn’t said anything,” he observed.

Dhoran shook his head. “He’s only trying to break us apart. He knows that together we’re too strong for him.”

Keryn knew no such truth. The two of them together hadn’t even gotten close to scratching him. The lieutenant said nothing, and his silence was more persuasive than any plea.

“I didn’t do anything wrong!”

Veynar’s voice barely escaped his throat. “Dhoran, what is he talking about?”

“Nothing! I needed you to fight. I needed you to help me save the world!”

Keryn clicked his tongue. “That makes it sound far more noble. There’s no need for lies here, and especially not now. Tell him.”

Dhoran tried again to get to his feet, and this time he did. He balanced on his good foot. Tears left streaks in the dust down his face as his lips quivered. He straightened, though, as well as he was able. A warrior to the end, and Veynar knew the man would say no more.

Keryn condemned him. “We caught Dhoran on his last little expedition. In exchange for his freedom, he told us where Selwen was hiding, so Mavric and I went to retrieve her.” The lieutenant looked up at Veynar. “We were supposed to collect you, too, so as you can imagine, we had quite a laugh when we learned you’d willingly walked straight to the master.”

Veynar’s sword appeared in his hand almost without conscious thought, and the cut, when it came, was little more than instinct, an innate desire to take what was broken and set it right.

Dhoran’s head hit the street a moment before his body did, and Veynar gripped his sword tightly, ready to resume the fight.

“There’s no need,” Keryn said. “I’ll take you to him.”

Veynar Stepped, and as he passed through the void that connected all things, he was almost too tired to appear on the other side. His sword came down, but his attempt was as pointless as the others. Keryn’s fist blurred, and Veynar’s world went suddenly black.


Chapter 22
A Step Backward


How does one live with true guilt? Not the petty regrets that plague those who offend a friend, or those that steal. No, I speak of the crushing weight of knowing how much you’ve destroyed for so many. I’ve searched the Broken Lands for an answer, but they’ve only mocked me for the attempt. Some of my peers have found their answer at the tip of a dagger or in the depths of poison, but that is mere escape and nothing else. There must be a way to escape this burden, but if it exists, none of us have yet discovered it.

​— ​ATHERON’S JOURNALS

Veynar drifted through half-remembered dreams of better days, of long hours spent on the hunt, surrounded by people whom he trusted without question. The memories drifted away even as he clutched at them like a child wrapping the covers tighter against the terrors of the night. They faded despite his efforts, and he came to in a coldly familiar room he swore still smelled like the feast he’d enjoyed upon his last visit.

The room was lit only by the gradually rising sun in the east, filling the large office with a warm, pale glow. Veynar had been left on the floor, though Keryn, for that was who Veynar was sure had done the deed, had placed him carefully on his back as though lying down for a nap.

He hadn’t yet passed to the other side of the veil despite rushing into a series of battles he knew he had no chance of winning. The thought landed heavily in his chest, as true thoughts often did. In the heat of his anger and despair, he hadn’t stopped to question himself, but perhaps that was the reason he’d rushed in as he had, a silent plea to Daelor and his lieutenants to end this farce of a life.

Cruel of them to deny him even that. He lifted a hand to where Keryn had last struck him and winced at the pain that answered his curiosity. He pushed himself to sitting and took a closer look around.

Oweyn’s office was much the same as he’d last left it. Quieter and less filled with food, but otherwise unchanged. He hadn’t been bound, and he was certain that although the door was closed, he would find it unlocked.

“Are you still with me?” he silently asked.

For better or for worse. Whatever Daelor intends, he either hasn’t completed it yet or it failed, Atheron replied.

“Any ideas on how to kill him?”

You could try asking him nicely. Atheron’s tone was light, but the remnant’s spirit reflected Veynar’s weariness and resignation.

Veynar snorted, then stood and stretched. His limbs felt like stones had been tied around them, and his stomach and head ached from where Keryn had demonstrated his martial superiority, but he was alive and suffered from nothing that wouldn’t heal in time.

The door, as expected, was unlocked, and Veynar stepped into the quiet hall. A glance out the window of the front door revealed a quiet street, the tired soldiers not yet allowed to return to the respite offered by their bunks. He walked deeper into the barracks, finding the main hallway that ran the length of the building. A lantern burned while hanging from a hook two doors to the east, inviting him to explore.

The door was open and led to a set of stairs that descended into what Veynar assumed were part cells and part cellar. Lanterns lit the stairway from below, and Veynar’s sharpened hearing picked up the sound of boots shuffling. His stomach was quiet, though. He descended, remembering the betrayal the last time he’d walked among the cells underneath a barracks. With any luck, he wouldn’t end up with a knife in his back this morning, and if he did, he hoped it was at least thrust well enough to kill him.

He saw Keryn first, standing outside an open cell with his hands on his hips. He glanced at Veynar as he reached the bottom of the stairs, nodded, then returned his attention to whatever was happening inside the cell.

If it had been possible, Veynar would have killed Keryn for that nod, so familiar, as if they were co-conspirators in some grand effort. He almost tried, but Keryn was ready for the attempt. The man wasn’t such a fool that he’d let his guard drop when their long efforts were so close to their conclusion.

When Veynar reached Keryn, he saw that Daelor was in the cell, surrounded by open jars. The mayor was on his knees on the stone floor, his shirt discarded and thrown in a corner. Bloody runes decorated his chest over his heart, and more runes were spread across the floor. The symbols were different, but Veynar was reminded of Taranis’s carvings in the stone deep in his mines. His breath caught at the sight.

That blood was all that remained of Selwen. It had given her life and lent strength to a soul that brought comfort to others. It didn’t belong in those jars, and it certainly didn’t belong painted on Daelor’s chest and brushed across the stone floor like a poor artist’s paint.

Her death wrapped around Daelor like a noose. Veynar only had to find a way to make the mayor fall.

“I’m sorry, Veynar,” Daelor said without looking up. “If it makes you feel any better⁠—”

“Why am I still alive?” Veynar interrupted. His voice cracked like dried mud under the heat of the sun.

Daelor finished the symbol he’d been painting, then looked up at Veynar for the first time. “You’re alive because I want you, or more specifically, Atheron, as my ally. As I’ve told you before, though you refuse to listen to anything I say.”

“What makes you think I’d ever ally with you after this? Are you mad?” Veynar’s voice rose until he was nearly shouting, but neither Daelor nor Keryn seemed bothered.

“I imagine it might look that way,” Daelor said, “but the truth remains that the only difference between us is that my perspective is so much wider than yours.”

“And you think that justifies killing an innocent woman?”

“I’m not seeking justification. I’m trying to explain to you why she died. Why she had to die.”

Veynar’s fists clenched, and Keryn shifted subtly forward so that he could jump between the aeleth and his master if need required. “If you only kept me alive because I might become your ally, then you might as well kill me.”

Daelor shook his head. “Not unless there is no other choice. Atheron’s cooperation is too valuable to risk.” The mayor turned back to his work, and Veynar stumbled as though a support had been pulled away.

Of all the remnants his sister could have stolen, why did she have to steal the one remnant every aethren seemed obsessed with? “Why would he cooperate with you?”

Daelor glanced up briefly. “Do you know his story? Or has his guilt hidden that from you, too?”

The mayor continued his bloody work, closing the giant circle of runes that surrounded the stone on which he knelt.

“What is he talking about?” Veynar asked his remnant.

Atheron sat silent, but the storm of emotions that ran through their connection almost brought Veynar to his knees.

“Would you help him?” Veynar tried again.

I don’t disagree with his aims. They are much the same as the ones I’ve pursued for countless years.

Veynar started. “You⁠—”

Atheron interrupted before Veynar could launch into his tirade. I disagree with his methods. He suffers from the same disease that destroyed my kind. When I listen to him, all I hear are echoes of the arguments my friends and I had during the breaking of the world. We thought we knew better. We thought we would always rise to the occasion. Too late, we realized how wrong we were.

Veynar swallowed hard as a wave of Atheron’s bitterness swept through his spirit. He almost felt sorry for doubting Atheron, but it wasn’t as if the remnant hadn’t given him plenty of reason over the time they’d been together. The former aethren held his secrets too close.

As an attempt at a peace offering, Veynar asked, “Do you recognize those symbols?”

No, they’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before.

Daelor finished his work, standing and examining the construction one last time before nodding in satisfaction. Veynar dug his nails into his palms. The mayor didn’t seem to care one bit where the blood he used as paint came from.

Daelor took one last look at his runes, then dipped his thumb in a jar. It came out coated in Selwen’s blood. The aethren hopped over his runes and landed before them. “There’s a little time left before I must begin the technique, and there’s no point in talking with you. Atheron is the one I need to converse with.”

The mayor nodded to Keryn, who was suddenly behind Veynar, grabbing his arms and wrenching them back. Before Veynar could respond, Daelor pressed his thumb against Veynar’s forehead, and for the second time that morning, Veynar lost his grip on reality.

It wasn’t the darkness of unconsciousness that welcomed Veynar on the other side of whatever cursed technique Daelor had used on him, but a land and a world Veynar knew nothing about. In trying to turn around and study his surroundings, he discovered another unpleasant truth. This body was not his own. He rode in another flesh, a possessive and wayward ghost.

“Atheron?” he asked, but there was no sound and no answer.

It had to be Atheron, though. Or perhaps Daelor, but Veynar didn’t care to even contemplate that possibility.

The body that wasn’t his did turn, then, taking in the snow-capped mountain peaks to the south and the endless hills that surrounded him. He was alone with only a stiff western breeze for company. In all his travels, Veynar had never seen any land that quite matched, though by itself, that didn’t narrow the possibilities much. He knew well only the lands Clan Caelen Watched regularly and knew a bit of the Broken Lands north and east of Clan Sylara’s Watch.

The land was familiar to the spirit that lived in this body, though. Veynar sensed his emotions the way he did Atheron’s in the physical world. The sight of the land carried with it the weight of a guilt that almost broke Veynar’s spirit by proximity alone.

Suddenly he wasn’t alone anymore. Daelor had joined them, fully clothed and looking as refreshed as though he’d just woken from a long nap. He frowned at the sight. “You changed the memory.”

A voice, which had to be Atheron’s, deep and resonant, replied. “These are not for you.”

“But they are for you, and you are the reason we’re here,” Daelor said.

The world twisted and straightened, like paint being mixed and then unmixed. Daelor growled, and hills and mountains disappeared, replaced by what appeared to be the ruins of a city. Stone buildings that must have stood as tall as mountains once, now with a hundred empty eyes, lay on their sides, judging the intruders with the vast silence of the dead. Fires burned in the distance, fed by no fuel Veynar could discern. The air was heavy and thick, free of the smoke and stench Veynar thought of when he thought of cities, but whenever this body breathed, it had the feeling of inhaling poison.

That wasn’t the worst of it. That honor went to the world itself. At first Veynar was tempted to blame the memories and the cursed technique Daelor must have used, but the longer he remained imprisoned within Atheron’s body, the more he realized that what he sensed was real, another memory of Atheron’s now recalled with perfect clarity.

They were deep in the Broken Lands now. Vision twisted and shifted, and the ground rumbled, but it was the very fabric of reality, rent beyond human repair. Though there was no one to hear him, Veynar cursed.

Atheron looked upon the scene and wept, both for what had been lost and because he knew and would always know that he was the cause of everything he saw. No cold reason or logic could shield a heart against such guilt, but if one commendation could be given to Atheron in that moment, it was that he bore it. He did not close his eyes, didn’t run away. He stood, and though the weight of it threatened to snap his spine, he didn’t flee. It was the first true glimpse Veynar had of the remnant hosted in his spirit.

Daelor appeared beside them, and the aethren took no pleasure in the sight or Atheron’s reaction. He stood as a brother might, drinking in the sight silently.

It was Atheron who broke the long silence. “This is your future, too, if you continue along this path.”

Daelor was silent for what felt like a day and a night. “What argument can I make to convince you that this won’t happen? That we know the danger and will do everything to avoid it?”

Atheron’s answer was sharp and quick as a warrior’s counter. “None that we didn’t make among ourselves before the Breaking. Do you think we didn’t know the risks?”

Daelor was almost quiet. “No. The journals you all left behind made that clear enough.”

“When you work with such forces, even the slightest slip is enough. A slight mistake becomes a cascade, and when you go deep enough, you encounter It, and Its ways are unknowable.”

Veynar wanted to shout his questions, but was unable, and Daelor seemed to understand what Atheron meant.

The pang of jealousy surprised Veynar, but there was no denying it.

“It’s not even that I disagree. It’s that I do not think we have another choice,” Daelor argued. “May I show you something?”

“Do I have much choice?” Atheron asked.

A hint of a smile played across Daelor’s lips. “Not much, no. This is the place as you remember it. This is as I see it today.”

Daelor carried them into the future, but the moment it appeared, Veynar’s vision swam. He searched for anything solid, but there was nothing. Buildings, ground, and fire twisted, melted, reformed, and twisted again. Deep unease, like that at witnessing a heinous crime against the innocent, seeped into his spirit and lodged deep within. He tried to close his eyes, but his eyes weren’t his to close.

A heavy veil fell, covering him in darkness, and Veynar knew this was Atheron protecting him from the sight. Protecting him from the world.

Atheron said nothing at all, and when Veynar’s vision returned, they were in the cell below the barracks in Westleton, and Daelor was stepping away, his fingers still smeared with Selwen’s blood. There was such sadness in his eyes that Veynar felt compelled to look away. Atheron, returned to being merely a remnant, was so silent in both speech and shared feeling that Veynar briefly feared Daelor had just killed him.

Daelor took his position, kneeling in the center of the runes. “Does Atheron understand, now, why I act as I do?”

“He’s gone silent,” Veynar said.

Daelor nodded. “Keryn, if you please.”

Daelor’s surviving lieutenant stepped between Veynar and Daelor.

“Do not try to Step into these runes, Veynar. The attempt will shred your spirit and likely Atheron’s, too.”

Gods, but Veynar believed him. The visions lingered in both memory and spirit, and the need for vengeance that had brought him here was slow to rekindle, so he stood and watched as Daelor began whatever technique he’d created to destroy the remnants.


Chapter 23
Saved by Blood


Strange, that wisdom only grows hand in hand with humility. I once knew all there was to know, and I was a fool, and now I know nothing, and if I am not wise, I’m at least a few steps closer.

​— ​THE WISDOM OF BRENNOR

Daelor grabbed one of the earthen jugs that held Selwen’s precious blood and poured a little into a teacup. He then placed the cup before him, contained within the circular ruins painted with the same blood, and carefully returned the jar to its resting place outside the circle. He settled onto his knees, taking the same attitude toward the cup as a clan Keeper would toward one of their god’s sacred texts.

Veynar’s stomach churned, but he no longer interrogated the cause, the potential reasons too numerous to winnow. He must have taken half a step forward, or otherwise signaled danger, because Keryn shifted so he stood more directly between Veynar and his master. Veynar weighed his chances of fighting past the lieutenant and found them wanting. There was always the Step, and only the Step, but the forces twisting and shifting in the cell served as warning enough that Daelor’s threat was true. A Step within would shred body and soul, and so he stood, a mute and frozen witness to the horror unfolding not five paces away.

The storm in the cell matched the storm raging within Atheron. Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled deep in his core as the remnant demanded action. Kill him!

Less than a heartbeat later, before Veynar could weigh the wisdom of Atheron’s demand, the remnant shouted, Wait!

The temptation to Step behind Daelor grew until it was nearly unbearable. Either he gave himself a chance to bring justice to the mayor, or he died in the attempt and these trials would come to a blissful end. Either outcome satisfied.

Atheron’s uncertainty held Veynar back long enough for Daelor to press his hands to the stone floor. He closed his eyes, and the heat of a roaring bonfire exploded out of the cell. The heat drove Veynar back, arms up to protect his face from the scorching air. Keryn remained in place, a small mountain of a man who shrugged off the heat of the cleansing fire. Veynar retreated until his back was pressed up against the opposite wall, and still it was too close. He looked down, expecting to find his feet wreathed in flames, but his clothes weren’t even smoking.

Force accompanied the heat, an invisible wall that pressed against Veynar and locked him in place. The thick doors on either side of him groaned and the steel bars wailed. His lungs strained as though a horse was napping on his chest and he swore that his guts were being cooked.

In the center of the maelstrom, Daelor sat calmly, eyes closed and chest rising and falling in a steady pattern. The bloody symbols on the floor flashed and glowed with the light of a thousand twinkling stars, a light that didn’t belong here, in that cell, or even in this world. Light rose and took form, a dancing set of curtains that hung in the air between Veynar and the mayor, translucent enough for Veynar to see through.

He tried to move his arms, and when that failed, tried to focus so he could Step. Madness to make the attempt, but either way it was an end, and that was reason enough. Crushing force and blazing heat prevented him from finding the necessary focus, leaving him little choice but to watch.

Daelor opened his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. He looked toward Keryn and Veynar, but his gaze was somewhere else, a time and place Veynar couldn’t guess. The mayor’s hands lifted from the ground, but whatever processes he’d put into motion had a life of their own and wouldn’t be stopped. Neither heat nor pressure wavered, and Veynar fought merely to breathe.

Daelor took the teacup in his hands, lifted it to the sky as though in offering, then brought it to his lips and drank deeply. His throat moved, and for a moment, nothing more happened and Veynar dared to hope the mayor had failed.

Then Daelor’s eyes went wide, and he coughed, drops of blood spraying across the cell. His composure and posture collapsed, and he caught himself with his hands. The curtains of light spun wildly, contracting and expanding like a beating heart. They threatened to collapse on Daelor, and for the first time that morning, the mayor fought. Veins bulged across his forehead and down his arms.

In the midst of it all, locked in a body that could do no more, Atheron had regained some measure of the cold rationality that defined most of his days. Daelor’s never wielded power like this, and it threatens to slip his grasp.

“And if it does?”

Then you won’t have to worry about what comes next.

The light spun ever faster, but just when it looked as though it might collapse across Daelor, it stopped, frozen by Daelor’s will. The mayor straightened and exhaled, and the light expanded, swallowing first Keryn and then Veynar, tearing his spirit once again away from the world it knew.

Veynar found himself in a small candlelit room, at a writing desk surrounded on all four sides by bookshelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. His hand was moving across a piece of paper through no effort of his own. He scribbled and doodled furiously, the way a man might late at night when his last candle burned low. The result was a hastier attempt at something that looked very much like the symbols both Taranis and Daelor used to focus their techniques.

Atheron said, I recognize these.

If Veynar had control of a body, he would have jumped when he heard Daelor’s voice the same as he heard Atheron’s. “Of course you do.”

Atheron went silent, though Veynar couldn’t tell if it was because he’d be heard or because this blood-memory had stirred emotions in the remnant best left buried.

“What is this?” Veynar asked.

“You will see soon enough,” Daelor answered, “but for now I must concentrate.”

Veynar attempted another question, but his voice, or whatever passed for it in this realm, had been silenced. He couldn’t even speak to Atheron. Forced into the role of observer, Veynar fell into the habits he’d been trained in as a Keeper, noticing all, so that the stories would someday be told again.

Daelor, if it was Daelor in control, made the task difficult. Scenes switched through different times and locations, but the subject was always the same.

The rapid switching ended on a mountain peak, the summit flattened by an aethren’s power and then written upon as Taranis had carved his runes into the stone of the mine. Their unsuspecting host knelt upon the stone, their palms pressed against the stone, and powers only vaguely familiar to Veynar danced within their body.

Their host was an aethren, then. Veynar wasn’t sensitive enough to understand what the powers coursing through the body did or meant, but he knew enough to recognize their extent. If Atheron knew more, the remnant was as silent as Veynar, though by choice or circumstance was an open question.

A curtain of light, much like the one that had surrounded Daelor in the cell, danced around them, though the dance was less chaotic, moving in time to the carefully controlled powers coursing through Veynar’s bones.

Once Veynar noticed the harmony between the powers, he couldn’t look away.

He’d been wrong. For so long he’d thought being an aethren had been about power and will, about mastering the forces of the world and turning them to one’s desires. Here he witnessed another truth, that true power came through harmony, through nudges rather than brute force.

Even so, his host wasn’t satisfied. Veynar heard a curse as though it had been uttered with his own lips and the lights died.

“Why isn’t it working?” their host asked. It was a woman’s voice, though an older one, scratched from decades of use.

The mountain summit had no answer for her, and her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. Intertwined as he was, Veynar sensed her going back through her years of study, looking for some flaw she’d overlooked.

Again she pressed her palms to the stone and again the curtain of lights danced around her as the runes glowed. Everything was as it should be. Only when she traced the power through the world did she see her mistake.

Her hands trembled as she removed them from the stone. She swallowed hard, and it felt more like the mountain was on top of her than she on it. There was no flaw in her technique, only in her strength. Alone, she couldn’t penetrate far enough into the source. She couldn’t force it deep enough into the fabric of reality. Perhaps no one could. If there was time, she could have found allies, but she’d spent too much time already. Death approached.

Still, and she didn’t know why, exactly, she did this, but she tried one last time. Desperation, perhaps, but she offered the runes all the strength she possessed.

Daelor sprang into action. Spirits connected between blood, Daelor made the woman’s work his own. He didn’t know her method. He only knew that she had created one and failed because she was weak. Selwen’s blood connected him and her, and he offered his strength to hers. Her technique echoed through the ages, carried through the blood of an innocent woman who’d only wanted to make the town she’d always known a little better. The woman collapsed, her strength nearly spent, and to her perspective, her effort wasted.

It wasn’t so, though. She just hadn’t lived long enough to see it completed. Claws tore at Veynar’s spirit, carefully stripping away parts of him so only the choicest bits remained and were devoured.

Daelor’s voice echoed in Veynar’s thoughts, as if he’d taken Atheron’s place. “One last visit. A quick one, to show you truths he’d rather you not see.”

They were again in the small study, though the woman was still. There came a point when there was nothing left to do, and she’d reached it. There was no place he couldn’t find her, and it was better that she was here, far away from those she cared about. She’d already written letters explaining everything, and hopefully at least some of them arrived in time.

There was a knock at the door. Strange that death should knock, asking permission when it never had before. She welcomed it in, and the door opened, revealing a tall and gaunt young man. At least, he looked young, and the twenty he appeared was perhaps only a fifth his true age. Still young, though. His eyes were sunk into his skull, and his hair stood in all directions.

“You look terrible,” she said.

A grunt. “There’s not much of me left. Enough for this and a few other tasks, and then I’ll join the others.”

He’d always been confident, and not without reason. Not a fighter, but his knowledge had become the much greater weapon. She’d admired that once, though now it grated. “Will you leave my family alone?”

His face fell. “If your husband was still with us, I would have spared him, but I can’t spare your children. I’m sorry.”

She noticed he said nothing about grandchildren. It was either an oversight or he didn’t know about the twins, and she prayed it was the latter. “You don’t need to do this. I poisoned my blood. Left warnings. Any who tries will die.”

He shook his head. “I cannot risk even the chance.”

That was it, then. His final judgment. Her gamble had been a desperate one. Still, if her children and grandchildren survived the coming days, it would protect them. A final gift from a mother who hadn’t given them enough, too obsessed with the mysteries the world offered to witness the wonders in her own home. “Do it then.”

He swallowed hard and for a moment didn’t move. Then, “No matter what I do, I’m always wishing I had a better choice.”

Her heart burst in her chest, a flexing of strength she couldn’t have countered even if she’d been prepared. And this with only a fraction of his original power. He was truly a generational talent.

She died before she could think of her family again.

Back in the cells beneath Westleton, Veynar gasped as though he’d been the one killed. He hadn’t recognized the man at first. He’d never seen his face. But that voice he knew all too well.

The forces pressing him against the wall vanished, dying at the same time as the heat. The veil of light in the cell had died and Daelor was still on his knees, looking at his hands as though they belonged to someone else.

That was all he had time to witness before the pain in his stomach dropped him to the floor, clutching at his gut. He swore and tried to move, but his stomach had turned to stone and refused to bend or flex.

Incredible as the pain was, it passed quickly and absolutely, leaving Veynar feeling much the same as he had before. Tired and sore from his battles, aching from bruises and stinging from cuts, but otherwise unharmed.

Obvious as the fact was, it took him a few moments to realize he wasn’t dead and was supposed to be dead. Not only that, but he still felt Atheron within him. Distant, perhaps, but still present.

Daelor had failed.

Keryn rose from his knees, stepped into the cell, and helped Daelor to stand. He didn’t have the look of a man who’d failed, a satisfied smile across his face, but something else, too, an expression Veynar couldn’t quite name.

“What did you do?” Veynar asked.

“What I’ve spent years working toward,” the mayor said. He gained strength by the moment, and he rolled his shoulders back as he stood up straighter.

“But I’m not dead. Atheron is still within me.”

“I don’t have the strength to kill the remnants, Veynar. No one does, not even the aethren of old. Why would I ask for your help if I thought you were going to die?”

Veynar had wondered but had chalked it up to Daelor’s odd ways. “But what did you do?”

“I broke the hold the remnants have over us. Tell me, now that you’ve been initiated into this world of aeleth and aethren, are you satisfied having your powers and your strength limited by the remnants?”

“No.”

“All I’ve done is open another door. Now, if you wish, you can eject the remnant from your body and return to the state you were in before. It won’t kill you, and the remnant will remain as it is.”

Daelor took a deep breath, as though sampling the air of this new world. Then he said, “I never meant to kill you, Veynar. I meant to free you.”


Chapter 24
A Companion Unmasked


I’ve long been fascinated by the inner lives of others. Time and again I’ve seen two people witness the same event, only to leave with two separate stories. So little of who we are makes it to the surface, to our expressions and our words and our actions, that sometimes I feel like we are all little more than ghosts passing one another in the darkest hours of the night.

​— ​ATHERON’S JOURNALS

Freedom.

The word took an age to work its way through his thick skull, but upon arrival, it buried itself deep and spread its roots across his mind. He blinked like a man locked away for years in a cell of perfect darkness, only to have the door ripped open and the afternoon sunlight pour in.

Veynar had never considered his hosting of Atheron to be a form of bondage. A burden, yes, and on his darkest days, maybe even a curse, but never captivity. A prisoner was never granted the gifts Atheron had bestowed upon him.

Daelor looked weak. The connection he’d created had been a costly one, but he had the satisfied expression of a hunter returned from a difficult hunt with an enormous elk cut up and carried in his pack and in the packs of his companions. “I can’t say for sure what’s possible, but I believe the aeleth can be retrained as aethren. Bodies can be changed back if the remnant is removed. The choice is yours now.”

Veynar’s heart skipped a beat at the promise. This, this was the strength he’d dreamed of. The power to change the world, finally, to his will.

But what would he do? The bitter question poisoned his dreams and sent a shiver down his spine. Daelor stood before him, the strongest aethren Veynar had yet come across, perhaps the strongest in the world, and he had painted his naked torso in the blood of an innocent woman.

Atheron had already given him more strength than he’d dreamed possible, and he’d done little but leave a trail of broken lives behind. He’d killed a friendly man in cold blood, already closer to Daelor than he cared to admit.

Veynar stumbled down the hallway toward the stairs. Keryn took a step after him, but Daelor held the lieutenant back and shook his head.

Veynar swayed, fell, and crawled up the last of the stairs on hands and knees, returning slowly to the light of day. He fought to his feet, then tripped and almost fell, catching himself on the frame of the barracks’ entrance. The smell of fresh-baked bread came from somewhere down the street, a wife and mother likely preparing a meal for her family’s return.

He stumbled toward the smell before remembering that such a life was closed to him. After Atheron, he could never be the man coming home from a day of honest labor, welcomed by a warm hearth and kin. He’d dreamed that maybe such a life might be in his future with Selwen, but Daelor had served as fate’s messenger. There could be no hearth and home for the aeleth.

Until now.

Atheron, who’d been silent for a long time now, spoke as though already resigned to the outcome. You’re considering it, aren’t you?

As always, there was little point lying to the being that was entwined with his soul. “I could leave all of this behind.”

Veynar expected an angry rebuttal. Instead, Atheron asked, sincerely, “Do you really believe you can?”

Gods, but he wanted to answer “yes,” but life only moved forward. He couldn’t forget all that he’d witnessed and learned, and couldn’t just ignore the dangers that gathered in the Broken Lands. He couldn’t retreat the way he’d come and repair all that he’d broken. “No, but maybe Daelor is right. Maybe I should become an aethren.”

He’s not right, Atheron insisted. He’s making every mistake my brethren and I made, and like us, none of you will listen to reason.

Veynar made a fist and drove it into the wall of the barracks. “You tell us to trust you, but you hide behind secrets and lies. Everyone I meet knows more about your history than I do, and you’re a part of me!”

I only wanted to protect you from my mistakes! There was desperation in Atheron’s response, a note Veynar had never heard from the remnant before.

He should be desperate. Veynar could remove the remnant from his body, stick it in his pocket, and never look back. Whatever role Atheron hoped to play in the days to come would slip from his grasp, and delightfully, there wasn’t a thing the remnant could do. Veynar could bury him in a deep hole in the middle of nowhere, never to bother another living soul again.

“You treat us like children.”

Because you are! Daelor will destroy you all, but in your last moments, you’ll still thank him because you’ll think he gave you a chance to fight.

“Isn’t he? I had a brief sense of the Broken Lands in that vision. Aeleth are not enough.”

But becoming aethren only dooms you. Humanity can’t handle the strength. I proved that better than anyone. It reaches inside and twists you until one day you realize your nobility has turned to monstrousness.

“Maybe that failing was your own. Maybe we can do better.”

We thought the same thing! We weren’t the first aethren, but we were the strongest, and we saw the way those before us fell.

Veynar wanted Atheron to be silent, and now he had the means. He focused on his core and sensed Atheron there. Slowly, he began the process of untangling their spirits. He didn’t know if Daelor’s path was the right one, but Atheron’s was certainly wrong.

The remnant fought, but for once, Veynar was in complete control. Atheron’s fighting faded until he was silent, then he surged one last time. Fine! If you want the truth, you can have it!

Veynar’s legs gave out as Atheron flared bright in his core. He collapsed onto the street and his vision was ripped from his eyes and given to Atheron’s memories.

He was a child, and the world was still large and filled with wonders. Neither the land nor its inhabitants had yet been broken. He was one of five children sitting in a half-circle before an older woman, listening to her unravel the mysteries of the world, peeling away the truths that most believed to reveal the deeper reality underneath. She spoke slowly, every word precise, knowing exactly what each child needed to hear to dive deeper.

Other children mocked this teacher behind her back, for she wasn’t as strong as many others. No doubt the teacher knew, because she was good, and good teachers always had a mirror that looked into their students’ thoughts.

She taught them anyway, and those who left her class were considerably more capable than those who’d learned under stronger aethren. She knew when to push Atheron harder. Knew when to teach something again, no matter how loudly Atheron protested that he understood. Patient as a stream wearing away a mountain so long as they listened and tried, furious as a dry brushfire when they gave up too easily.

Atheron’s presence was Veynar’s silent companion, but the memories were tinged with sadness.

“Why?” Veynar asked, and the class disappeared.

A small room and a smaller woman, who’d once taught a class of five eager learners. Bookshelves filled to bursting against all four walls. Atheron knocked, was greeted, and entered with a heavy heart and a heavier determination.

She pleaded, though fell short of begging. Proud, just as a younger Atheron had remembered her.

He made it quick. Burst her heart. Not much of a gift, as far as they went, but all he could offer her. He swore to grant the same to her family.

A battle, but not like any Veynar understood. What good was steel or shaft when one could crush a heart with a thought? This was no widespread field with lines stretching across a valley, but a city square where the powers of the day had gathered in hopes of forging a lasting peace. A chance shattered by hasty words and hastier actions.

Veynar’s spirit was here with Atheron, fighting for his life, but his heart was still in that small room, in a day yet to come. One death among many, and merciful, as if that mattered, but there’d been no hesitation. Not even a stray thought.

Buildings cracked as unnatural forces gathered and clashed. Air and stone and flesh bent as the powers wrestled with one another.

The Breaking brought them all to their knees, though the moment was too gentle for the disaster that followed. No thunderous booms, no fire and destruction. Veynar’s life had broken with the quiet arrival of a letter. The world broke when Atheron whispered.

Even now, as a visitor from the far future, Atheron didn’t know why the Breaking had happened. One power too many in a space already pushed to the edge? Something inherent in his technique he didn’t understand? A particular interaction with another’s technique? He’d spent years trying to understand why, and when there was no why, he switched to ensuring the conditions could never arise again.

The Breaking was nothing more than a small shift, the pebble falling down the hillside that triggers the avalanche. Like walking with your head turned just a little to the side, making everything feel wrong.

It scared him how easy killing had become. The first had kept him up for nights, flailing at shadows and ghosts. Now his heart didn’t even beat faster as he stopped another’s. Once, his teachers had told him of the power running through the deeper levels of reality, but when one learned to peer beneath the rivers of power, one found nothing. An emptiness the mind struggled to comprehend.

He’d looked into that darkness, not realizing that in so doing, it would crawl into him and scoop out all the parts that had once made him Atheron. Slivering off a remnant was almost a relief, because it captured part of his spirit and hid it from the encroaching darkness.

The worst were those that he considered friends. Those who had followed him and believed in him, who had offered their lives for him, and he’d rewarded them with cold steel through the heart, necessary sacrifices to his studies. The future demanded more powerful remnants, but the cost of creation was so very high. It didn’t stop those that believed in him from bearing their chests and nodding in understanding as he stole their lives and spirits.

Just once, he wished they would curse him.

Faster and faster the scenes passed. Endless councils. Meetings between the great powers of the ages. Veynar met Caelen, Brennor, Sylara, and so many more. The gods of their age, all too mortal in the past, fallible, petty, and mean. Noble, well-meaning, and self-sacrificing, too.

Atheron had spoken true. They’d known, as the number of aethren grew, they changed the world in ways both expected and not, and though none predicted the Breaking, they worried something of the nature might happen.

The bitterest of ironies was that it was the voluntary curtailment of their power that had brought those mighty Breakers to that city. It was the day they had tried to forge a long-lasting peace that the world was shattered for good.

A windswept plain, empty except for Atheron and the greatest of his living disciples. Not aethren. Never again aethren. But soon, first among the younger aeleth.

He’d thought he’d feel…more. Only the emptiness had consumed too much of him. He told himself that he cared, and he hoped it was true, but he wasn’t so certain anymore.

“Are you ready?” he asked his student.

The student knelt and bowed, pressing his face to the ground. He still cared. Not just about the world, although that was true, but about the forms. About doing things well. There was no one better to entrust the future with, and besides, Atheron would walk beside him.

He closed his eyes and began the final transformation, body and spirit becoming stone, as his heart had so long ago.

They ended where they’d begun, in the classroom.

The teacher spoke to him, and he felt as though it was to him alone. “Why, Atheron, do you want to be an aeleth?”

He was the last to be asked and the last to answer. The others had answered that they wanted to help their family and friends, wanted to improve the world.

A part of Atheron wanted the same, but that wasn’t why he was here. “I want to know what’s true.”

His teacher had liked that answer, had smiled and nodded genuinely, not the way she did when simply being encouraging. Atheron knew the difference. “I hope you find out, too,” she said, “but I also hope that as you search for what’s true out there,” she gestured to the windows and to the world outside, “you also search for what’s true in here.” She tapped two fingers lightly over her chest.

The problem was, he had, and he wished he’d never learned that truth.

Veynar coughed up dust from the street. An eternity of memories, but they’d passed quickly here, or at least more so than his experience suggested. He rose on shaky legs, brushing what dust and blood he could from his shirt and pants. It was a losing battle, but he’d grown used to fighting those.

A bench in the shade called to him and he answered, flopping onto it and resting the back of his head against the wall. For a blissful moment, the world and his thoughts were quiet.

Atheron stirred, but sensing the mood of his host, said nothing.

It was all too much, the decisions too heavy. Easier to let someone else choose. “What would you have me do?” he asked.

No more than you set out to do. Kill Daelor. End this before it becomes worse than it already is. The aethren cannot return.

Veynar squeezed his eyes shut. He did not try to move.

He murdered Selwen without regret. That’s the kind of monstrous act I was guilty of back then, justifying it all the while with the lies I told myself. Don’t let him become any more like me.

“Even if I agreed, I can’t get to him,” Veynar said.

You couldn’t before, but you can now. Her poison is in him. All you need is one Step and even Keryn can’t stop you.

Veynar opened his eyes and stared into the clear blue sky, but still he remained, planted upon the bench.

Do this, and if you want to be done with me after, we can part with my blessing. Any final aid I can offer you, I will. But you must do this if we’re going to prevent another Breaking.

It was the guilt in Atheron’s voice, more than the words themselves, that persuaded. That guilt, as Veynar had seen, had been earned. He nodded, then stood. Twin swords appeared in his hands and once more he strode into Westleton’s barracks, searching for the mayor.


Chapter 25
Death of a Hero


It’s a pity so many of my brethren are obsessed only with better ways to kill one another. No matter. I will go my own way, and as they grind one another to dust, I will build the world I’ve always dreamed of.

​— ​THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF BRENNOR

Veynar descended again into the heart of the barracks, but Keryn and Daelor were gone. They’d taken the remaining jars but left the blood-scrawled runes across the stone floor. Spatters of fresh blood led Veynar back up the stairs and to a smaller side entrance. He pushed the door open with his foot and peered outside.

There was little mystery regarding their destination. The exit was the one closest to Daelor’s study. Veynar followed.

Daelor’s town center was quiet for this time of day. Shops were closed and few ventured from their houses. Word of the fighting had spread quickly, or the town was still asleep after their late night of searching for Selwen the night before. Regardless, the citizens knew a storm was breaking upon their town, though they didn’t yet know the extent of the damage. What would they say when they learned that while they’d been searching, Selwen had been with their mayor being murdered?

With any luck, Veynar would find out soon enough.

Smoke rose from the chimney of Daelor’s study despite the building warmth of the day. Of Oweyn and his Kingsguard, there was no sign. If they’d followed Veynar’s orders, they’d be in the midst of preparing Selwen’s body for her funeral rites tonight.

The door to the study opened and Keryn stepped out. Veynar slowed to a stop and spun his swords. He could Step into Daelor’s study again, but it would be best if he knew exactly where the mayor was so he could Step directly behind the man. Keryn couldn’t stop him, but he could keep Veynar far enough away from the building to make him waste a Step and any surprise he might otherwise have.

Keryn closed the door behind him and looked up, unsurprised to see Veynar standing outside.

The lieutenant’s eyes were rimmed with red. He held up a hand before Veynar could Step into the study. “Much as I’d like to, he’s ordered me not to fight you. I don’t understand what he sees, either in you or the remnant hiding inside you, but I’m not about to break with him now.”

Veynar took a few cautious steps forward. “You’re not going to stop me?”

“Orders are to leave town and never look back. There’s a lot that needs doing, and he wants me doing it. So, no, I won’t be fighting you unless you try to stop me.” This last was almost a hopeful question, as though Veynar trying to stop him would answer a silent prayer.

Veynar shook his head. He had no doubts how that fight would go, and he was beyond caring what Keryn did. So long as Daelor died, nothing else mattered.

Keryn’s face fell. “I suppose this is farewell, then, but I’ll tell you this. If you survive the day and I cross your path again, I’ll kill you without so much as a greeting.”

Keryn brushed past Veynar and started down the street, bound for destinations Veynar couldn’t guess. He watched the aethren for a while, feeling as though he’d been sentenced to a doom he didn’t understand. When the lieutenant turned at an intersection and disappeared from sight, Veynar shook himself out of the trance that had taken hold of him.

The study’s door was unlocked and Veynar let himself in, leading with the tip of his sword. Daelor wasn’t sitting at his desk, but knelt in the center of the training mats, not that far from where Selwen had died. Despite the care taken in her execution, her blood had stained the otherwise pristine mat. Oweyn’s soldiers hadn’t tried to remove any of the damning spots.

Daelor faced the side of the room that held his calligraphy, and he studied it as though it held hidden truths. The aethren didn’t look well. His face was pale and his breaths seemed to come uneasily, his chest rising and falling in an uneven pattern.

“Do you believe in choice?” Daelor asked. Even his voice, which normally carried down crowded streets without a problem, was weaker.

Veynar closed the door behind him. “What kind of question is that?”

“The kind of question that troubled the aethren of old to no end. There are many today who believe the gods control our fates, but you and I know better than that. We know how very human our gods are and know firsthand how little control they have. But there is an older version of the question, which pits the force of fate against human choice. Tell me, which one do you believe in?”

It was tempting, so tempting, to answer fate, because then he wouldn’t have to carry the burden of his mistakes. That wasn’t how he’d been raised, though, and deep in his heart, it wasn’t what he believed. “All that has happened to me has been through my action or inaction.”

Daelor grunted, unsurprised, and he asked, “And what would Atheron say?” That was the question he truly cared about.

Veynar listened for a moment, then said, “Choice.”

Daelor’s relief was that of the mortally wounded hunter seeking confirmation that his life had been sacrificed for something meaningful. He closed his eyes and nodded. “So even he refuses the succor of fate. I take great comfort in that.”

Veynar raised his blade. “Take comfort in knowing that your suffering, whatever form it takes, is at an end.”

Daelor shook his head. “You’ve grown stronger, but you have no chance of killing me.”

“Then you won’t begrudge me the opportunity.”

“You don’t really want to do this. You need me for the days to come, just as I need you.”

“If you believed that, then you wouldn’t have killed Selwen,” Veynar said, taking another step forward.

Daelor looked as though he might speak, but he took another look at Veynar and shook his head, more disappointed than surprised. He rose, his movements as strong and graceful as ever, so smooth they seemed inhuman. He turned to face Veynar and a single long sword appeared in his hand, longer than the ones favored by the Kingsguard. Veynar had never seen a blade quite like it.

Daelor noticed and flourished the blade, the tip moving through the air impossibly fast. “A design the aethren of old preferred. Lighter than a modern sword with a slightly longer reach. Perfectly suited to the speed and strength of an aethren.”

Beware that blade, Atheron cautioned, as though Veynar needed the warning.

Whatever weakness Veynar had perceived in Daelor diminished as the aethren’s flowing movements slowed to a stop, reminding Veynar of a stream of water settling into a calm pool.

Veynar launched himself at Daelor, swiping at the sword with one blade while preparing to stab with the other. Atheron manipulated the strength within Veynar’s body, granting him a strength and speed his younger self would have hardly believed possible. Despite that, Daelor remained faster, and his sword flicked out of the reach of Veynar’s first swipe and parried the second easily, countering with blinding speed.

Veynar Stepped through the void. He braced for the clash of wills and focused his intent, but the void allowed him to pass without pause. He appeared behind Daelor and stabbed, but the mayor had leaped forward as soon as he’d sensed Veynar’s technique. Veynar cut at empty air, then advanced as Daelor spun.

Daelor turned aside the next combination with the ease of a man pouring himself a cup of tea and responded with a flurry of strokes that forced Veynar back. Daelor’s sword was everywhere at once, a vengeful, omniscient being that sought his blood, and Veynar understood that he was dead. Not at this moment, but soon enough.

The world he walked wasn’t the same as the one Daelor commanded. He was clumsy, a child learning to walk when measured against the aethren’s mastery. All his training and all the blessings Atheron had showered him with meant nothing.

A shout bubbled from deep within his core as he attacked again.

He’d lost Cori and Selwen.

Been exiled from the only family he’d ever known. Killed the only man who’d offered his hand in friendship.

It had to mean something.

Daelor stood impassive, the strength of his argument held in the strength and speed of his sword arm, the casual manner with which he avoided Veynar’s attacks. The mayor opened cuts across Veynar’s arms and scored a painful wound on his chest. The aethren sword hadn’t found Veynar’s vitals yet, but it grew closer with every pass.

Another pass and Veynar had no choice but to leap away. Daelor made to follow, then stumbled and coughed.

Barely the blink of an eye, but all the opening Veynar had waited for. He Stepped again, body and spirit protesting. Daelor’s will rose to meet Veynar’s this time, a barrier halfway constructed, but it was weak, too weak to be the Daelor Veynar knew. Veynar smashed through and appeared, not behind as before, but directly ahead. Daelor was stumbling forward, desperate to escape, but Veynar blocked his way and cut, his sword finally unopposed.

Veynar curled up on the mat after, shaking. Exhaustion, the weight of choice, Selwen’s death. The reasons were too many to count, and he didn’t bother. Daelor was dead, his head separated cleanly from his shoulders, and Veynar was still alive, bleeding across the mat. In places, his blood mixed with what Selwen had spilled.

He shouldn’t be alive. He hadn’t been strong enough.

It was the poison in Selwen’s blood. Atheron could see well enough into his spirit to know the direction of his host’s thoughts.

“I’d figured that out for myself,” Veynar grunted.

Before, he’d have received a sharp response, the remnant berating his lack of respect. Before, when he’d been captive to the remnant’s presence. Today Atheron remained silent.

Light crawled slowly across the mat, and eventually Veynar found his feet. After the rush of combat, his body craved rest, but he couldn’t. Not until he’d seen Selwen’s body consumed by the fire.

His curiosity pulled him toward Daelor’s desk. He kneeled on the same cushion he’d seen the aethren use so often, and his heart skipped a beat. The desk was clean except for a single piece of paper, folded in thirds and sealed with wax. The seal was the mayor’s, but the handwriting on the paper looked like Selwen’s. His name was scrawled across the top.

Embers of the fire still burned, and Veynar was tempted to take the letter and sacrifice it to the flame, for accepting it meant accepting that nothing was as it seemed. Daelor, mighty Daelor, had left this here for him to find. Tears crowded Veynar’s vision, and he reached out with a trembling hand to take the letter.

There were, perhaps, some things that were better not to know. Following his curiosity had brought him here, to a place he’d rather not be.

But his curiosity, unlike Daelor, would never die, no matter how much suffering it brought him. He broke the seal, opened the letter, and read.

Veynar,

I do not know what you will know or what you will think by the time you see this. I can only hope that you read this before it’s too late. Dhoran betrayed me to save himself, as Finnor feared he might. Only my reception here was not what I expected. Daelor has shown me the truth. I’ve seen the dangers that lurk deep in the Broken Lands, and Daelor tells me that it’s my blood alone that gives humanity a chance.

It’s surreal, sitting here and writing this, and Daelor has made it even more so. He’s told me that tonight is my last night on this side of the veil and that nothing will change that, but still he wants my consent, and he’s given me time to consider.

You should know I gave him what he wanted, and that I wasn’t coerced beyond Daelor explaining the danger humanity faced. This was my choice. It was not the future I’d dreamed of, and I’m sorry I won’t get the chance to spend more of our days together. You’re kinder than you know, and I’ll be forever grateful for the future you tried to give me. Take care of yourself, and though I know how much I ask when I wish for this, I hope that you’ll find peace after the violence is done. Strange as it is, I think I’ve found mine tonight.

I’m thinking of my parents. They taught me it was important to use our gifts to help others, and I’ve tried to follow the example they’ve set. I think that when I meet them on the other side of the veil tonight, they’ll be proud.

Love,

Selwen


Chapter 26
Let it Burn


A child came to me today and asked me what I thought the most beautiful thing in the world was. I thought for a moment, then said, “The first wildflowers blooming from the ash.”

​— ​THE SAYINGS OF CAELEN

It was some time before Veynar could see through his tears, and in the privacy of Daelor’s study, he allowed himself the grief that had been building since the day Cori had turned her back to him. He collapsed against the wall and wept. Exhaustion, black as night, crowded across the edges of his vision, but he didn’t dare let himself sleep.

Eventually, he wiped the last of the tears from his face. There was another piece of paper, hidden underneath Selwen’s letter, on the desk. The handwriting wasn’t familiar, but was likely Daelor’s. Only one line had been scrawled across it.

My master lives in Stonehaven.

A challenge?

Veynar held the paper between trembling fingers. No, not a challenge.

An invitation.

Veynar crumpled it up and threw it in the fire, where it caught instantly. He slumped back against the wall, and it was a long time before he moved.

By the time Veynar left the study, the sun was plunging toward the horizon. Westleton was strangely quiet, a body that somehow knew it had been wounded and demanded rest. No authority ordered the people to remain in their homes. Daelor’s guards were dead, and Oweyn’s Kingsguard was nowhere to be found, but Veynar didn’t pass a single person in what should have been the busiest part of town.

Only by stopping in a shop was he able to find someone to speak to, someone he could ask where funeral pyres were lit. He received his directions from a woman who seemed eager to have him anywhere but in her shop, and when he offered some small notes in exchange for the information, she shook her head and shooed him away, as though afraid his notes were cursed.

Her directions led him to an edge of the town he hadn’t explored, where a plot of ground as large as a field had been cleared and the soil stamped down by years of hard use. A small pyre in the center of the clearing already held Selwen’s body. She’d been wrapped in a shroud and waited now only for the falling of the sun. Oweyn and his Kingsguard were gathered off to one side. A handful had pulled out cards and were playing in the dirt, and the others had formed small clumps that spoke quietly amongst one another. All conversation ceased when they saw Veynar approach.

The guards looked to Oweyn for orders. The large commander shifted on his feet, then, remembering his guards watched his every move, puffed out his chest and stomped toward Veynar. “Where’s the mayor?” he demanded.

Veynar only spoke loudly enough so that Oweyn could hear. “Dead, I’m afraid.”

Oweyn paled. “Impossible.”

“His corpse would beg to differ.”

“How did he die?”

“I took off his head.”

Oweyn retreated a step. “I should have you executed!”

Veynar shrugged and followed the commander, keeping him close. “You could try.”

Oweyn’s throat bobbed, and he looked to his guards, who weren’t in any rush to come to his aid. Not that it would have mattered. Oweyn didn’t seek violence. He was a man who preferred more leisurely paths. He hung his head in surrender.

Despite their contrary natures, Veynar liked the man. He’d been a generous host, and he didn’t pretend to be a leader or a warrior he wasn’t. There was a strange courage in admitting cowardice, and it was a rare trait. “You’ll have nothing more to worry about regarding me. I’m only staying through this, and then you’ll never see me again.”

The commander made no effort to hide his relief, and with an obvious gesture to the few warriors who were still paying him any attention, he retreated to their company.

Veynar welcomed the departure, and he approached the pyre and Selwen’s body. He paid his respects and offered a prayer to Caelen. He no longer believed the words, but these motions were familiar. Joined by the voices of his clan, he’d said them over friends and family dozens of times growing up as the grinding war against the Graevath snuffed out the light of one warrior after another. They offered him something different now, an anchor to a past he thought he could leave behind.

He would always carry the weight of what he’d done, both for good and ill, but maybe he didn’t have to let it crush him. His fingers brushed against the pocket where he’d carefully tucked Selwen’s letter.

He brushed away the lone tear that trickled down his cheek, then bowed deeply and held it. So many of his beliefs had been bruised over the past years that he wasn’t sure if he believed something waited for their spirits on the other side of the veil, but if it did, he prayed that Selwen’s spirit enjoyed the peace in the afterlife it had found in her final moments here.

He knelt off to the side and settled in to wait for dusk. Atheron, long silent, stirred in his chest. It feels as though you’ve made a choice.

“I have,” he answered silently.

Is this where we part ways?

“I was going to ask you the same. Tell me: was the danger Daelor showed you real?”

It was. The remnant didn’t want to admit it, but he did. I didn’t realize that the Breaking had grown worse. It had been stable, or as stable as chaos can be, for many long years.

“Can you and the other remnants stop it? If the aeleth were to join forces, could we heal what’s been broken?”

I don’t know, but it’s our only choice. I can understand what motivated Daelor, but that doesn’t change the simple fact that he is wrong. The power of the aethren would destroy what’s left of the world.

Veynar almost snarled. “So you keep claiming, denying that this time, we might do better than you and your peers.”

I’ve seen much more of life than you, young Veynar. More aeleth have hosted me than you likely guess, and I’ve been tied deep into their spirits. You see strength like a tool, like a knife. You believe that if people were better, the tool wouldn’t be used for violence, but that’s not how this works. Strength like the aethren develop isn’t a mere tool. It’s a spiritual poison, its ways subtle and numerous. Give it to a hundred noble people, and I’d be surprised if even one isn’t a monster at the end of a generation.

Veynar shook his head. “We can be better.”

I wish that every bit as much as you. The difference between us is that I’m old enough to know that the wish won’t come true. The aeleth protect humanity. Aethren only claim to.

“Would you want to stay with me, knowing that I’m not sure I believe you?” Veynar asked.

Atheron didn’t hesitate, which was a mystery Veynar didn’t attempt to understand. I would.

“Then, for the moment, we should remain together.”

The intensity of the relief he felt through their connection surprised him.

Good, Atheron said.

The Kingsguard gave Selwen a service worthy of a king. As the edge of the sun kissed the horizon, they formed two lines. Four warriors carried torches, two in each line. At Oweyn’s command, the torches were lit and raised high like beacons. The commander took his place at the front of the lines, directly between them, and drew his sword.

A dozen swords followed their commander’s lead, and for the first time since Veynar had come into Westleton, Oweyn looked a proper leader. Their footsteps were in perfect unison as they marched toward the pyre. Oweyn stopped several paces before the pyre, but the two lines spread apart and continued until they surrounded the pyre on both sides.

Both lines halted and spun on their heels so they all faced the pyre. Every Kingsguard with a sword raised it, forming a tent of steel to shelter Selwen’s spirit on its last journey. At a silent signal from Oweyn, the torchbearers stepped forward and together lit the pyre.

Oil-soaked wood burst into a blaze, as though eager to ferry Selwen’s spirit to the other side of the veil. The guards held their pose until the heat grew unbearable, then sheathed their swords and took several steps back.

They bore witness until the last of the flames had died, then began a march back to Westleton and their barracks. Veynar watched them go, then turned to leave. Not with Selwen, but still with Atheron.

Dare I ask where we’re going?

Veynar looked far to the east. “We’re going to Stonehaven.”
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