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			Arlyn

			THE LETTER CAME on a low day. Bad timing. I set it aside on the table, next to the dirty breakfast dish. I wandered into my workshop, stared at the tools. All clean, neatly put away. No project on hand. Could have sharpened chisels. Chisels always need sharpening. Seemed like a lot of trouble. Could go down to the baths. Maybe later.

			Usually I’d go to Fenra when I got this bad, but she’d been busy.

			Might as well open the letter. It could be a commission, or maybe a payment. Impossible as it might seem at the moment, I could one day be interested in building something—or making money. A single sheet of parchment was folded into the sealed cover.

			I had to read the letter over twice; I was too numb at first to take it in.

			“Oh no. No, no, no.” My stomach sank away, cold as the abyss, but my head was on fire. I spread out the cover and grabbed a piece of the dark chalk I use for marking pale wood. “On my way,” I wrote. Refolded it, resealing it by warming and reapplying the original seals, one white, one red.

			Before I could talk myself out of it I trotted down to the mill. The courier was long gone, but Ione Miller promised to hold my letter for him to pick up on his way back to the City in the evening. The Road doesn’t go much farther from here. Used to, but not anymore. My answer would get to the City much faster than I could.

			My burst of energy deserted me on the way back to my workshop. I stopped, rubbed my face with my hands. The thought of all I’d need to do smothered me, the planning, the details, the organizing, the execution, the decisions needing to be made, contingencies to consider—where would I even start? What if I didn’t go? What was the worst that could happen?

			A little girl came hopping down the path toward me, jumping from puddle to puddle in her bare feet, splashing dirt onto the embroidered hem of her tunic. She looked at me, concerned. I knew her name, couldn’t think of it that moment. My smile must have been crooked, the smile she gave me back was tentative. Forced myself to smile better. Went down on one knee in the wet and clapped my hands, holding them up palms toward her, began to whistle.

			Giggling now, she ran up to me and smacked her palms to mine. The clapping pattern was a little complicated for her, but we finally made our way to the end. She hugged my neck, kissed my cheek, skipped away, splashing into every single puddle as she went.

			Felt a little better. Knew that later, once I’d been leveled, I’d be pleased I’d done this, that I hadn’t hurt little Garta with my lowness.

			Watched her until she turned off down the alley to her home. What was the worst that could happen, I’d asked myself. It had already happened to me. But Garta, and others like her—everywhere—they enjoyed their lives. If they knew what I knew, they’d want me to think of them. They’d want me to stop what was coming. Or at least try.

			Ducked into my place, picked up the letter, left the door wedged open for the cat, set off back the way I came. If Fenra wasn’t home, I had a pretty good idea of where I should look.

			But she was home. As usual, except in the worst weather, her door stood propped open with an old chunk of marble. I saw light, movement within. Fenra glanced at me, half smiled, not really paying attention, turned back to what she was doing. A sudden flare of anger burnt through me. What? Too much trouble to look at me? I wanted to grab her arm, but Fenra isn’t someone you can grab safely, despite her lameness. She spoke without looking up.

			“Can I leave Terith with you?”

			This was so completely unexpected that my surge of rage vanished. “What? Why?”

			“I have to be away for a while.”

			That was when I noticed she’d been sorting her things into packs and bags and boxes.

			“But why now? It’s too late to do your fall rounds.” Twice a year Fenra visited other towns and villages in the area. Now she stopped what she was doing, looked at me. I saw fatigue in her face, shadows, the remains of tears in her eyes.

			“The Ullios’ little girl died this afternoon.”

			I’d been with Fenra the day they’d brought her the girl. Sitting outside this very door on the wooden bench I’d made, enjoying the last warmth of the sun. The child—Jera? Jena?—had obviously been ill for days, vomiting, from the smell of her, incontinent as well. The parents had probably tried every other remedy before bringing her to a practitioner, someone they’d have to pay. By then it was too late. “Surely they don’t blame you?”

			“Not today, no. Today they cry in my arms and thank me, knowing I did everything I could. But in a few days, or perhaps a few weeks, their own guilt will have them looking for someone to blame. They will forget I promised nothing and asked no fee.” She rubbed at her forehead, leaving a streak of dirt. “The easiest one to blame is the one whose practice failed them, so best I am not here for a while.”

			No argument there. In this Mode it’s a short step from wise one to witch. The farther out the Mode, the shorter the step.

			“You’ll need the horse,” is what I said to her.

			“Not going that far.” She shook her head, lips pressed together. She loved the horse.

			“I can’t keep him.” I felt guilty but relieved to have an excuse. “I have to go to the City.”

			All this while she’d continued sorting through her spare clothing, her scrolls and tablets, her medicines and potions. Though she’d looked at me, she hadn’t seen me. Now she stilled, looked me straight in the face. “You are low. Why did you wait so long?”

			I shrugged. “Well, first you were busy with your friend from the City —”

			“Medlyn Tierell was my mentor at the White Court, not just my ‘friend.’ ”

			“Whatever.” If the man was just a mentor, why was he still coming to visit her so often? “Then the Ullio girl got sick . . .”

			She made one of those noises that say you’re exasperated, looked around the room with more purpose, finally waved me over to a four-legged stool I’d made her, moved the pile of parchment sheets that sat on it, set them on the floor. She knelt in front of me, took my hands. I made a half-hearted try at pulling them away; Fenra’s strong when she wants to be.

			“You’re too tired.” But I stayed where she put me.

			“Never mind that now,” she said. “Half the practice is learning what can and can’t wait.”

			Her power flushed over me and through me, cold and bubbly and clean. My skin twitched and my ears buzzed. Plants must feel this way after a rain. The deep breath I took didn’t release itself in a sigh, rather it filled me completely. I could feel it in my toes and my fingers, I swear even in my hair. Muscles I didn’t know were tense relaxed, my mouth quirked into a smile.

			I saw for the first time the toll of this year’s fever season. Fenra’s face was thin and drawn and she had a little tremble in her left eyelid. Her hair hadn’t been brushed out for days, her braid hung half untwisted, and she’d kept the tangles off her face with combs shoved in any which way through the blue-black curls. Her normally dark skin was sallow, almost ashy, only her gray eyes the same color as usual—too light for the darkness of her skin and hair. I was ashamed that I’d taken her strength—but not so much that I wouldn’t do it again.

			Fenra sat cross-legged on the floor in front of me, agile despite being tired. “Best I can do for now,” she said. “So tell me, why would you need to go to the City? In all the time I have known you, you have never gone anywhere. Your customers all come here to you, to the village.”

			“Here, read this.” She took the letter from me, stood up in one move. As I said, agile. She crossed over to the lamp on her table, held it at an angle. I watched her eyes flick back and forth.

			“I am sorry about your cousin. Were you close?” There must have been some change in my expression because she added, “Are you telling me you have no cousin?” Smiling, tilting her head, she held up the letter. “Is this some scheme to get you to pay for an inheritance that doesn’t exist?”

			“Oh no, Xandra is—was—definitely real. But there is no chance, none whatsoever, that he would have named me executor of his testament. In fact, I happen to know he left no testament at all.”

			She raised brows so perfect they could have been drawn on her face. “And so?” she said when I didn’t continue.

			“And so I’d better go and see what’s really going on.”

			She nodded slowly, refolded the letter, tapping it on the palm of her hand. “Hence you cannot look after Terith.”

			My turn to nod. “Hence I can’t.”

			Her hands stilled. “So what is it about your cousin’s death that has you in such a swivet?”

			I sat up straight, tilted my head back to look her in the eye. “I’m not so sure he’s dead.”

			“Where is he then?”

			“I think he just went walk-about. It’s not so common now I hear, but practitioners used to—”

			“Wait.” She held up the letter like a baton. “He was a practitioner?”

			“Didn’t I say?”

			“No, you did not. But that certainly explains why someone is so anxious to have the man declared dead. He left artifacts?”

			I shrugged. “I imagine.” A practitioner’s properties and tools could carry quite a lot of power in them, to say nothing of their usefulness as already practiced objects.

			“So they need you, someone of the same blood, to release any seals they find.” She made a face. “I have never seen it done.” She tilted her head to one side, narrowing her eyes. “What are you not saying?”

			I rubbed at the back of my neck. “There’s something in Xandra’s vault, besides the ordinary artifacts. Something dangerous. That’s why I know this testament is fake. He would never want the seal released.”

			She tilted her head, studied me with narrowed eyes. “Stay here then. Without blood kin they cannot break the seal.”

			I scratched at my elbow. “There are . . . others, cousins, somewhere, who don’t know the full story.” Fenra was the type to think of others. It’d seem a good reason to her. Still, she looked at me sideways. “And if I don’t go, they’ll just send for me again until I do. You know what the Red Court is like.”

			Tapping her lower lip with the folded letter, she looked at me through narrowed eyes. “Are you going to tell me what is this thing?”

			I tasted the words on my tongue. If I told her she wouldn’t believe me. No one would. Except perhaps whoever had sent the summons. If they knew, that is. If they weren’t just curious and greedy.

			While I hesitated Fenra had shut her eyes. She swayed a bit and I got to my feet, prepared to catch her if she fell.

			“I have to go,” I said. “Officially deny my permission to break the seal. In person.” A thought struck me that wouldn’t have when I was low. “You should come with me.” I gently took the letter out of her fingers. She still looked at me sideways.

			“Look, you think the Ullios are going to blame you, and if you rush off—out of season and within hours of the little one’s death—Jera, wasn’t it?—they’ll think they have reason to. But if you leave because you need to accompany me to the City, no one will think twice. Everyone knows how much better I’ve been since you came.” She couldn’t argue with that.

			“You were bad at first, that’s true.”

			“If you leave with me, come back with me, everyone will accept it.”

			Her eyebrows rose. “You think you will come back?”

			“I certainly intend to.” And that was true.

			She looked around her room as though seeing its contents with different eyes. She turned toward me, but she wasn’t looking at me. “I have been happy here. I have been useful.”

			I made her sit while I gathered together the things needed to make tea. The heavy iron pot with the wooden handle I’d carved her, two clay cups glazed only on the inside, the larger clay jar with its wooden stopper where she kept tea, the smaller one where she kept honey. “And if you come with me, we can take your horse.”

			“Now there’s a reason I cannot disagree with.”

			I was relieved. Fenra was the only person I’d ever met who could level me. I hadn’t known it could be done. A remarkable gift considering her leg. Though come to think of it, healing others is always easier than healing yourself. Many practitioners have found that out.
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			Fenra

			There are days when what I would most like is to shut my door in Arlyn Albainil’s face. Knowing that I am not about to do it only adds to my irritation. I am not likely to forget what he was like when I first came to the village. Old Boose Miller, the headman before his daughter Ione took over the business, brought me to Arlyn almost as soon as I arrived and they knew what I was. Before I came and leveled him, they had been taking turns feeding and bathing him, though his money had run out long before. He lived in the workshop even then, but once, when old Boose had had more to drink than he should have, he told me Arlyn had not made anything since anyone could remember. I did not believe him, of course. Not then.

			I had neither seen nor heard of an example of lowness before Arlyn. Even my mentor Medlyn Tierell, who is the Lorist for the White Court, has never found mention of such an illness in any book or scroll. From what I have seen, it consists of an increasing detachment, both from the world and from one’s self, a sinking into apathy so profound as to be possibly fatal. When I first saw him, Arlyn was completely unresponsive, though when I touched him I could tell there was still a person inside. Old Boose pointed out the scarring on Arlyn’s wrists, old enough to be very faint indeed. Unmistakable, however, as the marks of suicide attempts. In fact, from the extent of the scarring, it was incredible that he had not died. Perhaps he had known another practitioner before me. I have given up trying to find out.

			At that moment, however, I wondered what could be in the sealed vault, just how dangerous it was, and to whom. Still, I knew that if I pressed him I would only get a plausible lie.

			Early the next morning Ione Miller helped me lift my packs on to Terith’s rump. The saddlebags carrying our money I had managed myself.

			“It’s good you go with him.”

			I looked at her with eyebrow lifted, but I let my smile die away when I saw she was serious.

			“Maker-touched people like Arlyn are lucky for villages—look at the business he brings,” Ione said in response. Ione, like her father before her, was the unofficial mayor, so she would know. “People come to him for his furniture. They have to stay somewhere, eat somewhere, and buy supplies from us. Besides, the children like him.”

			I patted the woman on the shoulder. “He wants to come back,” I reminded her. “And generally speaking, what Arlyn Albainil wants, he gets.”

			“Well, remember, we need you just as much as we need him—and the children like you, too.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			Where the Road passes by the village it is little more than a track. In a few places two ruts show where wheels regularly pass. In this, as in any Mode, soft spots on the Road are reported by couriers, and strengthened with rocks and stones by what the White Court calls Wayfarers, apprentices doing solo tours of all accessible Modes before they take their class exams. The Road is their special business. Couriers are apprentices also, but their special business is information. A few practitioners, like me, do not return to the City from their tours.

			I love to ride, but I always tell people, if I do not walk, I could lose the use of my leg entirely. It’s my favorite bit of misdirection. Terith can be as happy on the move as in a stable with his nose in a bag of feed—such bags as he was himself carrying, as it happened.

			“Why carry so much food anyway?”

			Arlyn’s question surprised me. “I know you have not strayed from the town since I have known you, but you must have arrived there somehow, and if not by horse, how?”

			He shrugged. I sighed and rubbed my eyebrows with the thumb and middle fingers of my right hand. “The grazing that can be found by the roadside is minimal.” I indicated the trees growing close to the Road. “Every animal that has passed this way has been eating it.”

			“But the fields—”

			“Are owned by someone likely in a position to make their complaints heard.”

			He nodded then, brows drawn together as if he had never considered this before.

			A few hours later we came to one of the Wayfarers’ rest stops, in this Mode no more than a small lean-to with a fire ring made of carefully placed rocks. These shelters are also for mundanes to use, not just practitioners, so learning the differences and matching the Mode is part of an apprentice’s course of study. I unloaded Terith and left Arlyn to make a fire while I tied the horse around back of the structure, making sure he could reach what little grazing there was. I told him I would break out a feedbag for him later. He wrinkled his nose in what horses use for a smile.

			I found Arlyn standing with his thumbs hooked in his belt, staring at the pile of twigs and dried leaves as though it would light itself.

			“Can you light the fire?” he asked. “Without a sparker, I mean.”

			“I know what you mean.” I lifted my chin and examined him. His eyes looked into the present and his facial muscles were relaxed. It was too soon for him to be low again.

			“So can you?”

			I squatted on my heels, most of my weight on my left foot. Though I had not bothered for years, I remembered how it was done. I reached my practitioner’s hand through the nest of twigs Arlyn had created and touched one particular dry leaf with the tip of my finger. Everything works better if you know where to start.

			But apparently not today.

			“Isn’t calling fire the first forran practitioners are taught?”

			“Calling light is, actually. But even the easy forrans need practice,” I said, accepting the sparker he handed me.

			Supper consisted of two strips of dried venison, a large potato, and three carrots, all simmering in a small travel pot on the fire as we shared a cup of mint tea. Between us Arlyn and I had food for about three days, what we had been able to assemble out of our own stores. We would use the money in my saddlebags to buy more supplies when we reached a town that had them to spare.

			As we were cooking Arlyn finally asked the question I’d been waiting for.

			“Why did you help Jera, if you knew she would die?”

			I poked at the stew with my ashwood spurtle, grimacing at the heat of the fire. “I might have been wrong. I did my best to prepare the parents, though I knew in the end it might bring me grief.”

			“How so?” Arlyn took a sip from the cup of tea.

			“They will remember it later, and they will believe I did not try hard enough, having already decided there was no point.” I sat back on my heels.

			“You sound as though this has happened before.”

			I turned my head to better look him in the face and lifted my left eyebrow as high as it could go. He shrugged and nodded at the same time. “Sorry. Stupid thing to say.”

			As we ate the stew a young badger rustled though the underbrush, curious, but beyond the light of the fire.

			“I’m no hunter, but if you call the animal to you, I think I could manage to stab it. For tomorrow,” he added when I froze, my spoon halfway to my mouth.

			“It doesn’t work that way.”

			“What doesn’t?”

			“The animals come to me because they trust me. If I abuse that trust, they will never come again.”

			“That can’t be true.” He waved his spoon at me. “I’ve seen practitioners do it repeatedly at court.”

			And when were you at court, that you saw all this? “It may work that way for them, but not for me.”

			After staring at me for a moment longer, he lowered his eyes to his bowl and started eating again.
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			Arlyn

			“You might as well tell me what it is.” Fenra was riding, so her voice came from just over my head.

			I opened my mouth, shut it again. How much to tell her? How much would the cabinet maker she thought I was reasonably know? At least she’d waited until daylight to ask. “It’s a dangerous artifact,” I said finally. Absolutely true. “I don’t know where he found it, or how he took charge of it.” Not true at all.

			“How dangerous?” From her tone, she’d been doing a bit of thinking since we’d set out.

			I was ready for that. “Xandra said it could bring irreversible damage to the world, perhaps even un-Make it.” Now I looked up at her face. “What?”

			She shrugged. “Just a little surprised to hear the village superstitions coming from you. You seem a little sophisticated to be referring to the Maker of the World.”

			“Yes, well, maybe I was once.” I could hear a tautness in my voice, so I looked up at her and smiled.

			Her eyes clouded. “Can the artifact be destroyed?”

			My mouth opened before I meant it to. It’s the schoolteacher tone, we all respond to it. “If it could, wouldn’t Xandra have destroyed it himself?”

			“Something so powerful is a great temptation for a gifted practitioner.”

			That worried me a little. I didn’t think she’d recognized the name. “How do you know he was gifted?”

			“Because I have never heard of him, and it’s only the really gifted ones who choose to keep themselves out of the records. Only they have reason—such as something to hide.”

			That part was truer than she knew. “You think he was tempted, then?” I kept my eyes on the track ahead. Apparently Fenra didn’t notice that I moved us along at the horse’s best walk—respectable on the smoother surface at this part of the Road. Trips to the City have been known to take months, but we didn’t have that kind of time.

			“Of course, anyone would have been. He would have found a dozen excuses for doing as he wished. That’s what they are like. The powerfully gifted ones.” She must have seen something in my face, because she changed the subject. “How can you be certain your cousin did not make a testament since the last time you saw him?” She shifted in the saddle, made a small disgusted sound, stopped the horse and slid off, landing on her good leg. She looked over at me, lifting her left eyebrow in that irritating way she has.

			“Even if he did, he would never have named me executor. Never. No one in my family would have, I can be certain of that.” I looked away; let her think I was studying the fields to the left of the Road. Farmers would be cutting the hay soon, if the weather held.

			“And why would that be?”

			When I didn’t answer right away she just waited. People use that technique because it works. “I wasn’t always a furniture maker.”

			“I know you have scars that woodworking won’t account for.” She pointed toward my right wrist with her chin.

			“I was . . .” I smiled. I was about to tell her a true story. “I was a highwayman.”

			“What?”

			The look on her face was priceless. “I robbed people on the Road—”

			“I know what a highwayman is.” Her voice snapped. “When did you learn to make furniture?”

			“Oh, the furniture came first. I ran away from my apprenticeship with my uncle—Xandra’s father—and I swept the roads for . . . actually, I’m not sure how long exactly.”

			“And then?”

			“Then I was caught. I was to be hanged. My cousin came and rescued me.” I said this as matter-of-factly as I could. This was the tale-as-I-wished-it, not the tale-as-it-was.

			“How?”

			“There’s money in the family.” I looked sideways at her, shrugged. From the look on her face she knew firsthand that money provided a lot of solutions. “He was the only one who hadn’t already disowned me. Xandra would never have made me executor if there was any chance I’d have to deal with the family again. Never.”

			“I have a great many questions,” she said.

			“I imagine so.” She wouldn’t get any more answers just now. There’s a limit.

			“Unless we are to go our separate ways, I will need to know what to expect. You will have to tell me everything, soon or late.”

			“Yeah, well, let’s make it late.”
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			Fenra

			“You sure you don’t want to ride?”

			“Walking is good for my leg muscles. Keeps them warm and alive.” With my thoughts spinning around and around what we had—and had not—talked about, I forgot to take more care with my limp. Usually, once I am walking, people forget I am lame. Oddly, it is when I am standing still that they most notice the twist that turns my right foot inward.

			“So why a horse in the first place?”

			“Sometimes people need a practitioner faster than I can walk to them. Besides,” I added, looking at him out of the corner of my eye and trying not to smile, “Terith is better company than most people.” The silly beast shook his head, making his ears flap. He knew I was talking about him.

			Our fifth night on the Road found us without even a Wayfarer’s shelter. We had reached the well-used track leading to the small village of Drienz in the latter part of the afternoon, but Arlyn wanted to press on. I did not argue with him, though I was more or less certain we had entered a different Mode two nights before. Without an inn, I had no way to be sure. I seemed to remember that these things were clearer the last time I walked the Road. In any case, without shelter the safer choice for a camp was off the Road completely. The terrain here was well on its way to being mountainous, and we had to find a spot four feet could manage as well as two. Finally I chose a place where spaces between the pines encouraged me to believe some wider, flatter bit of clear ground might be nearby.

			I found a clearing far enough off the Road to suit me, with only one low bush, and enough dead leaves and pine needles on the ground to make for softer sleeping, despite the slight slope. I freed the pack that sat on Terith’s rump and unbuckled his saddle. While Arlyn gathered rocks to make a fire spot, I began creating wards. I like to use found anchors, stones, twigs, even dried dung if it’s big enough and dried enough. For me, using natural objects in their natural state makes the wards stronger. And it saves me from carrying a lot of paraphernalia.

			I took my time, placing each anchor carefully after breathing on it. Done right, the warding would make us invisible to almost everyone.

			“Fenra?” The sharpness of Arlyn’s tone brought my head around. “Where are you?”

			Apparently I was concentrating a little too much on invisibility. I moved out of his direct line of sight before restoring myself. “Here, just setting wards.”

			“You haven’t done this before.”

			“Before we were on the Road.” I answered without turning around, continuing to pick up and replace objects in a rough circle that took up almost the whole clearing.

			“Do healers generally make good wards?”

			I could feel him watching me, and I stifled an eye-roll as I turned around. “Unlike the fire forran, I have had recent practice with this, if that’s what worries you. Half of healing is warding off sickness. It’s only the other half that cures. Now, if you do not mind.” I went back to work.

			“I’m sure they won’t be needed,” he said.

			“Perhaps so.” I did not bother pointing out the pair of eyes just visible on the edge of the light. I waggled my fingers in greeting, and once the fox had had a good look at us, he trotted away.

			Hours later my eyes blinked open in the dark. The fire was out, the night too warm to make it necessary for more than cooking. I could see stars through the thin canopy of trees, the outline of Terith, dozing with his nose almost on the ground. If he slept, what woke me?

			A shadow passed between Terith and the trees behind him. I sat up. “Arlyn? You may want to wake up. My wards are about to be tested.” It would be something, not someone.

			Arlyn surprised me by waking like a soldier, throwing back his blanket, rolling upright, and putting a hand to his knife. “The horse didn’t wake up.”

			I pulled my hair back off my face, re-tying the cord that had loosened while I slept. I stayed cross-legged on my bedroll, my wrists resting on my knees.

			“Excuse me.” The whisper came out of the darkness on the uphill side. “Can you help me?”

			I clapped my hands and a light appeared, hovering over our heads.

			“Now you can do it.” Arlyn thought I could not hear him if he muttered.

			A young girl inched forward into the light. She was no more than twelve or thirteen, barefoot, her homespun trousers and tunic wet and dripping, soiled with streaks of slimy green, and torn. Laces, I noticed, not buttons, which told me the Mode. Her light brown hair hung tangled, dripping rivulets of water onto her shoulders, and she had a streak of mud high on her left cheekbone. “Can you help me?” she said, reaching out her hands. “I’m lost.” Her face was turned toward me, but her deep blue eyes didn’t quite focus.

			I looked between her and Arlyn. “And Terith’s still asleep,” I pointed out. “You would think a helpless little girl like this would wake him up.”

			“So young to be so cynical.”

			I shook my head, matching his smile. “Do you recognize her?”

			“No, should I? I’d have thought we were still too close to the Road for fetches to manifest.”

			Interesting that he knew that. “I have heard they have been increasing lately. For a generic fetch this one has great detail. Just look at the dirt in its nail beds, the seaweed and algae in its hair.” A tide pool, I thought. That’s what it smelled like. For a moment the leaves looked like seaweed, but when I looked again they were just leaves. “It must have been someone real. Perhaps the last person who fell for it.” I pushed myself to my feet, dusting off my hands on my trousers. As I took a step closer to the wards, the fetch held out its hands to me, looked over its shoulder, squeaked, and ran off into the dark. I found myself rather pleased with it for maintaining form and substance. Most don’t have power enough for that level of verisimilitude.

			I was not at all pleased by its next attempt. A noise brought us round to the downhill side of our camp. This time we saw a young man, dressed in apprentice practitioner’s gray, with the white collar and cuffs and the little black cap everyone had to wear. He was brown-eyed, with dark hair and a very straight, very thin nose. His lips were also thin, but wide for his face. Perfect in every detail, right down to the button hanging crookedly on the front of his jacket. I had sewn that button on myself. I drew in a sharp breath and then pressed my lips tight together.

			“Fenra?” The voice was deeper than I remembered.

			“Who’s it supposed to be?” Arlyn approached the wards, head tilted to one side. “How does it know you?”

			“Not so close,” I warned him. He stopped, but stayed within touching distance of the invisible barrier. “We studied together.”

			“Fen, Fen, it’s me. It’s Hal.”

			I sighed. I had never liked being called “Fen.” The way some people said it you just knew they meant “swamp” and not “marsh.” I took a deep breath and flexed my fingers, turning my rings around and rubbing my palms together.

			“No, Fen, please. You can’t! You have to help me, you don’t know what it’s been like.” The fetch stepped close enough to brush the edge of the ward circle and it tolled like a deep but distant bell.

			“Fenra . . .” Arlyn looked between me and the fetch.

			I held up my index finger and he nodded, stepping back. I put the tips of my fingers together and drew them apart slowly. Arlyn’s eyes narrowed, as if focused on the thin lines of rose light connecting my fingertips.

			“No, Fen! Fen, let me in, you can’t leave me here. You can’t! Fen!” As I paid no attention, keeping my eyes on the light between my hands, the fetch stopped pleading and started to threaten.

			“You did this to me, you bitch! Saved yourself and left me to fall. This is all your fault. Help me! Let me in and I’ll forgive you.”

			“Be gone.” I made a flicking motion with my fingers, and the rose light jumped like sparks through the wards, showering over the fetch and dissolving it. The voice lasted longer than the body, so the words “help me” and “your fault” echoed in the darkness after the image faded away. I took a final deep breath and dusted my hands off. “Its mistake was to use someone I knew was dead.”

			“Didn’t that bother you?” Arlyn tried to control his tone, but I heard judgment underlying the curiosity.

			I waited for my heart to slow down and my breathing to regulate before I turned to face him. “Of course it bothers me.” My voice felt rough so I cleared my throat. “That’s the point. To bother me enough that I do something stupid and let it in. It certainly wasn’t here to make me happy.”

			“What did it think was your fault?”

			I raised my left eyebrow.

			“I withdraw the question.”
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			Arlyn

			Fenra was quiet the next morning, evidently turning something over in her mind. She’d respond if I spoke to her, but she volunteered nothing. Even the horse looked at her sideways once or twice, nudged her in the back with its long nose as she went around our camp releasing the wards.

			So I let her be. If she needed to process what had happened in the night, who was I to interfere?

			Late that afternoon, when we’d reached a proper shelter, she stopped and let herself down from the horse’s back with the clear intention of going no further.

			“There’s an inn just ahead,” I said, before she could start unpacking. “If we keep going, we’ll get there before dark.”

			She looked at me a little as though she was sorting beans and had come upon a pea. “I had not realized we were so close to the edge of the Mode.”

			I’d heard that flat tone in my own voice. I swallowed. “You’re not low, are you?”

			She closed her eyes, shook her head, sighed. “Just a little sad,” she said. “So you can relax.”

			Sadness, unhappiness, they go away by themselves when what’s causing them is dealt with, is what she meant. Lowness is an illness, not a state of mind. It has to be treated, like any other ailment. Something I know very well. That didn’t change the shot of fear that rose into my throat. If Fenra was low, I wouldn’t be able to level her, and then who would level me?

			Yes, I know. Selfish. But there were bigger things than the two of us at stake.

			“So, there’s an inn?”

			I smiled with relief. “Real food, cooked by someone who knows how. Hot water. Real beds.” Her eyes narrowed, but she looked away into the distance, as if she hadn’t actually heard what I’d said. The horse snorted. Fenra looked around as if she were waking up, and picked up the pack she’d taken off the beast, settled it again behind the saddle.

			We reached the inn with the sun low, but still in the sky. Fenra went with the horse to make sure the stable kids took care of him properly, while I bargained with the innkeeper. I thought about asking for two rooms, but I decided to save our money, even though he changed my letter of credit without questions. When she saw the room, Fenra didn’t even blink, she just chose the bed closer to the window. I remembered the fetches and didn’t argue with her.

			Sometimes you can be more private in a crowd than you can be when there’s only you, your companion, and a horse. Something about being alone in a noisy group makes it easier to talk about certain things. As if the presence of others will keep matters from getting out of hand.

			“What was his name? Hal?” We sat in a corner table, small enough that we’d be left to ourselves. We had bowls of lamb stew in front of us, full of big chunks of carrot, and potato, and I’m pretty sure some salsify. Two big slabs of bread came along with the stew, dense, heavy with grains and wheatberries. “Beer bread” the landlord had called it. A little heavy for a supper, but then, we hadn’t had much in the way of dinner. Fenra swallowed, put down her spoon, picked up her bread, tore a piece off.

			“Halkutniarabol, actually,” she said. “But no one called him that more than once, not even the instructors. Just as no one called me ‘Fen’ a second time except him, and then only when he was trying to rile me.”

			“From the Solni Desert, judging by the name.”

			She stopped dunking her bread in the stew and looked up at me. “That’s right. I was the only other one from so far away, so they roomed us together.”

			“Where were you from?”

			She bit off the soaked end of the bread, chewed and swallowed. “You have never asked me that before.”

			I put my spoon down on the tabletop, drummed the fingers of my practitioner’s hand. “In the village, our pasts were never important. Now something from mine is taking me—us—to the City, and something from yours tried to kill us last night.”

			“I am from Ibania.”

			“Merchant’s daughter? Tradespeople?”

			“Landowners.”

			“Landowners? How did you manage to escape marriage? Persuade them to let you go to the City?” It’s only by going to the City that you find out you’re a practitioner. If you never go, you never find out.

			She pushed her right leg out from under the table. “It’s hard to get someone to marry a cripple. What if it gets passed on? It’s not like I was the heir.”

			“And you never got it fixed . . . ?”

			“They sent me to get it fixed. They sent me to the City, where I was welcomed into the White Court.”

			“But your leg—”

			“The Court told my escorts that it couldn’t be fixed, and they were sent home to my father. Under the circumstances, my family was happy that I had my future provided for by someone else.”

			“You mean, if you’d had the leg fixed you might have had to go home?” You didn’t have to become a practitioner, though it meant, among other, less cheerful things, never traveling again.

			“And marry someone for the alliance, for the family.”

			“But you couldn’t go back to that, not once you knew you were a practitioner.” Not after being on the Road had shown her what she was.

			“Exactly.” She lowered her eyes to her food, dug in with her spoon.

			I changed the subject to the only other one I could think of. “So what happened with Hal, then? How did the fetch know to use him?”

			She tilted her head, looked at me sideways. “As I said. It was stupid to use someone I knew to be dead. And to imply that he was somehow in some sort of torment was even more ridiculous.”

			“How so?”

			Fenra turned her spoon over and over in the stew. Finally her fingers stilled, but she didn’t let go of the spoon as she sat back. “We were rock climbing. That was another thing that set us apart from the other apprentices. Rock climbing isn’t done in the City, not for fun, anyway. But it was where we came from, even though we came from different provinces.”

			“He fell?”

			“Or I dropped him is another way of looking at it.”

			I almost reached across the table to put my fingers on the back of her hand, but I thought better of it. “Tell me, then I’ll know how to look at it.”

			“We were not supposed to be out that day, the day before an important test. We should have been studying. Fact was, we had done all the studying we needed to do. Throwing a glamour wasn’t one of Hal’s strong points, and all the studying in the world wasn’t going to make him better at it.”

			“And you?”

			“It was one of my strong points, so studying wasn’t going to make me any better at it either.” I waited until she picked out a bit of carrot, looked at it, and set it back in the bowl. “We had climbed this particular face before, so perhaps we were not as careful as we should have been.” Here she paused again. “Or rather, there was no ‘perhaps’ about it. We were in a rush to get down. We were not late, exactly, but if we stayed out much longer we would miss supper, and be caught. We tried to take a shortcut.”

			“And he fell.”

			She moved her head up and down. “I was going first, and I remember him laughing, saying I would be there to cushion his fall. About a third of the way down, he slipped somehow, and started to slide past me. I managed to catch hold of his sleeve—our uniforms were made out of this really tough fiber, meant to withstand anything an apprentice could throw at it.”

			“I remember.”

			“We managed somehow to link hands—”

			“Wrists would have been better. Sorry, sorry, I won’t interrupt again.” You could have frozen a skating pond with the look she’d given me.

			“Linking hands was the best we could do, and lucky to do that much. I had a good solid grip with the fingers of my right hand, but the crevice where I had my toes crammed in wasn’t really large enough, and my left foot kept slipping. Enough for a quick hold as I was climbing, but not enough to carry any real weight, for any real time. Then my right leg began to twitch.” She looked at it. “I was gathering my strength, but you know, while you are still learning how to practice, you can be easily distracted, and every time my leg twitched I lost focus.” She paused, but this time I knew better than to say anything. “When I slipped the third time, he let go of my hand.”

			I waited again, but clearly she was finished. “So, not your fault.”

			“Most definitely not my fault.” She lifted her eyes to me without moving her head.

			“A tragedy,” I said. “He sacrificed himself so that you wouldn’t fall.”

			“He did. But the real tragedy is that if he had been a bit more patient, we would both be alive.”

			“But he couldn’t know that.”

			“No. That’s what makes him the hero of this story.” She smiled into her mug of ale, as if she saw something there. “To impatience, the leading cause of heroism.” She picked up her spoon again and finished eating her stew, even though it had gone cold.
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			Fenra

			I had expected to feel self-conscious the next morning, but luckily Arlyn gave me no sympathetic looks, asked me no solicitous questions. The courtyard was fairly crowded, and a courier rode through while we were waiting for them to bring us Terith. He would change horses here, and eat in the saddle. And sleep there as well.

			Arlyn gave me a leg up on Terith’s back without any sign of extra care or gentleness. I saw no change in stirrups, saddle, bridle, or reins, but then again, I hardly expected to. These were among the items that didn’t change much from Mode to Mode. Medlyn Tierell theorized that once there had been a Mode where horse furniture didn’t exist, or at any rate was more primitive, but if he was right, it had to have been long before our time. According to another instructor, there hadn’t been any major changes since records were made of such things.

			Once we were on our way, it struck me that Arlyn must have lived alone for a long time. He was not much good at keeping his emotions off his face, and not nearly as careful to govern his reactions as most. For example, we left the inn walking on a rough-cobbled Road, where yesterday it had been nothing more than pressed earth with the occasional support of logs set into low areas. Ordinary people—mundanes—do not notice these changes.

			It was clear that Arlyn not only noticed, but that he planned to say nothing about it. He looked at the paving with the kind of abstracted half smile you see on someone’s face when they return to their home village for the first time in years, pleased to see and recognize even something unremarkable. He really saw it, no doubt of that, yet he said nothing.

			I came to the obvious conclusion.
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			Two

			
				[image: ]
			

			Arlyn

			THIS MORNING FENRA’S clothing changed to the White Court’s tall black boots, buttercup yellow trousers with two rows of buttons in front, white shirt and cravat, crimson waistcoat, and black frock coat with crimson reverses. Rich green stones in her ears where she’d had silver knots before. The very model of a City practitioner, down to the gray gloves, the silver-headed stick, the black, flat-crowned, curly-brimmed hat.

			Even her hair was behaving itself.

			I offered her the reins once we were both seated in the barouche. She refused with a polite smile and settled herself into her corner, spreading the lap robe over both of us.

			“Have I got something on my face?” I asked her once we were a good piece away from the inn. I know the horse doesn’t change, but somehow the beast seemed sleeker, livelier.

			“No.” Fenra took a deep breath, shifted in the seat until she could face me more easily. She had a look in her eye that promised me nothing good. “I have been watching you react to things.”

			“It’s been a long time since I traveled, I can’t enjoy the scenery?”

			Her expression didn’t change. “Ten days ago you smiled at drainage ditches. Yesterday you smiled at gutters. No one smiles at gutters. You looked at my hat this morning as though at a long lost friend. I think you see what I see. I think you are a practitioner.”

			Her tone was dry enough I had to lick my lips to answer. “If I am, why don’t my clothes change?”

			“If you are not, how do you know that clothing changes?” She folded her hands in her lap, tapped her thumbs together, like a teacher waiting for an answer from a backward pupil.

			“My cousin might have given me the gift of a practitioner’s sight.”

			She snorted. “Not much of a gift if you never travel. And yes, I did think of that, but it’s improbable. As the philosopher Jennock says, the simpler solution is almost always the true solution.”

			“It’s simpler if I’m a practitioner?” I made my tone as sarcastic as possible.

			She sighed again, turned her head away from me, spoke as if to the horse’s rump.

			“You knew there was an inn up ahead and that it had hot water. You knew where the Solni Desert is. You remembered the colors of the apprentice uniform. You knew that there was a time fetches didn’t appear close to the Road. You knew that practitioners are discovered when they travel on the Road.”

			“My cousin could have told me all of that.”

			“You saw the lines of light between my fingers when I banished the fetch. No matter what your cousin might have told you, you would not have been able to actually see that. And you saw.” She looked at me sideways, the brim of her hat casting a shadow over her eyes. “You could have been told many things, but you saw what you saw.”

			I had no answer.

			“Was there any truth in what you told me? The highwayman and the cousin who rode to the rescue?”

			“All of it was true.”

			“Just not for you.”

			“Just not for me.”

			“You are not the highwayman, you are the cousin.”

			“I’m the cousin.”

			“Why?”

			I decided to misunderstand her. “He was a little older than I, funny, and smart and charming. And he’d been very good to me as a child. He was the only one in the family besides my mother who was pleased for me when they found I was a practitioner. The others were pleased with the advantage they thought it might bring the business.” I glanced at her and she nodded. It didn’t work that way, but people always thought their own case would be different.

			“I loved him, but the others all said he would never amount to anything, that he was born to be hanged.”

			“And he was hanged?”

			I nodded. “I got there too late. I was angry with the family, bitter, most of all because they’d been right.” I gathered the reins into my practitioner’s hand, rubbed at my face with my right. A gentle touch of her fingertips and Fenra took the reins from me.

			“So you pretended you had been on time? That you had saved him?”

			“In revenge on them. It sounds childish now.”

			“Not really. You loved him, and he loved you. The rest of them?” She made a flicking motion with the fingers of her right hand, not unlike the one she’d used against the fetch. “Much sillier things have been done for love.”

			“I did more. I kept him alive—at least in the eyes of the world. I pretended he’d reformed, set up his own small business in a far-off village, was doing well. I sent letters to him, pretended to get letters back. I even arranged for letters to be sent to the rest of the family, sometimes with money in them. Repayment of loans.”

			“So when you wanted to disappear, you had a ready-made life to step into.”

			I spread my hands. “Xandra the practitioner became Arlyn the carpenter.”
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			Fenra

			I pursed my lips. I was not so easily distracted. “You still have not answered my question. Why did you hide? Oh.” My throat stiffened and made my voice flat. I felt stupid. “The lowness.”

			“The lowness,” he agreed. “At first.”

			“A practitioner with lowness.” I shook my head. “Between apathy, despair, and sudden rages, you could have destroyed so much . . .” I touched the back of his right wrist. “Is that why you tried to kill yourself?”

			He sat back against the barouche’s green leather upholstery and crossed his right leg over his left. “Turns out we can’t.”

			Again, not an answer. “Practitioners can be killed.” That, after all, was why I had been preparing to leave the village—in case things got out of hand.

			“By others, yes. Apparently we can’t kill ourselves.”

			I had certainly never heard of a practitioner committing suicide. On the other hand, I had never seen a case of the lowness before Arlyn. “You believed you would do less damage in an outer Mode? In a small village?” I glanced at him again but his color was no better and he had a bitter smile on his face. I remembered what he had been like when I first saw him. “You would still have had to be very careful.”

			“No, actually.” He looked ahead, mouth in a straight line, eyes focused on Terith’s ears. “I don’t have any power.” I must have made some protesting sound because he brought his gaze back to me. “The Godstone took it.”

			Something in his face, his tone, the whiteness of his scarred knuckles made me shiver as though our carriage passed through a mob of ghosts. “Is that the dangerous artifact you have hidden? A ‘Godstone’?”

			His nod was stiff, as if he also felt cold. “I tried to destroy it. I failed. Sealing it away took all my power.”

			And maybe a little more. “And if they open the seal, this dangerous thing will be loose?” Another nod. He still looked at me, but as if he did not see me. “Perhaps we will be lucky, perhaps the law of the Red Court will side with you and not the White Court.” His eyes snapped into focus. I grinned. “It could happen.”

			“Well, we do have a secret weapon,” he said. I barely felt the pat on the knee he gave me through the thickness of the lap rug. “We have you.”

			“Somehow I do not feel better.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			Two days later I suggested that we stop at Last Inn before the City, rather than press on. We would have arrived before dark, but not much before, a bad time to be looking for lodging. You tend to take the first you find and that’s almost always a mistake. Last Inn, while not up to City standards, looked comfortable and inviting, the flagstone area wide enough to allow the largest carriages to turn around. The windows were sizable, though paned with small pieces of glass. The stables were off to one side rather than behind the main building. This Mode is so narrow, I wondered if we would still have the barouche in the morning, or something more elegant still.

			“Once we reach the City, you can stay in the White Court,” Arlyn pointed out. I felt that thinking of him as Arlyn was safer.

			“And leave you where? Do you know the City better than I do? Have you ever stayed anywhere other than the Court?”

			He frowned, thinking. “Maybe, but it was so long ago . . .”

			It must have been. Despite what I had said before, I should have heard of Xandra Albainil before Arlyn mentioned him. I had never seen the name on any of the lists, never heard him talked about. His was a story we would have studied, surely? If only for an object lesson on the dangers of overreaching.

			How long ago did all this happen? Just how old was Arlyn?

			“There we are then,” I said aloud. “We will stay here for the night and go in fresh first thing in the morning. I am sure this landlord can suggest a good hotel.”

			We allowed ourselves to be helped down from the carriage and escorted into the inn while Terith was led away, glancing back at us before he was out of sight around the western corner of the building. We were given a double room, no doubt because of my status, but, oddly, my smiles weren’t returned very warmly.

			Once in our room, Arlyn swung open the window and stood watching the traffic on the Road. Hooves struck sharp sounds from the hard surface. He rubbed at his face before leaning forward, bracing his hands on the windowsill. Knowing what I knew now, it felt wrong to see him in fawn trousers, low tight-fitting boots, deep blue waistcoat and jacket over a pale lilac shirt and cravat.

			“Is there any point in telling them the truth?” I wondered aloud, pulling out the room’s one upholstered chair and sitting. “You are not dead, and if they cannot declare you dead, they cannot open your vault.”

			He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. I squared my shoulders and crossed my arms. “Well?”

			At first I thought he would not answer. Finally he turned away from the window, straightening his cuffs. “Logic isn’t a great defense when people in power want something. Someone wants to open my vault badly enough that they’ve gone to the trouble of creating false documents, having a relative tracked down and summoned,” he pointed out. “Somehow I feel a small matter like my being alive won’t stop them. Alive and powerless, remember. Besides, if there’s a way for me to come out of this without having to reveal myself, I’d like to try.”

			I thought about his intention to return to the village. Could he do that if everyone knew he had been a practitioner? Would the White Court even allow it? “Wheels within wheels,” I said. “They might very well decide that if you are not a practitioner anymore, your vault is no longer your property.”

			“I hope that wasn’t meant to make me feel better.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			The Road expanded as it entered the City, becoming a smoothly paved thoroughfare wide enough for three or possibly four carriages to move abreast of each other. Though there were now buildings all around us, the openness of the Road gave the illusion of space. The whole inner City was open squares surrounded by narrow, elegant houses, spacious thoroughfares, well-manicured parks. Before we were sent out on the Road, part of our training as apprentices involved patrolling and policing the City’s darker places, where the poorer and less honest segments of society lived. Since the White Court took charge of it, everyone else—including the Red Court—could pretend these areas didn’t exist at all.

			Hal used to say that if we really wanted to deal with the less honest among our inhabitants, there were other, richer places to look.

			“Were there gates in the City walls in your day?” I asked Arlyn as we clipped along the main street. Terith at least was enjoying himself, nodding at the other horses that passed. This early in the day, the few carriages were outnumbered by carts and wagons making deliveries. These vehicles were banned from the city center after midmorning. We were looking for Bridge Square, and the hotel recommended to us.

			Arlyn looked sideways at me. “How old do you think I am?” His smile did not reach his eyes. Of course, it rarely did.

			“I think you will tell me when you are ready.” I gave him the same kind of smile back. “When I studied under my mentor, the Lorist Medlyn Tierell —”

			“You never said your mentor was a lorist.” Arlyn’s tone was speculative.

			“Senior Lorist, in fact. His books say that the City walls once had gates, with armed guards.” Medlyn kept these books apart, in his own private library, for safety, though mundanes could not read them, any more than they could see the changes as they traveled the Road.

			“Your earrings just flashed. We must have passed the perimeter.”

			I raised a hand to my ears but let it fall. After so many years, you can forget you are wearing them. The earrings mark a practitioner’s class and position. We are given our first pair the day we are accepted to the White Court, our final pair on the day we graduate. The Court could keep track of us through them, and it’s said that only death will allow them to be removed. When I apprenticed here, observation wasn’t carefully kept, and Medlyn had told me this was still so. Now it was far more likely that off in some dusty old room in the least comfortable tower some slow or careless apprentice deserving of punishment was sitting, attending to the device that told the White Court who had entered the City and when. Hal and I had never been able to prove it, but we believed the reports were rarely if ever read.

			I glanced at Arlyn’s unadorned ears. How had he managed to get them off? Was the loss of his power a kind of death?

			I have been a graduate long enough that I do not have to ask for permission to leave or enter the City, though there are quite a few old stick-in-the-muds who believe I should be required to report in. Technically, I suppose those rules still existed, but they hadn’t been enforced in anyone’s lifetime. Unless . . . I looked sideways at Arlyn again.

			Ginglen Hotel stood exactly where we had been told to look for it, one of a row of three-story houses, facing into the narrow but sunlit Bridge Square, one of the smaller, less fashionable squares, in an area populated more by merchants and professionals, less by the monied and the noble. The hotel had a façade of dressed stone on the ground story, and stuccoed brick on the upper two. Traveling alone, I could have gone to a more fashionable address, or straight to the White Court itself, but Arlyn, while clearly a gentleman from his dress, was more limited in where he would be welcomed—and in what he could pay for. I remember my mother once saying that it was better to be slightly too good for your surroundings than the other way around.

			As we drew up in front of the hotel an hostler’s boy immediately ran out and took charge of Terith and the barouche, ready to lead them off around the corner to the mews that no doubt ran behind the houses. Terith gave me a snort and a roll of his eyes, but he knew what it meant to be in the City as well as I did.

			The host was a small man so thin as to be skeletal. He was scrupulously dressed, down to the contrasting buttons on jacket and waistcoat. Even the footman standing at the ready was carefully and neatly fitted out in shirt, waistcoat, breeches, hose, and buckled shoes. The hotel might not be on the best street, but the staff clearly wanted to attract the best clientele they could.

			“I have a two-room suite available for immediate occupancy, Practitioner, or will you be going to the White Court?” The stiffness in his smile equaled that of his posture.

			“We will take the suite, thank you, Dom . . . ?”

			“Ginglen, Practitioner. Owner and host.”

			“Dom Ginglen. I am Practitioner Fenra Lowens and this is my client, Arlyn Albainil.”

			“Albainil? The cabinet maker?” This time the smile seemed more genuine. “Or no, apologies, that would have to have been your grandfather. I have an Albainil piece in my private drawing room. It’s our family’s pride and joy.”

			“I’d love to see it, when time allows.” Arlyn bowed. His grandfather, was it?

			“Of course, of course. In the meantime, Itzen here will take you to your suite. Any luggage?” He would know, of course, that practitioners traveled light.

			“Just two cases in our carriage, if you could have them sent up?” Arlyn said. “Oh, and when it is convenient, I would like to have a message sent, if I may.”

			“Give your message to Itzen, he’ll take it himself. And for now, if you will.” He opened the ledger to another page. “If you would sign here, Practitioner, I will send the bill to the White Court.” Was I imagining it, or did his face stiffen on those last words?

			I drew a leather wallet no thicker than an envelope from my breast pocket. “That won’t be necessary. While he is out on his errands, perhaps Dom Itzen would be kind enough to have this changed for me.” I extracted my last letter of credit from the wallet and handed it over. Smiling, Ginglen passed it to Itzen without looking at it.

			“Two bedrooms?” Arlyn murmured in my ear as we followed the footman up the stairs.

			“More comfortable, don’t you think?” I murmured back. After three weeks on the Road, he had to be as tired of my face as I was of his.
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			Arlyn

			“What message must you send?” Fenra stabbed her walking stick into the stand provided for it, placed hat and gloves on the nearby table, untied her cravat. As I remembered them, a practitioner’s clothes were always comfortable, but it had been a long time since Fenra had worn so many layers. Like me, she was more used to the gowns and tunics of the outer Mode. My hat joined hers, and I had my jacket off before she had even started on her buttons.

			“I’d like to delay as much as we can,” I said. Fenra carefully hung her jacket in the closet provided for it, and just as carefully left mine where it was. “I’ll tell the advocate of the Red Court I’ve arrived, and ask for an appointment.”

			“You still have the letter?” she asked. She sat down on one of the narrow-legged chairs and stretched her legs out in front of her. At first I thought she was contemplating removing her boots, then I realized she was admiring them. This was a side of her I had never seen.

			I had to pat all my pockets to find the one that held the letter. I almost missed it. It was paper now, not parchment, and it folded more closely than when I first received it. I placed it in Fenra’s outstretched hand.

			“You’ll notice it lacks the White Court letterhead,” I said.

			“Then I agree.” She tapped the folded letter on the leather-topped table. “Our message should be to the advocate of the Red and not the White. Let him—” She flicked the letter open again. “Yes, it’s a him, let him explain things to us.”

			I leaned back against the table, considering whether to take off my own boots. “You can’t come. Simple cabinet makers don’t travel with practitioners, no matter what you told the host.”

			She drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair, frowning. “That may have been a mistake, though I cannot see what else I could have done if we wanted to stay together.” She looked at me with raised brows. “Can we think of a reason for you to have a practitioner with you?”

			I took the letter from her, tucked it away again. “I’ll hold you in reserve,” I said. “When the advocate tells me what this is about, I can call you in as my advisor. Until then, you’re just a friend who accompanied me to the City, as the only person in the village who’s been here.”

			“It would mean your going alone to the first meeting.”

			“I’m not without my own resources,” I said.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			“Welcome, Dom Albainil, welcome. I’m Advocate Lossingter, as I’m sure you must realize. Come in, come in. Can I get you a beverage? Jossen! A lemon drink for Dom Albainil. Ice?” he said, finally turning to look me in the eye.

			“Certainly.” I sat down in what was obviously the client’s chair and let the fussy little man—evidently the advocate who’d written the letter—sit down on the other side of a hideously carved and paper-strewn desk. Much the same description could be used for the advocate himself, at least the hideous part. An uglier, more overdressed man I’d never seen. Even his hair wasn’t natural, neither in color nor in abundance.

			“It was very good of you to come so promptly, Dom, very good indeed.” This opening was interrupted by the appearance of the clerk with a tray carrying a beautiful blue glass pitcher, two matching glasses, three lemons, and a bowl of ice. “Was the trip very trying?” He waved away the clerk, preparing the drinks himself.

			“As comfortable as you can be when you’re not at home.” I used the broadest country accent I could, considering where I was supposed to have been living my whole life. Travel to the City wouldn’t entirely remove all signs of a person’s class, profession, or area of origin.

			Lossingter stopped fussing with the lemons, added ice, and handed one of the glasses to me. “All the more reason to thank you for coming so promptly, and to move forward quickly so that you can return home.”

			He’d stopped being so twitchy once he had the lemon drink in his hand—meaning there was something unmentioned either in his drink, or in mine. We saluted each other, raising our glasses to eye level. I put the edge of my glass to my lips, but lowered it, drink untasted. Once I would have known immediately if the drink had been doctored. I began to regret not bringing Fenra with me.

			“Tell me, how much do you know about your late cousin, Xandra Albainil?”

			I rested my lemon drink on the small stand to the left of my chair. The sweating glass would stain the dark wood if something wasn’t done, though I wasn’t offered a coaster. I pressed my lips together, reminding myself I was not at home. “ ‘Cousin’ is a nice loose word, isn’t it?” I said. “I’ve heard the name, of course, but I never knew him personally.” I shrugged. “I don’t know of anyone in the family who did. May I see his testament? Did he name me specifically?”

			“The testament itself is with the Red Court processor.” Lossingter folded his hands on the desk in front of him. His own glass rested on the tray, half empty. “I did read it myself, however, and as I believe I told you in my letter, you are cited by name. Records were consulted. Under the circumstances, the White Court was happy to help with location difficulties, and here you are.” His smile was as full as if he’d done all the work himself.

			“I see. And what do I do now? There are instructions, I suppose? I’ll have to see the testament myself eventually, won’t I?”

			“Oh yes.” This time the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll give you every assistance, naturally. However—” Here he paused, pulling down his brows and tilting his head to show me how serious he was. “Things are more complicated than you might suppose.”

			No, they’re more complicated than you might suppose. “How? Exactly?”

			“Did you know that your distant kinsman was a practitioner?”

			I trusted that my hesitation was so small as to go unnoticed. “Was he the one, then? I knew there’d been one in the family somewhere. At least, that’s what my father always said.”

			“Your father was quite right. What most people don’t realize is that the testaments of practitioners are handled a little differently from those of ordinary people.”

			I nodded to show I was following.

			“Yes,” he cleared his throat, “in the case of practitioners the White Court is always considered as a party in the testament, whether they are specifically named or not.”

			“Why would that be? Is it like a tax or something?” I did my best to look suspicious, and hard done by.

			“Ah no, no, no. Nothing like that, I assure you. It’s simply that any practitioner will have left scientific artifacts and appliances—machines, theorems—that can’t be used by ordinary people. The White Court reserves to itself the right to take such property and examine, distribute, or even dispose of it as they find necessary. Everything else named in your kinsman’s testament, any monies, real property, jewelry, and so forth, is yours to deal with as specified in the document.” Now he leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, and spoke to me in a more intimate voice. “The fact is, my dear Dom Albainil, the residue of Xandra Albainil’s estate will come to you.” He raised his eyebrows in a suggestive manner. I looked as innocent as possible.

			“Well, that’s all right, then,” I said. “When does this all happen?”

			“I notified the White Court when I got your message yesterday and they will see you in their receiving hall tomorrow, at midmorning.”

			“Tomorrow? So quickly? Did Xandra leave lots of important scientific stuff, then?” My stomach knotted, my mouth dried. I took a tentative sip of my lemon drink.

			“Oh no, you needn’t be concerned about that. You must understand that Practitioner Albainil has been missing, and presumed dead of course, for quite some time. Fifty years at least, perhaps more. It’s hard to tell with practitioners, isn’t it?” He waited for me to nod again. “Whatever items he left behind would be so out-of-date that they’d only be of historical or academic interest to the White Court. Still, they have their rights.”

			“That makes sense.” I picked up my gloves and stood. “I’ll see you at midmorning tomorrow, then? Will we meet at the White Court gate?”

			“Best you come here first, Dom. Best for you to appear with your advocate at your side. If you are here just before midmorning, I’ll have a carriage waiting to take us over. It’s not far.”

			Meaning you think they’ll try to rob you of your fee if you don’t deliver me yourself.

			“Until tomorrow, then.” The clerk showed me out.
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			Fenra

			The moment Arlyn was out of sight I began to think I should have gone with him after all. I could not know what, or who, was waiting for him at the advocate’s offices. But following him unnoticed would now be difficult. In my own clothing, any passerby would know me for a practitioner, and their interest might alert Arlyn. On the other hand, even if I could persuade the staff of the hotel to lend or sell me ordinary clothing, practitioners were required to wear their colors while in the City, and so my clothing would change, whether I liked it or not. Ordinarily I could see why, and ordinarily I would agree. But ordinary was not a good description of our circumstances.

			Rather than sit and worry, I decided to attend the White Court and see my mentor, the Senior Lorist Medlyn Tierell. He would be surprised to see me in the City—usually he came to me—but I felt his knowledge and advice would be more than useful to us.

			Much as I would have liked to have Terith with me, he had earned his rest, and I asked the footman who had brought up our baggage to send for a public conveyance. I did not want to walk all the way and arrive dusty and worn out.

			As instructed, the carriage driver took me as close as he could get to the West Bridge. The White Court, or the Practitioners’ Court as it’s sometimes called, is made up of a number of interconnecting buildings, towers, laneways, arcades, courtyards, gardens, and patios that stand on a long, narrow promontory cut off from the rest of the City by the rivers Garro and Denil, accessible only by the West and East Bridges. Once or twice in the past there has been animosity between the two Courts, and the White’s location made it easy to cut itself off from the rest of the City. Stories say that once the then-Headmaster had diverted the flow of the Garro to irrigate new gardens and fountains. When the City protested, both bridges were closed, and the City forgot, for a time, that the White Court even existed.

			A mild drizzle had started while I was in the carriage, but as I walked across the West Bridge the sky cleared and the rain faded away. Except on very rare occasions, it only rains on the White Court at night.

			I passed by dormitories and through study halls, threading my way along the narrow alleys, wider promenades, and open squares that made the White Court into a maze it can take months to learn. Almost everyone I passed wore apprentice gray, and almost all of them peered at me from the corners of their eyes, as if to see a practitioner was a rare thing. I expected at any moment to be approached, as any unrecognized practitioner would have been in my day. It seemed that apprentices were not as curious today as we were then.

			Finally I arrived at the bulky five-story red stone tower that held the teaching staff’s offices and, for some, their personal workrooms. I found Medlyn at his desk with a thick book open in front of him, exactly as he had been when I had last seen him in this room. Perhaps because it had been so long since I had seen him in his office, I saw for the first time how old he had become. Not all practitioners can stop their own aging, though most can slow it, and my professor was obviously now in the second category. In the past, many people at the Red Court have approached the White to have their aging stopped, or at least slowed. Official policy was that it wouldn’t be done. Which didn’t mean it hadn’t been done once or twice when the two Courts had been on exceptionally good terms.

			Medlyn’s wards flashed as I stepped through them, and he looked up, his face glowing with delight when he recognized me. By the time he pushed himself to his feet, however, the look became troubled. Hands outstretched, he returned my kiss on his cheek with an embrace of his own. He waved me to his visitor’s chair and resumed his own seat, taking his weight on his wrists as he lowered himself.

			“You didn’t say you were coming to court when I saw you last—not that I’m not pleased to see you—but this isn’t the best time for visits to the City. Had you sent me a note, I would have been happy to come to you.”

			Though he held the position of Senior Lorist, Medlyn’s passion was transportation and movement. I knew that he must have perfected at least one of the forrans he had been working on when I was still his apprentice, but unfortunately etiquette prevented me from asking for specific information. A practitioner’s forrans were private until they were ready to be revealed to the Court and shared.

			Behind him the door to his laboratory stood open, and I could see a number of familiar olive wood models of bridges and fountains sitting on the shelves. “Looks like you have even more models now—though they are a bit dusty.”

			Medlyn did not so much turn his head as his whole upper body. “Well, they come in handy.”

			I wondered if Medlyn was actually ill, rather than just getting old. I would watch for a chance to ask, though again it would go against etiquette.

			“The problem that brings me didn’t surface until after you were gone,” I said. He smiled and nodded for me to continue. “I am not sure where to begin, but . . . what do you know of Xandra Albainil?”

			He pulled his head back into the deep collar of his blazing white shirt. “Xandra? Xandra Albainil? That’s a name I haven’t heard since my own student days. How on earth did you come across it?” His hands trembled as he shut his book and set it to one side. His smile was exactly the same as it had ever been. “He was a notable scholar.” Medlyn frowned without looking up. “It’s true that when I’ve come across his name before—and that’s rarely—it’s always been in connection with some notable forran that’s either known to be his or at least is attributed to him.”

			“Such as?”

			“Well, he created the earrings, for one thing, that’s known.”

			Which proved Arlyn was older than he claimed to be. I lowered my practitioner’s hand from my earlobe.

			“And the forran that makes the vaults possible, that’s always been considered one of his—at least by those who bother to look into these things, which frankly, my dear, generally means me.” Medlyn tapped on the desk top with the index finger of his right hand. “The reason I’d heard of him is that he’d spent quite a bit of time investigating alternative ways to travel, and I had a look at his work for a project of my own.” He tilted his head in the direction of the open workshop door behind him. “I read once that he’d developed a forran that found another world, but I think that was just rumor. More important, for his time at least, Xandra Albainil was probably the White Court’s greatest student of the nature of the world itself, its origins, and how the Modes function. He was one of the early supporters of the theory that it was practitioners who created the Modes—not the other way around—but I couldn’t find that he’d proved it one way or another.”

			I remembered Arlyn’s casual reference to a Maker and frowned.

			“Now, are you ready to tell me why you’re here, now, asking about a practitioner whose name has crossed no one else’s lips in all of my lifetime?”

			“It appears that a friend of mine is a distant relative—very distant, from what you are saying—and he has been named executor of Xandra’s testament, as the practitioner has been declared dead.”

			Medlyn folded his hands across his stomach. Veins stood out on their backs, and his bony wrists poked out of cuffs that were suddenly too large. How had I not seen this before? “I’ve heard nothing of this,” he said finally. “Though I must tell you that I’ve been neglecting my chair on the council lately, and focusing on my own concerns. I’ll say one thing, however. Having a practitioner declared dead is not something entered into lightly. The mandatory wait from the last known contact is very long.” He frowned. “Very long.” He raised his eyes to me. “Even so, there is usually some highly significant reason prompting such an action.”

			“I suppose so,” I said. He knew there was something I was not telling him, but he was honorable enough not to ask. Or he knew me well enough to know that, left to myself, I would tell him freely. Eventually. “But as I said, my friend, Arlyn Albainil, is summoned to attend to his relative’s affairs.”

			“I would have given odds against their finding a kinsman, after so long a time.”

			“Well, he is not exactly—”

			We were interrupted by a young woman in apprentice gray pushing a familiar high-wheeled, rosewood cart carrying two etched glass goblets and a tall crystal pitcher from which the most delicious smell escaped. I noticed, again as if no time had passed, that several leather-bound volumes of what Medlyn had always called the Practical Biographies were stacked on the lower shelf. I had not seen any signal from him, but I did not need to. Once upon a time that apprentice would have been me. I waited until the girl left, trying hard to disguise her interest in me, before taking up the pitcher. I noted with some amusement that what I poured into Medlyn’s glass was different in scent and color from what I poured into mine. Apparently he had perfected another of the forrans he had been working on when I was a student. Medlyn waited until we both had our drinks in front of us before resuming our discussion.

			“Of course they’d need a blood relation if they want to open Xandra’s vault. I must warn you, I’ve seen the forran for this procedure, and it’s very dangerous for the person involved. In fact, if that person isn’t a practitioner, it’s not advised.”

			I fidgeted in my seat. Suddenly it wasn’t as comfortable as it had been a moment before. “I thought it might be something like that,” I admitted. “How should I advise my friend?”

			Medlyn took a careful sip and sat back. His eyes narrowed and I knew he was scanning his brain for all possibilities and consequences before answering my question. Including the consequence of answering the question.

			His words when he finally spoke were exactly what I would have expected. “If it appears that something of great value could be in the vault, that would be one thing . . . Let us see what the archives tell us.”

			Obedient to his gesture, I set down my glass and fetched out the top book from the shelf under the cart—as always, it was the one needed at the moment. For years Medlyn had kept an archive of all practitioners, researching and adding new information whenever any was found. Though the lists were alphabetical, the size of each individual volume never changed, a feat maintained by a forran designed by Medlyn himself. He always said he would pass along the knowledge before he died.

			I wondered if he had recently done so.

			Medlyn held the book up between his two hands and let it fall open, as it always did, to the page he wanted. “Albainil’s dates are given in the usual way,” Medlyn said after reading for a while. “That is, in relation to other events of note. Without looking up the events themselves, all I can tell you quickly is that we are speaking of many generations of mundanes. Hmmm. Forrans of location.” Medlyn looked up. “That would be the earrings.”

			As the movement of his finger reached the end of the entry, Medlyn grew even paler, and his hands trembled again. “There is a different hand here,” he said, tapping the page with his index finger. “And yet it isn’t different.” He drew in his brows. “More as though it were added after many years.”

			“What does it say?” I asked, though I had a feeling I knew already.

			“Apparently that he planned to locate a Godstone.” I heard the capital letter in his tone. “In those days the White Court was more democratic than we are at present. If he’d wanted to do such a search now, he would have to ask permission of the High Council. In his time, the council was really just an informal group sharing news of their individual projects.”

			“Why? I mean, does he say why he wanted to find one?”

			“His stated purpose was to take control of the Modes.”

			My entire body felt numb, and his next words seemed to come from far away.

			“Unfortunately, it isn’t clear whether he succeeded. This last entry indicates that he entered his vault one day and was never heard from again.” He sat back and pressed the palms of his hands together, his frown creating a pattern of wrinkles around his eyes.

			“Would it be dangerous?”

			“My dear. An artifact that could control the Modes? Anything could be possible. He could have changed or even destroyed the world itself.”

			And the thing was still in his vault, I thought.

			“There could be no good reason for anyone to want such a thing,” I said aloud.

			“If it exists,” Medlyn said with a pointed change in tone. “If this is more than theory and Xandra Albainil was experimenting with the Modes, and if he decided of his own free will to seal the thing away and disappear, it isn’t because the thing is harmless.”

			My old mentor’s words hung between us as if suspended in the suddenly cold air. I folded my arms and tucked my frozen fingers into my armpits. “And my friend?” I said. “What should we do?”

			“If he is indeed a friend,” he said finally, still with that odd tone. “Tell him to go to the Red Court now. Immediately.”

			Strange advice from a practitioner. “Why the Red Court?”

			“As things are between the Courts at the moment, the Red may be his best friend. In the event of a hearing, they would insist that the White Court be required to state exactly why they needed your friend—what they hoped to gain. If the White refused to cooperate, your friend would be excused outright. If they reveal their purpose, they would need to convince the Red Court that the technology—as they call it now—hidden away is worth the risk to your friend’s life. In effect, they must agree to force him to take part. And that, given the current political climate, is extremely unlikely to happen.”

			Moving automatically, I took the archive back from Medlyn and returned it to the cart. I picked up my half-empty glass and found my drink still cold. “I wish I did not know any of this,” I said.

			“The first time you said that was the last time you sat where you’re sitting now. When you told me you were going to leave before your exams for second class.” For a moment Medlyn’s smile took away all his years.

			“You did not argue with me, as I recall.”

			“No,” he said, his smile fading. “But the Court was becoming an unpleasant place, even then—fewer scholars, more politicians. You wouldn’t have wanted to use your strength in the way you would have had to, to survive. And I wouldn’t have wanted to watch you doing it. Better that you, and the others like you, should ride things out in safer, saner places.”

			“I’m not sure I have the strength to face what might be coming now.”

			“You have it, trust me.” Medlyn took a small sip from his own glass.
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			Arlyn

			When I stepped into our suite and found the rooms empty, I realized I’d expected Fenra to be waiting for me. Suddenly I felt like just leaving, walking out and never coming back. Fenra, for one, would be safer without me. But the reasons I couldn’t do that hadn’t changed. Even setting aside the lowness, I’d had to bring her. I needed her for more than keeping me level. I was almost certain that if I’d explained she would have agreed to help me anyway—she was a better person than I had ever been—but almost wasn’t good enough.

			I heard what were unmistakably her feet on the stairs. I stood to one side of the windows so as not to have the light behind me. She would have no trouble seeing my face. As the door swung open we both spoke at once.

			“What’s happened?”

			“You first,” she said, closing the door behind her and tossing her gloves and hat onto the table. Her face had a look I didn’t remember seeing before, not even when the Ullios had brought her their mostly dead child. She turned the second chair at the dining table around and sat down facing me. She began to work off her left boot with the toe of her right, face squinching with the effort. Once it was off, Fenra held still, boot in hand, eyes lowered, listening to my summary of what I’d learned at the advocate’s, finally nodding. Obviously something besides our present difficulties worried her. She sat up straighter and focused her eyes on me.

			“Just what is the procedure to open another’s vault? Why might it kill you if you were not a practitioner?”

			“You don’t have a vault of your own.” It wasn’t phrased as a question, but I waited for her to respond nonetheless.

			“Never saw the need for one,” she agreed. “My work has always been healing, and there isn’t much secrecy or danger to that. Except for classwork, I have created no artifacts, accumulated no potions other than what I make or carry with me as needed. A vault would have been an unnecessary use of power.” She pulled off her right boot, set it down next to the left, stretched her toes, flexed her feet. In the village she’d worn mostly sandals, like everyone else.

			“You know the theory, however?”

			“A little more than that. For our exams we had to create a vault, even if it was just a small one. Whether we could make one or not had some bearing on what class of practitioner we would join. Of course, it was a long time ago. I am not sure I could make one now.”

			Which told me that Fenra was not the class three practitioner she pretended to be, something I’d long suspected. It wasn’t until class two that you needed to be able to create small vaults of the kind Fenra referred to. I wondered, not for the first time, just how old Fenra was. True, one of her professors was still living, but considering that the average lifespan of practitioners was indefinite, the old man’s continued existence proved very little.

			“So you remember then that there’s no artifact, no external object used to seal the vault when it’s created, though one can be made later as a key. The pattern comes out of the practitioner herself, created from the practitioner’s own blood and bone, and only that same blood and bone can access the pattern. Without a key, there is no forran, no other object that anyone else can use to open the seal.”

			“And your vault has no key. So without the blood and bone of the practitioner himself, you can use the next best thing, a blood kinsman?” She rose, carrying her boots to place them outside the door, where the boot boy would pick them up for cleaning.

			“A powerful enough practitioner can. I’ve seen it done successfully . . . once.” When I didn’t elaborate, Fenra stopped, leaned against the closed door.

			“Successfully in that the vault was opened but the kinsman did not survive? That’s what Medlyn told me might happen,” she added. “But it won’t kill you, will it? Can they force you to take part? I mean, seeing as you no longer have power to protect yourself.”

			I didn’t answer. This was the time for me to tell her what I needed her for. My teeth clenched. Fenra stayed leaning against the door of the suite, arms crossed, looking at me. From her face, I didn’t have to tell her.

			“Arlyn. I know what you said before, but I think we should leave. Medlyn said that if you go to the Red Court you can question the summons, make the White Court show their hand.” She explained in more detail what her professor had advised.

			“Perhaps we shouldn’t have come,” I said finally.

			“It’s not too late,” she said. “We can still leave.”

			“You might be allowed to come and go as you please, but it may be too late for me. The advocate has already told the White Court I’m here, remember, made an appointment for tomorrow.”

			Fenra opened her mouth to protest, but she must have remembered that she was talking to another practitioner, and not an ordinary citizen. It’s long been the White Court’s policy not to let the people know exactly how much they can do. They didn’t keep track of every citizen all the time, though that was due to lack of resources, not desire. They could, however, pinpoint any individual in the City and its immediate environs, and someone who didn’t arrive for an appointment was definitely someone they would want to locate.

			As for going to the Red Court, that could be a problem as well. A practitioner could easily find someone to do him the favor of handing us over, in exchange for some favor in return.

			“I am coming with you tomorrow.”

			Now it was my turn to open my mouth to protest, and close it again without speaking. That was, after all, exactly why she was with me. “How do we explain your presence?”

			“Simple.” She went into her bedroom, emerged slippers in hand. “When you thought it was just the advocate you needed to see, your friend who accompanied you to the City minded her own business. Once you learned that the White Court was involved, you got nervous, and your friend assured you there was nothing to worry about, and came with you to prove it.” She waited until I nodded before continuing. “I would not be expected to know what unsealing a vault involves,” she pointed out. “I am only a third-class practitioner, remember.” She kept her eyes fixed on mine until I nodded my agreement.

			“So,” she said. “Tell me about the Godstone.”
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			Three
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			Fenra

			THE WAY ADVOCATE Lossingter’s mouth tightened made his unhappiness with my presence obvious. Unfortunately for him, no mundane had any say over the comings and goings of a practitioner, and besides, Arlyn wanted me there.

			After as short a carriage ride as the advocate had promised we entered the Court by the East Bridge, the one set aside for mundanes. Unlike the West Bridge I had used the day before, this entrance had guards checking the business of everyone entering. Their blue tabards, with the old-fashioned cut, were reassuringly familiar.

			For me they had no questions, only informal salutes. The others had to explain themselves.

			“Advocate Lossingter and Dom Arlyn Albainil to meet with Practitioner Metenari.”

			When I heard the name, I wished I had skipped breakfast. Of all the people who had been apprentices with me, Santaron Metenari was my least favorite. I hovered in the background when we entered the conference room in the North Tower. I noticed his jacket was too tight, something you rarely see among practitioners. Like everyone else our clothes conform to our bodies as we travel from Mode to Mode—another element that mundanes do not notice. When not traveling, we buy new clothes or have ours altered like any mundane. From the tightness of his clothing, Metenari had not been out of the City since his weight gain and had not bothered to buy new. Now that I thought about it, his clothing had always been on the tight side. Even when we were apprentices, he somehow arranged to be courier for only one mouth instead of the usual six. His eyes flicked over me, surprise flashing over his face for an instant as he took in my clothing, before he dismissed me with a charming smile that didn’t reach his eyes. I could tell he did not recognize me.

			He should have. I had entered the White Court several years after Metenari, but I caught up to his level quickly, as he was among the stodgier of my fellow apprentices. As I traveled more, my own progression slowed, however, and he lost interest in me. Santaron had a keen political sense, and took little notice of classes inferior to his own. Hal used to say that no one knew better where the potions were poured.

			“Welcome, welcome. You’re Arlyn Albainil? Executor of the testament of the practitioner Xandra Albainil?”

			Arlyn inclined his head in a shallow bow. “So they tell me.”

			“It’s wonderful that you were able to come so promptly, Dom Albainil. I take it your advocate has explained the White Court’s interest in this matter?” Metenari turned to me. “You’re more than welcome to sit in the observation area, Practitioner.”

			“I am here as a friend of Dom Albainil’s,” I said, putting on as strong a country accent as I could. Instinct told me that if he actually did not remember me, I should keep it that way.

			“Wonderful.” He widened his eyes at me, but there was still no recognition in them. I kept my face straight.

			“I knew nothing of this,” Lossingter was quick to chime in.

			“Practitioner Lowens is from my village,” Arlyn said, as we had planned. “She was good enough to come with me when I told her I was coming to the City. I’ve never traveled so far before,” he added, making himself sound even more of a bumpkin than I was pretending to be. He’d even pronounced my name as strangely as he could, LoWENSS, and Metenari still did not react. Though it suited my purpose, I had to admit it annoyed me to be so easily forgotten.

			When we were finally all sitting at the round table in the center of the room, Metenari offered refreshments, but in such an abstracted way that no one accepted, though obviously the advocate wanted to. His face bright with enthusiasm, Metenari opened a folder, much stained, full of papers which crackled with age. I sat up straight. These were clearly not documents known to Medlyn Tierell, and I studied them as carefully as I could while feigning disinterest. My old mentor would be interested in as much detail as I could get him. I could see a faint haze of purple, as if someone had shaken open lilac blooms over the paper. So the papers were so old they required preservation. I resisted the urge to look at Arlyn. Just how old was he?

			“Advocate Lossingter has explained that we need your assistance to open your kinsman’s vault, though we do not need your permission.” Metenari’s musical tones made this a statement, not a question, but Arlyn answered it anyway.

			“Yes, that’s right, but my friend here tells me that it’s dangerous for me, what you’re suggesting. I know you’ve your rights and all, but does that mean I should put myself at risk? I mean, I have rights too, you know.”

			Two little red spots appeared in Metenari’s cheeks, and he took a deep, calming breath, his lips quirking into a stiff smile.

			“Let me assure you, Dom Albainil, that with all due respect to your friend’s learning—” I could almost see the words “village practitioner” passing through his mind, “—there is no longer any danger associated with aiding the White Court in the opening of a practitioner relative’s vault.” Now his tone was one of a patient teacher instructing a politically important but backward student. “In the past that may well have been so, but our techniques and knowledge have moved quite a fair piece along the Road from those primitive days.”

			It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him how many such unsealings had been done with the “new” techniques, but caution prevailed.

			“And let me assure you further of the utmost importance of what we are doing. You would be assisting in a project of the highest level of value to the entire world.”

			Arlyn was nodding, but his frown and wrinkled brow showed him perplexed. “I see,” he said finally. “Though I still don’t know how you think I can help you. I don’t know anything about the practice.”

			“Ah.” Metenari’s tone was more than condescending. “You let me worry about that, Dom. You may know something you’re not even aware you know.”

			“If you say so. Still . . .” Arlyn twisted his mouth to one side and tilted his head. “It’s all so new—I’d like to think it over some.”

			“If you think that’s wise, of course.” Again his tone was gentle, but I had seen Metenari’s lips crimp in the corners, and thought that what he really wanted was to take this country lad by the neck and shake him into immediate agreement. “I must advise you, as a friend, not to take too long, however, Dom Albainil. As you pointed out, we all have our rights here, and I would be ready to take this matter to the Red Court if it should become necessary.”

			Advocate Lossingter perked up at the thought of more fees. I do not know who he thought was going to pay them.

			“Ah, well, no,” Arlyn said. “I’d just like a day or two to get used to the idea that I’ll be participating in some scientific project. This is all so new to me.”

			“Naturally so. I look forward to hearing from you.” He turned and nodded just enough to be polite. “Advocate. Practitioner.”

			I stood when Arlyn did, returned Metenari’s nod without meeting his eye. Lossingter scrambled to follow us out.
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			Arlyn

			It took us longer than it should have to get rid of the advocate. I could see signs of impatience in the tight muscle of Fenra’s jaw. Finally we agreed to meet with him again the following day to “review our options.” At that, he only left us at the East Gate because it was clear we weren’t returning to our hotel, after all. Instead, Fenra linked her arm through mine and led me back into the maze of the White Court’s buildings.

			“You knew him,” I said as we crossed through a corner of the rose gardens. “The plump practitioner.” The corner of her mouth twitched, but she didn’t smile.

			“I hope it wasn’t that obvious to him, though come to think of it, Metenari probably takes it for granted that other people recognize him.” She slowed down and I matched my pace to hers. “From what I remember of him,” Fenra said, knocking a loose piece of gravel to one side of the flagstone path with her toe, “and from his attitude this morning, this is his project.” She waited, hand outstretched to the nose of a passing dog, until the elderly practitioner on the other end of the leash pulled him away with a sidewise look at our linked arms. “Do you believe what he had to say about the unsealing ceremony?”

			“Not for a minute. I’m with your old mentor on this one. I don’t doubt the White Court has made some advances since my time, but the fundamental rules of the practice don’t change no matter how hard you work on them.” I stuck my hands into the pockets of my trousers.

			“So why did you agree? Are we not just delaying the inevitable?”

			We entered a large rectangular courtyard almost filled by a long pool full of water lilies. The last time I’d seen this place, the water had been kept clear—this was called the Mirror Patio because it reflected the buildings around it. I thought she meant to walk through the patio, but instead she led me to one of the stone benches under the arcade, sitting back with a sigh and taking a deep breath.

			“It’s not just a delay,” I told her, keeping my voice low. “I have a different plan entirely. We, or rather you, are going to reseal the vault. Then I can’t be used to unlock it.”

			She went very still, paled as much as someone of her complexion could. Her nostrils flared, her right hand began to close. Her eyes fixed on the edge of the path.

			“Reseal,” she said finally, without looking at me. She rose to her feet. “Come with me.” She started down another path without checking to see if I followed. I did, of course, but not without asking where we were going.

			“To Medlyn Tierell. He can help us.”

			Naturally I recognized the building she led me to, the barred windows on the first floor, the wide treads of the staircase, even the worn spot on the tiled corner where over time the touch of fingers had worn away the glaze. Medlyn Tierell’s office and workroom were on the third floor. My office had been on the sixth, the top floor. I liked to be up high.

			I’d always avoided him when he made his visits to the village, and I admit to being a little shocked at how old Fenra’s mentor looked. I’d never known any practitioner to show that much age. He sat looking at the door as we arrived, as if he’d been expecting us, the eyes bright and sparkling in his wrinkled face. His hand—his practitioner’s hand—shook as he held it out to Fenra. His head, when he turned his smile to me, trembled only slightly less.

			Once we were sitting down—me in the only visitor’s chair, Fenra with one hip propped on the edge of the desk—Fenra spoke.

			“Now, tell Medlyn what you told me.”

			“I want Fenra to reseal my vault.”

			“So, you found the Godstone after all, though the records don’t say so?” I could tell from the surprised look Fenra gave him that she hadn’t told Tierell who I really was. The old man was hard to fool. “Fenra is more powerful than she pretends, but is she powerful enough to lock the Godstone away?” Medlyn’s voice had an undertone I didn’t understand, at first.

			“It took all of his own power to contain it,” Fenra told him.

			I shut my eyes, called myself every kind of fool. No wonder she’d brought me here—where she had support—before letting me go any further. I used to be able to explain things clearly. “Fenra, I’m so sorry.” Which was worse, I wondered, that she believed I would happily use her—or anyone—to undo my mistake? Or that she was right?

			She let her gray eyes focus on the top of the desk before lifting them again to mine. “What exactly are you sorry for?”

			“This misunderstanding.” I looked at them both, made sure I had their attention. “I never intended to replace my seal with yours, but to intertwine yours with mine, changing it enough that anyone trying to use only my pattern would fail.”

			Fenra turned to her old mentor. “Would that work?”

			Tierell’s eyes looked into the middle distance for a moment, and then he smiled. “Not only should it work, but it should be permanent.” Fenra pulled her right leg up, propping her heel on the desk. “The vault can never be opened, since no one else will know there are two seals,” the old man continued. “And all with no danger to you, since you will just be adding to the existing seal, not making it yourself.”

			I was relieved Tierell saw so quickly. “Once we have Fenra’s seal in place as well as mine, nothing Metenari tries will work.”

			“So. To the practical,” Fenra said, straightened to her feet. “I have only made one such seal in my life. All theory, no practice.”

			“Have no worries,” Tierell said. “I remember examining you on that occasion, and I assure you you’ll have no trouble when the time comes.”

			I thought so. Lack of practice might affect execution, but no practitioner above third class had a poor enough memory to forget how to do something once they’d learned how. And Fenra was not third class, or even second, whatever she pretended.

			“Good.” Fenra nodded again, and picked up her stick from where she’d laid it down on the desk. Then her brow furrowed. “Can we do this intertwining without undoing your seal?”

			“Yes.” I didn’t voice my uncertainty aloud. If I was wrong, and our attempt to strengthen it opened my seal—my breathing speeded up, and I did my best to control it. I didn’t want to face the Godstone again. I had a back-up plan, but I hoped I wouldn’t have to try it.
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			Fenra

			As we were preparing to leave, Medlyn came out from behind his desk and asked Arlyn to give us a moment in private. Arlyn eyed the closed office door skeptically.

			“I’d rather not stand in the corridor. Do you mind if I . . .” He gestured toward Medlyn’s workroom.

			“Not at all, please.”

			Once the workroom door was closed behind him, Medlyn turned to me, gesturing for me to take the chair. He leaned back against the front of his desk and smiled at me, ankles and wrists crossed. “Tell me,” he said. “What’s troubling you?”

			“You mean, besides the idea of the Godstone?”

			“You knew about that before you came in. There’s more now.”

			I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I am facing a harsh truth,” I said. “Any rational being, most especially any practitioner, knows that a single person has no importance compared to the fate of the world . . . you just never really think that’s going to apply to you.”

			Medlyn reached over and patted me on the shoulder. “When I was younger than you are now, I might have thought of this as a great adventure. Now? I have to say I’m more than a little relieved that I’m too old to do anything but give advice.”

			I took his hand in mine. I felt bone, and skin, and very little else. “Is there something I could do?”

			His laugh brought a smile to my face. “Here when I’ve just told you I’d be relieved to miss this particular experience? Thank you, my dear, it’s kind of you to offer. But I’ve reached the point where not even someone of your talent can do very much. It’s come a little faster than I expected, but I’ve seen my days, and I’m ready.” He patted my hand. “I’m glad you came, though I’m sorry for what brought you. I’m sorry . . .”

			“At least come outside with us, just for a bit, for fresh air if nothing else. It’s a month at least since you came to see me, have you left your rooms since then?”

			His face broke into a warm smile. “Oh my dear, you’d be surprised where I’ve been lately, and how I got there.” He held up his hand. I thought I saw it trembling. “But not today,” he added. “Though I thank you for asking.”

			“In that case.” I stood. “I will take my final leave now, if I may. I do not know where my next days will take me.”

			He took my face in his hands. His fingers were like ice. “You were not my best pupil—though you came close! Very close. But you were my favorite.” His eyes twinkled. “Be well, Practitioner Fenra Lowens, craft-daughter.”

			“Farewell, Lorist Medlyn Tierell, craft-father. I will.” This would be the first and last time we used those words to each other. A relationship always known, and never before acknowledged.

			I was at the workroom door, my hand on the knob, when his soft voice called me back.

			“I almost forgot. I must have known you were coming today, my dear. I brought this with me. It would have found its way to you, after, but since you are here, take it with you now.” He pulled at a chain around his neck, freeing a gold locket with a blue enameled design on the cover from under his shirt. He held it out to me. I stepped toward him, hand outstretched, and then I hesitated.

			“I have no blood kin left, Fenra, no kinsman of any kind,” he said. “With this, you will not need one.”

			The locket was still warm from his skin.

			Luckily for me, Arlyn did not want to talk on the way back to the hotel. He must have seen that Medlyn’s private words had affected me greatly. We both pretended to find the buildings we passed of overwhelming interest. Once back at Ginglen’s, I let Arlyn go up to our rooms alone. I needed to see Terith. He would be missing me as much as I was missing him. I told him my news while I stroked his face, and he told me his, puffing air into my ears. He had been well looked after, I was happy to hear, though he suspected Dom Ginglen paid for first-class oats and received second-class. Suddenly Terith raised his head, and flicked his ears in the direction of the far end of the mews. Lifting my eyebrows, I followed his suggestion and went to find the source of the noise.

			The mews was narrow, but long, and probably ran behind both the hotel and the house next to it. The cobbled yard was surrounded by a dressed stone wall, with a gate in the end nearest Terith’s stall. I followed the narrow yard to the far end, where I pushed open the stall door. Three faces looked up at me, two startled adults with mouths open, and one young girl with lips pressed tight together to keep in the sound of pain. Pain I could do something about.

			“Let me help,” I said, stepping into the stall and crouching down next to where Dom Ginglen knelt at the girl’s side, a footman I had never seen before on the other. Both adult faces were now impassive, though the footman was noticeably pale.

			“Thank you, Practitioner, but it isn’t necessary. We can manage.”

			“You are not managing, that is the point. Let me help.”

			“We can’t pay,” the footman blurted out.

			“Did I ask for payment?” As gently as I could, considering my feeling of urgency, I took him by the shoulders and set him aside.

			“Practitioners can’t work without a permit,” Ginglen said. “And we can’t afford one.”

			I looked up from the injured girl’s sweating face. “What? Since when?”

			“Since four years ago come the equinox,” he said. “We tried to make an appointment, but even the surety they asked for was more than we had. We tried to take care of her ourselves, but she’s getting worse.”

			“Of course she is,” I said. “An infection has started.” I sighed and rubbed the palms of my hands together.

			“They said,” the footman offered tentatively. “They told us that in any case a new theorem would have to be written, and that would cost extra.” I noted the new City term for a forran. Things had been heading in this direction even while I was still an apprentice.

			“We tried to sell our Albainil, but the only one who offered to buy it wouldn’t give enough.”

			“What next?” I shook my head. “This is why I stay away from the City.” When I felt my hands had reached the temperature of the girl’s skin, I set them carefully around her face. I felt the source of infection as a cold spot just under the skin, below her left armpit. A rib had cracked and a small sliver of bone had broken free and punctured the lung. Just a tiny puncture, but made slightly worse every time the girl took a breath.

			“Sleep,” I told her, and she did.

			This was a garden, a little overgrown, as if the gardening staff had been on holiday since the start of the season. I walked quickly past what would normally be pretty borders, beds of flowers, and topiary animals of the kind that would delight a child, ponies, puppies, kittens, and rabbits. Then I found a place where a spiky-leaved ivy had overgrown its ornamental urn, poking a new tendril into a nearby rosebush.

			Very subtle, I told myself.

			As I was restoring the errant tendril to its own place and rearranging the disturbed rosebush, I heard something rustling behind me, but by the time I turned around I saw nothing moving. I smiled. Had the topiary bunny twitched its nose? I gave it a pat on the head as I fell back on my rump, grazing the palms of my hands on the cobblestones of the stall. My knees were jelly, and though my arms propped me up, I could feel my elbows shaking.

			“Her color is better,” the footman said, as he took the girl’s hand. “She’s my niece,” he added, turning to me. “She just came to work with us last month. I don’t know what I would have told my sister.” He cleared his throat. “Thank you, Practitioner. Are you going to get into trouble for this?”

			“Not if no one speaks of it.”

			“We were told the White Court would know if someone used the practice without permission. Some machine tells them.”

			If I had been stronger, I would have laughed out loud. “That they cannot do, I assure you. It’s only something they say when they wish to frighten people into obeying. There’s no one left who can create so complicated a machine as that.” Maybe Arlyn could have written such a forran, when he was Xandra. “I am sorry things in the City have reached this state. It was different in my day.”

			“You say we don’t have to pay you, but surely—we won’t charge you for the room.”

			“It’s not me you are charging, it is my companion.”

			“There must be something—”

			“There is.” I accepted his help in rising to my feet. My legs still felt rubbery, but a meal should take care of that. “Look after Terith.” I waved at where he looked with interest through the opening in his own stall. “If something should happen to me, take care of him.” I turned back with my hand on the stall door. “Oh, and by the way, you should check the quality of your oats. Your grain merchant may be cheating you.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			We had only been in the City a little more than two days, and the change in Arlyn was noticeable. On the Road, he had been ready to follow my lead, relying on my more recent experience. This City version of Arlyn was more confident, assertive, even decisive. In the village, I had only seen him like this when he was beginning a new piece of furniture.

			I felt I was starting to understand what might have caused Arlyn’s lowness. A practitioner’s power began with an unconscious inclination to travel, and grew, through study and practice, to a fully conscious awareness of internal power—an awareness that never faded. Having the awareness without the power would be more than enough to loosen Arlyn’s grip on his self, and on the world around him. It had taken him a long time, exactly how long I was still afraid to ask, to reach the state of catatonia in which I had found him. I wondered how long it would have taken him to die of it. If, indeed, that was possible.

			Back in our suite, I found Arlyn leaning over the dining table, braced on his hands. He must have begged some paper from one of the servants. The suite had come furnished with writing instruments and paper, but there hadn’t been so large a piece as this. Arlyn straightened as I joined him at the table, rubbing his upper lip before resting his chin in his hand.

			“I couldn’t get any colored inks,” he said. “Can you color these lines for me?”

			I frowned at the paper. “Is this ink made from cuttlefish or charcoal?”

			“Cuttlefish, why?”

			“I do better with things that once lived—and do not talk to me about charcoal, the cuttlefish lived more recently.”

			I forgot how tired I was when I examined Arlyn’s design more closely. Asymmetrical, and yet pleasing to the eye. I knew what it was, of course, I just hadn’t thought Arlyn still capable of drawing one.

			“What colors do you need?”

			“This line here.” He pointed to the line that, while weaving into and through the rest of the pattern, also formed an outer edge. “This should be gold. This one, lavender, this one sage, and this last periwinkle.”

			I raised my eyes to his face. “Rather sprightly, aren’t they?”

			He shrugged. “My focus is crystal,” he said. “Only the prism colors come to me.”

			I nodded, took a deep breath, touched the tip of my left index finger to a spot on the gold line and released the air in my lungs as slowly as I could. There was linen in the paper, glue from bones, and that was enough to help me. For a moment I thought my focus hadn’t been tight enough, but suddenly the line under my finger changed to the warm orange color practitioners call gold. The other colors came more easily as my confidence grew. I remembered, touching the locket under my shirt, that Medlyn used to say there’s a reason what we do is called “practice.” When the colors were all in place I took a step back, brushing the ends of my fingers together to clear the residue of power.

			“Well.” I coughed and cleared my throat. Arlyn handed me a glass of water from the pitcher on the sideboard. “How does it look?”

			A shadow crossed over Arlyn’s face. “I can’t see the colors, you’ll have to tell me.”

			I opened my mouth to respond—and got to a chair just fast enough to save myself from hitting the floor. Arlyn pushed a plate of biscuits within my reach and poured me out a cup of chocolate from a pot covered by an insulating hat. As I crammed a biscuit into my mouth, he took my practitioner’s hand and began massaging it. I could feel the roughness and the calluses on his carpenter’s fingers.

			“What will this do?” I asked, indicating the paper with a nod.

			“When we reach the vault, you’ll use it to call up my seal without having to touch it,” he said, giving the heel of my hand a final rub with his thumbs. “This is the pattern you need to look for.”

			My breath stopped in my throat. His pattern. Arlyn’s pattern. It was as though he put his beating heart into my hand.

			“How do you know I can use it?” I had a sudden image of what would happen if the pattern failed just at the wrong moment.

			For an answer, Arlyn indicated the sheet of paper. “You were able to add the necessary colors to this version, so obviously you can interact with it. What?” he added when I did not respond.

			“I am thinking how much I could have learned from you over the years of our acquaintance if I had known who and what you were.”

			He went still as a statue for a long moment before answering. “You might have learned how to be so sure of yourself that you endangered the whole world.”
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			Arlyn

			We passed through the arched stone opening leading to the enclosed space known as the Headmaster’s gardens. I wondered who was Head now, and whether the position was the same as when I had turned it down. I looked around with interest, recognizing very little except the pattern of the original flagstone paths, grown uneven and mossy under trees and shady areas. The oaks I remembered had been replaced with fruit trees, apples, peaches, oranges, medlars, pomegranates, and mulberries—most of which wouldn’t bear in the same season outside the White Court. New gravel walkways led off toward the distant buildings. Long shadows caused by the setting sun.

			We mingled easily with the students still using the gardens. I walked with my hands clasped behind my back, while Fenra used her silver-headed stick to point out plants and fruits of interest. There were several other people, including one group of seven recently arrived students on a guided tour, doing much the same thing. I got a couple of sideways glances, but otherwise no one took any notice of us.

			We’d agreed that Medlyn Tierell’s office would make the perfect place to wait until dark. It was obvious Fenra wanted to check on the old man, and I wouldn’t mind a chance to ask about some of his wooden models, especially the ones I didn’t recognize.

			We entered a familiar courtyard through a tiled arch I’d never seen before. “Is the Singing Tower much changed?” I looked up and around until I saw the familiar façade against the darkening blue of the sky.

			“Not when I was here last,” Fenra said. “Too many offices and workspaces in use for much renovation to be done.” We walked by three splashing fountains, along another arcade, and through another arched opening, this time one I remembered, and finally to the ancient red stone building we had visited that morning.

			When we reached the third-floor landing I took hold of Fenra’s sleeve cuff with the fingers of my right hand. With my left I indicated the office’s open door.

			“No worries,” she said, her teeth flashing white against her skin. “He always leaves it that way if he’s alone.” She rapped on the door’s middle panel with one knuckle, pushed the door wider open at the same time.

			“Medlyn . . .” Her rough voice died away. The room was emptier than empty. No carpets, no books, no artifacts, no lorist. The same furniture, but all polished and clean. And two boxes, I now saw, full of scrolls and books. I had hold of Fenra just above her elbow; I could tell she felt no touch at all. I increased the pressure of my fingers, gave her a little shake.

			“Fenra.”

			“No, it’s all right.” She touched her cravat as if she was feeling for something under it. “I think I knew when he gave me—but I hoped I was wrong.” She patted my hand and I let go of her.

			“Do we have a new plan?”

			“I think so.” She pulled a locket out of her shirt by its chain and a light dawned. Tierell must have given it to her—I’d never seen it before. “If you agree,” she said, “there is somewhere even safer for us to wait.”

			Fenra stood in the cleared space in front of the desk, and reached for my practitioner’s hand with her right. She held the locket up to eye height in her practitioner’s hand, rubbed it between her fingers. The enameled side would feel warm, the gold side cool. Finally she held it to her forehead, lowered it, manipulated the tiny release to open it, enameled side up.

			At first nothing happened, but just as a frown began to wrinkle her brow, fog spilled slowly out of the open locket. I stood closer to her, careful not to squeeze her hand.

			I saw the fog, I saw the pattern as it began to emerge. I saw no colors. None.

			The pattern moved, expanded, settled around us. The fog disappeared. We were standing in an oval room paneled in a dark streaky wood. Wood paneling in an oval room? I went immediately to the wall to examine the joints. As I suspected, there were none.

			“It feels like him.” Fenra spun slowly around, chin lifted.

			“What do you see?” I asked her. I could tell she was looking at more than bare walls.

			“Books,” she said. Her smile was sad as she stroked the air between two shelves. “You?”

			“Oval room. Zebrawood paneling. Could use a little oil.” I pointed. “Oak bookshelves, empty, section of paneling, bare, a couple of cupboards, and over there some chests.”

			She spun around on her heel. “Nothing more?” Her brow wrinkled, then her expression cleared. She took my practitioner’s hand in hers. The room leaped into life around me.

			She was right. Books, and not just books. Scrolls, tablets, loose papers covered with elegant writing, mechanisms I didn’t understand but that my fingers itched to touch. Since she had me by the hand, I followed Fenra over to a shelf holding a series of wooden models of bridges, fountains, and other public structures. Some of these I’d seen before. Tierell must have moved them from his workroom before he faded. They must have been very precious to him. I wondered if he’d carved them himself, but I didn’t want to ask. Fenra touched a bridge model with a strange smile on her face, and I knew she was lost in some memory. I pulled a book off the shelves, and when I let go of Fenra’s hand, I could still see it.

			Two hours later I put the book back on the shelf, and it and every other artifact in the room disappeared.

			“It’s time, I think.”

			She pulled the locket out.
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			Fenra

			I tucked the locket back into my shirt and shifted the chain until it settled in place. My heart felt unexpectedly light. I thought I had lost him, but it seemed I could visit Medlyn whenever I wanted. As long as the world didn’t end first.

			“So, how does it work? Can we access the seal from here?” I found myself reluctant to leave; Medlyn’s old office, even without him in it, felt so much like home.

			“There’s too much of your old professor left in this room.” Arlyn frowned, the muscles in his face standing out under the skin. “Too much of him, and too many layers,” he said finally. “The pattern is designed for me, or rather, as it’s my pattern, it is me. I can—I could—access my seal from anywhere. But from my mind to the paper, from the paper filtered through you—”

			“Too many layers,” I finished for him. “Too much between me and the workshop. As though we were searching for a room on the wrong floor,” I added, remembering an analogy Medlyn had used once in class. “So what now?”

			“Now we remove a layer,” he said. I raised my left eyebrow. I knew that irritated him. “We go to the right floor—or rather, dropping the metaphor, the right tower. Follow me.”

			More decisive, I thought, which had to be a good thing. It had been a while since I had leveled him, and indecision is a symptom of lowness.

			Arlyn led me out of the building, heading down the narrow alley that ran along the eastern wall. I could hear the soft sound of the Denil River on the other side of the stone. Following the wall brought us to the rear entrance of the Singing Tower, the oldest building on White Court grounds. The wall in this rear section of the building was made up of blocks of stone as large as a riding horse. According to what we had been told as apprentices, this was all that remained of the outer wall of a watchtower, used as part of the original White Court buildings. There were other such remnants throughout the City, but none so large as this.

			The stone staircase, solid despite showing the wear of centuries of passing feet, climbed up the inner side of this outer wall. Halfway to the next floor, between landings, Arlyn stopped, placing the palms of his hands flat against the stone.

			“Lost?” I said.

			“There’s a door here.” Arlyn frowned at the mortar between the fitted stones as if he saw mold.

			“Arlyn.” I heard the rise in the pitch of my voice and cleared my throat. “This is an exterior wall. There’s nothing on the other side but air, and thick as the wall is, there’s no room for a hidden passage.”

			“I tell you there is a door here.” Arlyn’s tone was gentler than his words. “See for yourself.” He gestured with an open hand.

			A door appeared in the wall. Not as though it had just been conjured into existence, but as though it had always been there. Not a secret door, made up of the stones themselves, but an ordinary, sturdy, raised-paneled door with enormous hammered hinges and decorative brass bosses gone dark with age. I touched it with the tips of my fingers and felt wood, not stone. I shut my mouth.

			“It’s not there unless you know it’s there,” Arlyn said.

			“So I see.” I swallowed and squared my shoulders. “Is it locked?”

			“It doesn’t need to be. It’s not there unless—”

			“You know it’s there. Yes, I understood you. But once you had told someone, did you not have to lock it?”

			“I’ve only—I’ve never told anyone before,” he said. I pretended not to notice the hesitation.

			Weeks ago even this attempt to compliment me would have made me smile with pleasure, but now the cold feeling in the pit of my stomach only spread a little more. The latch felt as real as the door, cold, heavy iron, turned, bent, and smoothed by an expert hand. When I lifted it, the door swung inward of its own accord, as though counterweighted. I gasped before I could stop myself. I had thought this workroom would be like Arlyn’s woodworking shop. Sawdust. Tools. Signs of work abandoned half finished.

			Instead, this room was more like a library. Polished wooden floors, paneled walls, even a multi-colored, inlaid, coffered ceiling. Chests, cabinets, tables, chairs, benches to sit on and to work at. There were even bare bookshelves along one wall. I should not have been surprised; the Albainil family were woodworkers and furniture builders, and Arlyn certainly had the skill.

			Astonishing as the look of the room was, the first thing I noticed on entering was how it felt. Medlyn Tierell’s office, his workroom, even his vault had felt like him, his essence of calm and patience. His steadiness and warmth welcomed me from the moment of entry. This place felt harsh and cold, for all that it was so beautiful. I could not imagine anyone feeling welcome here.

			“Do you feel it?” Arlyn was looking around the room with narrowed eyes. He stood stiff and upright, hands clenched into fists as though ready to defend himself against something only he could see. Finally he relaxed and turned to me. “What a terrible man Xandra Albainil must have been.” I had never heard his voice so flat. “Do you feel it?”

			“I feel a chill, and . . . impatience. That is you?” I also felt a sterile emptiness, but I could not say that to my friend.

			“It’s the man I was.” Arlyn did not look at me when he said this. I am not sure what he would have seen on my face. True, I had never felt this from Arlyn himself, this impatience with lesser minds, this feeling that he could not be troubled to explain. The Arlyn I knew might have been withdrawn on occasion, but that was the lowness more than anything else. Children liked him, dogs liked him, even cats liked him. Could a person change so much as this?

			Still, I felt nothing evil in this room, unless the coldness itself was some form of it.
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			“My dear boy, what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be following Practitioner Lowens.”

			It wasn’t often that Metenari felt like a fool. In fact, the last time had happened so long ago he wasn’t sure he could date it. She hadn’t been in his class long, he told himself. They’d both been apprenticed early. Too bad her promise had faded so quickly. Made it to second class by the skin of her teeth. Metenari himself always thought Lorist Tierell had pulled some strings. Not that it mattered in the larger scheme of things. She’d taken herself off to work as a healer. There were always a few apprentices who preferred the Road and the outer Modes to working in the City. Metenari shivered at the thought. Necessary, of course, and if she had no better ambition, perhaps it was a good thing her power leveled off so early.

			As soon as he remembered who she was, he’d sent out an alert. She wasn’t so powerful in herself, perhaps, but for her to show up with Arlyn Albainil at such a crucial juncture could be more than coincidence. She knew something, that much was clear, or she would have introduced herself. He’d had them followed back to their inn, and his caution was doubly justified when they were observed re-entering White Court grounds. They’d paid a second visit to Medlyn Tierell—they obviously didn’t know the old man had faded—but there was no telling what they’d learned from the Lorist in the first place.

			And now here was Noxyn standing in front of him, panting from his run up the stairs.

			Metenari set his cup of orange ginger tea on the purple hexagonal tile meant to keep his drinks from marking the top of the desk. “Well, explain yourself, man, why aren’t you following them as ordered?”

			“I’ve left Predax watching. I thought you’d need to know . . . they went through a door in the south stairwell of the Singing Tower.”

			Metenari sat up and leaned forward, feeling his spirits lift. “There is no door in the south stairwell.” He spoke as evenly as if he were merely lecturing to a class of apprentices.

			Noxyn looked triumphant. “No sir, there isn’t. But the Albainil man told her there was, and then there was. I could see it, clear as sunlight.”

			Metenari fell back in his chair. He’d heard of this forran, he’d read about it in the same collection of old journals where he’d first found mention of the Godstone. “Tell me exactly what he said. As closely as you can to his own words.”

			Noxyn frowned. “He told her to see it, or asked her if she saw it, something like that. And then the door was there.”

			“And you saw it also. No, you needn’t answer.” Of course the boy had seen it. He’d been close enough to hear the words, so he was close enough to be within the influence of the forran triggered by those words. Just as Metenari had thought, the knowledge of the door and its secret must have been passed down through the Albainil family for generations, until it reached this Arlyn person. Some resonance, some remnant of the pattern common to the whole family would be enough to set the forran in motion, once Albainil was in the right place, and the right words were spoken. Metenari shivered. Imagine if the man had died without passing it along. Where would the world be then? As it was, there might now be a chance to save everything.

			“What is it, Practitioner?”

			“It’s ingenious, is what it is,” he said now. No use in frightening the boy. “Think of it, Noxyn. The ultimate security. No one can even see the door unless they are told it’s there. No need for special locking forrans, no guards physical or practical. Just never tell anyone about the door and no one will ever know to look for it.” Genius, misguided certainly, but the man had been a real genius.

			“I’ve never heard of such a forran.” Noxyn was visibly searching through his memories.

			“You wouldn’t have, my boy. This particular forran would be older than all of us. Perhaps it’s in a book of deep lore we haven’t found yet, though come to think of it . . .” Medlyn Tierell might have found it, and explained it to his favorite pupil when she came to ask him about it. When the summons had come to him, Arlyn Albainil must have confided in his friend the practitioner, and Fenra Lowens had come to the City to find out what she could get for herself. Maybe Fenra’s tired of the outer Modes and grown ambitious.

			“Those two know much more than they’re telling.” Metenari drummed his fingers on the tabletop, slowing as a chill cloud of horror fell over him. “Did you still see the door once they’d gone through?”

			“Yes, Practitioner.”

			He closed his eyes in relief, pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “We must hurry; it may not be too late. They’ve no idea of the danger they’re in.” Fenra Lowens was barely a second-class practitioner. What had the lorist been thinking, sending her in there alone? The Godstone would eat her alive if he didn’t get there in time.
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			Arlyn

			“The vault is like the door,” I told her. “You have to be told where it is.”

			“How on earth did Santy think he was going to open it?”

			“Santy?”

			“Santaron.” Fenra lifted both eyebrows and shoulders. “It’s what we used to call Metenari. He was such a fussy man. He reminded me so much of my older sister . . .”

			“Even fussy men know valuable objects when they see them. Perhaps especially them.” I couldn’t stop looking around me. Everything was familiar, yet everything felt as though it belonged to someone else. Which was true, in a way. “If he discovered enough to know that I—that Xandra had left something valuable in his vault, then he might have deduced why no one knew where the vault was.”

			“If he doesn’t know where, how could he use a relative?”

			I looked at her out of the corner of my eye, but she wasn’t looking at me, so my piercing glance was wasted. “He must have thought that I knew, or, failing that, that he could extract the location from the pattern.”

			“The pattern he assumes you have in common with your supposed cousin because of your pretended kinship?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Uh-huh.” She turned slowly, hands on hips, scanning the walls. “Where’s this vault, then? The sooner we start, the sooner we can leave this place.”

			I turned slowly around, completely at a loss. “I don’t know,” I admitted finally. “I can’t see it anymore. Here, take the pattern.” I handed it to her. “Hold it up in front of your eyes and turn until you see it appear on one of the walls.”

			Fenra went to the section of wall closest to her, loosened the muscles in her shoulders, and held up my pattern. I realized watching her that she was bareheaded, as well as empty-handed. She must have left her hat, stick, and gloves in her old mentor’s vault. I hadn’t noticed until now. There was dust on the sleeve of her jacket, though I knew there was none in the room. Her boots were scuffed, her hair beginning to escape its braiding.

			She had examined three-quarters of the room when she finally stopped.

			“I see it,” she said. A larger version of my pattern had appeared on the wall, as though projected. I knew Fenra would see the same colors she’d added to the paper version; again, all I saw were fuzzy lines like smeared charcoal.

			“Odd,” I said. “That’s not where I thought it was.”

			“Good thing you did not tell me, then.” She didn’t take her eyes away from the pattern, but her voice hardened.

			“Do you know you get sarcastic when you’re angry?”

			“I am not angry, I am afraid.”

			That silenced me for a minute. “I’m sorry, there’s no other way.”

			“Which doesn’t stop me from being frightened.” She breathed out slowly through her nose, spread her feet a more comfortable distance apart. “Now what?”

			“Reach through the pattern, use it as a template, touch the pattern on the wall, but as lightly as you possibly can. Careful that you don’t push through it. Once you feel comfortable, draw a section of your own pattern on mine. Start in one of the spots where the lavender line crosses over the gold. It doesn’t have to be complicated, just enough to change what’s there.”

			She swallowed, loosened her cravat with her free hand. “I wish I had thought to take my jacket off.”

			“Do you need to? I could cut or perhaps tear—”

			“No, I can manage. It’s just now I feel too warm.” The arm holding up the paper trembled slightly, but the hand Fenra reached through did not. I felt my muscles tense as the tip of her left index finger came closer and closer to the gray smudges that were all I could see. Fenra leaned forward, just a few degrees, and I caught myself just before speaking to her. She wasn’t overbalancing, it was the sheet of paper that pulled her forward, as if it reached toward the larger pattern on the wall. There was nothing I could do now to help her, and plenty that could cause her harm.

			I found I was leaning forward in sympathy. I straightened only to find I was leaning once again, my hand reaching out as if to take the paper. I could see her moving her finger ever so delicately, as if she lightly tickled the eyebrows of a cat. Her tongue came out of her mouth, pressed against her upper lip. Suddenly I saw the little girl Fenra had once been. She shifted her feet. I just had time to wonder whether her leg hurt her when the door to my workroom slammed open.

			Before I could react, Metenari was in the room, calling to Fenra to stop, to be careful, that she didn’t know what opening the seal would do. I jumped to intercept him just as he reached her and set his hands on her shoulders, inadvertently giving her the smallest and shallowest of pushes.

			But it was enough. Pushed from her weaker side, Fenra stumbled forward, her outstretched practitioner’s hand passed through the pattern she had been drawing on, the paper in her right hand swept into the larger version of itself, and the lock unsealed.

			“Run!” Metenari called to someone over his shoulder, his hands wrapped around Fenra’s upper arm, holding her back against the force that threatened to pull her through the opening. Two men I hadn’t noticed were out the door and running before I could react. I reached Fenra just as she passed the length of her arm into the opening.

			“Hold her! Tight as you can.” Metenari freed his practitioner’s hand and began making passes in the air. At first the forward pressure lessened, but instead of continuing to fade, we started being pulled to one side.

			“No!” I shouted. “Back!”

			“Can’t.” Metenari spoke through clenched teeth, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “Not all of us.”

			Of course not. “Gate,” I shouted, jerking my head toward the right-hand side of the opening.

			He looked at me startled, glanced above my shoulder, nodded, and changed the symbols he was drawing. Suddenly all sound stopped, the wind died down, and Fenra and I were standing on a small rise, overlooking a rocky plain. Fenra fell to her knees in front of me, gasping for air, coughing. I helped her sit up.

			“He didn’t see the gate until I told him it was there.” I think I was giggling.

			Fenra panted, her face gray, lips trembling. “You know where we are?”

			I looked around me with a sinking heart. “I’ve been here before.”
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			Four
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			Fenra

			I DID NOT SENSE him at all until he grabbed me.” I rubbed the palms of my hands dry on my trousers before Arlyn could see them trembling. No one had ever been able to take me unaware, not even as a child. I sat on hot dry ground, left foot tucked under my right knee. Arlyn had his arm around my shoulders.

			“You were focused on what you were doing, and rightly so.” Arlyn withdrew his arm, moving his hand to my shoulder. “A mistake could have killed everyone—as you saw. I didn’t notice him myself until it was too late.”

			“You could not expect to sense him,” I said. His mouth twisted and he looked away. I regretted speaking. I shifted to get my legs under me and Arlyn stood up to offer me a hand. A slight dizziness, a sparkle to the air, and I felt balanced again, and able to look around me.

			“Where are we?”

			I had never seen country like this. Boulders as tall as two people, dry, sunbaked ground, little more than rocks and hard earth interspersed with the occasional stiff growth that might have been heather in a damper climate. This place hadn’t seen rain in months, possibly years. I shrugged off my jacket, following it with my vest. My cravat I untied, using it to wrap up my hair in a loose turban—anything to get it off my neck. Scrub desert, I thought. I had read of it, though reading couldn’t give you the feeling of air so dry your body’s sweat evaporated as it formed. Still, there was life here. I could feel the presence of tiny and sensible beings sleeping until evening, when cooler air would bring them out.

			Arlyn made no effort to remove his own jacket, though I could see a sheen of dampness disappearing from his upper lip.

			“A parasol is what we need—” My breath caught in my throat. I patted myself. Silk shirt, linen-wool trousers with carved wooden buttons. Cuffs the same, pockets the same, boots the same. “My clothes haven’t changed.” Arlyn did not appear at all surprised. “We are in the same Mode. But there’s nothing like this near the City.”

			“We’re not near the City.” He clasped his hands, tapping his upper lip with his extended index fingers, something I had never seen him do. A crease between his eyebrows made my heart beat faster. What worried him that much?

			“Arlyn.” I weighted my voice with all the authority I had in me.

			He lowered his hands.

			“When I first found this lovely spot, I thought it was a new Mode. In fact, I thought I’d found the secret of how the Modes come into being.”

			“What do you mean? The Modes have always been . . .” I remembered what Medlyn had told me; I remembered that I did not know Arlyn’s age. “You are saying they haven’t always been.”

			“No, there used to be more. Practitioners traveling on the Road used to find themselves in a brand-new Mode. Not all the time, but sometimes. I wanted to know how it happened, so I created a forran I thought would work.” He waved around him. “This is what I found instead.”

			I checked the knots in my cravat with the tips of my fingers. “This isn’t our world at all.” I could not believe how normal my voice sounded. “What world is it, then?”

			“They have their own name for it, of course, but we—I always called it the New Zone.”

			“That’s it?” I licked my lips, feeling the moisture evaporate almost before it formed. “The mind that came up with the door that wasn’t there couldn’t think of a better name than ‘New Zone’?”

			Arlyn started to speak, stopped, and pressed both lips and eyes closed. Finally he turned to stare at the western horizon, as if he expected something.

			I squinted. The same landscape as far as the eye could see. I could feel my shirt wet against my back. “So what now? You teach me the forran and we go back through the gate, or portal, or maybe you call it a ‘door’?”

			Arlyn shook his head, but clearly not in response to me. He looked around again, apparently did not see what he was looking for, and sat down cross-legged on the ground. He indicated the space in front of him. “You might want to sit.”

			At first the ground felt too hot to sit on, but after removing three sharp rocks from under me, I became reasonably comfortable.

			Arlyn, wrists resting on his knees, looked as if the heat no longer affected him. “Don’t roll up your sleeves,” he warned me as I took hold of my right cuff. “The sun is strong enough to burn even your skin.” He waited until I’d re-buttoned my cuffs before continuing. “We need to find another gate.” Arlyn waved a hand in the air over his head. “One that you can use. This particular forran is one-use only.”

			“Wonderful. What genius thought that was a good idea?” Arlyn kept his eyes fixed on mine, but did not respond. “Ah, sorry.” Not that I felt apologetic.

			“Yes, well. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” His tone was flatter than his words suggested. “That gate, and a few others, were meant to be used as bolt holes. I didn’t want anyone and everyone to be able to follow me through.”

			“So Metenari can’t follow us.”

			Arlyn shrugged. “Does he want to? He wanted the vault unsealed—”

			“And now it’s unsealed.” By accident. I squeezed my eyes shut. “I do not think he meant to push us through the gate.”

			“Not at all. Though you have to admit we’re neatly out of the way. With Lorist Tierell faded, there isn’t even anyone to ask questions about us.”

			“Ginglen, at the hotel—” I began. He would remember me, I thought.

			“If he does anything at all, he’ll apply to the White Court because a practitioner might be missing, leaving a horse in his stable. I don’t expect anything will come of that, do you?”

			Except I had asked them to look after Terith. I began to speak, and stopped with the words unsaid. I examined Arlyn’s face more closely. He looked at a rock to the left of his knee, focused, but not seeing it. I had seen that look before. The face of someone at a loss.

			“Arlyn, give me your hands.” I reached mine out to him. He flinched away from me and caught himself.

			“You might need all your strength,” he said, still withholding his hands. “When we find another gate, you’ll have to get us out of here.”

			“My strength isn’t all we will need. Without your knowledge, and the focus that being level gives you, we might be trapped here forever.” He looked at me a long time before he finally put his hands in mine. I closed my eyes.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			Most often Arlyn is lost in a deep fog. A wind comes with me, or brings me, I do not know which, and blows the fog away. At first just tiny wisps of it, then more and more until I see Arlyn completely. There are dark areas in the fog, and I wonder if it contains other lives, other beings, lost perhaps, or simply living their lives in their own time and place. I do not know what the fog is, or where it comes from, or whose mind contains it, mine or his.

			But this time the fog is dense, almost solid, as it is when Arlyn waits too long to be leveled. The light, brisk breeze I expected to use would do no good now. It would have to be closer to a gale. I struggle to call the wind to me, but nothing happens. Just as I think I feel a slight movement of cool air, a dark rivulet in the fog reaches out for me, touching me on the ankle the way a strange but friendly dog will sniff at you. I hold still, as I would for the dog, but my heart pounds and my skin is cold with sweat. A black terror washes over me. For a moment I am frozen in place, then my lungs heave, and I suck in a great breath of air. I can smell brine, and the sea. And then it is gone, and I am alone again.

			This has never happened before. Could it be because we are in a new world? I concentrate again, calling the wind, but cautiously, as delicately as I can. Finally it comes, bringing back with it the smell of the sea, and my heart beats faster. But this time the wind behaves itself, blowing away more and more of the fog, until I can see Arlyn sitting on a rock jutting out of a sandy beach, the water just lapping at his toes.

			The fog has gone.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			When I opened my eyes Arlyn was looking at me. Whatever the lowness is, it doesn’t affect his appearance—at least, not until the point where he does not care whether he bathes, or if his clothes are clean, or his hair needs cutting. But when he is level, he carries himself differently, there is a spark of light in his eyes. I thought I would be able to get a straight answer out of him now.

			“How do we get out of here?”

			“You know how you call animals to you? Do the same, but call for help to come.”

			I blinked in surprise. Definitely not the answer I expected. “Help isn’t an animal, Arlyn. It’s more of an abstract idea. How do you suggest I call it?”

			He shrugged. “How do you call animals? I mean an animal you can’t see, but you know must be out there? Not every practitioner can do it.”

			That was true. Annoying, but true. “I visualize it.”

			“Well, help is out there. Visualize it.”

			I decided I almost preferred his listlessness to this know-it-all attitude. “I take it back. I could not have learned anything from you in the past few years.”

			“Humor me.”
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			Arlyn

			Fenra shut her eyes, laid her hands palms up on her thighs. It’s a good thing her skin is so dark, or this sun would have been burning her already. She slowed her breathing down to where I couldn’t be sure her lungs were still working. When I saw her shoulders lower, the muscles of her face relax, I asked her:

			“Which way is help? Point to it.”

			I knew it was coming, but I still jumped when Fenra’s arm shot out, pointed to her left and slightly behind her. Not the way I expected, but I trusted Fenra’s power.

			“Wake up, Fenra. Don’t lose the direction of help, bring it back out with you. Wake up.”

			She took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

			“Do you still feel it?”

			Her teeth flashed white. “I do. I wonder what other abstract concepts I can find?”

			“Experiment later, rescue first.”
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			“Wonderful.” Metenari passed his hands through air that a moment before had contained Fenra Lowens and the Albainil man. Or had it? “Check the outside room, is anyone there?”

			“No, Practitioner, it’s empty. What happened?”

			“A dimensional gate, it has to be.” Metenari grinned. “But how did the carpenter know it was there? That’s the question.”

			“He knew about the vault,” Noxyn pointed out. “And how to find the workroom.”

			“Correct.” Metenari believed in giving credit where it was due. “It seems more knowledge was passed down in the Albainil family than I’d thought. More, in fact, and less corrupted than I would have believed possible considering the span of time.” A careful look around the vault made plain that there were no chairs. Metenari spotted a low table. It would serve as a bench until he could have some chairs brought in. He was more tired than he’d expected. It seemed the gate forran used an unusual amount of power. He might set a couple of the junior apprentices to finding it. A gate could be very useful.

			“Practitioner?” Noxyn’s voice was tentative. “This place looks remarkably like the workroom.” The young man gestured at the open doorway, kept open, Metenari felt sure, by his precaution of having Predax, his second apprentice, stand in it. “Though there’s not as much open shelving. More drawers and closed cabinets.” Noxyn was still talking, giving his observations as though this was a test or exam. Just as Metenari smiled at this thought, Noxyn reached out a finger, as if he meant to check the shelf in front of him for dust.

			“Freeze!” For a moment Metenari thought he’d actually frozen him, then saw that Noxyn still breathed. With a hand to the boy’s sleeve, he drew him away from the shelves. “Be careful, my boy. If we know one thing about this place, it’s that there are likely to be other traps. If I had only been more careful, more suspicious, we would not have lost Fenra Lowens. I knew she wasn’t up to the challenge of dealing with the forran of a master like Xandra Albainil.”

			“Was the dimensional gate a trap?” Noxyn looked back over his shoulder at Predax, standing with his shoulders hunched and his lips pressed tight together. The boy’s nerves could use some work.

			“Very likely. Why position it in the doorway otherwise?” Predax shifted his feet. Metenari gave him a reassuring smile. “Not to worry, my boy, I’ve neutralized that forran, for the moment, and we’ve nothing more to fear. No, the difficulty was that unsealing the vault as Fenra Lowens did, clumsily, almost by accident, she triggered the guarding mechanism, and the gate. If the unsealing had been left to me, there would have been no harm done. As it was, pushing them out of reach by shoving them through the dimensional gate was the best I could do. It was either that, or let them die right there as they stood.”

			“But you’ll be able to get them back?” Predax said from his post at the doorway.

			“Oh, undoubtedly. We’ll continue our examinations of the old documents and I’m sure we’ll find the forran we need. After all, we may need Arlyn Albainil again, who knows what other knowledge he has.” Metenari rose to his feet. “Now, let’s see what we have here.” Standing in front of the nearest bank of drawers, he placed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip, and concentrated. Start with the simple. One of the first precepts of the White Court. He drew his hands apart until only the fingertips were touching. Even more slowly, he drew his fingertips apart, nodding at the lines of orange light stretching between his hands. He pointed his left index finger at the pull of the drawer.

			“Hah! The pull resists even the greatest pressure I can bring to bear. I wouldn’t have expected anything less.” He clapped his hands and smiled. The smile vanished as he sat down again, much faster than he’d intended.

			“Practitioner?”

			Both apprentices took a step toward him and he held up his hand, this time taking no chances but using power to stop them in their tracks. Suddenly out of breath, he coughed and cleared his throat.

			“Stay in the doorway, Predax,” he said. “We wouldn’t want it to close on us, would we?”

			“But Practitioner . . .”

			“Not to worry. Use of magic tires even one as experienced as I am. Learn that lesson early. Don’t ignore the demands of the body.”

			Somewhere in here, he thought, in one of the drawers, on a shelf, or behind a cupboard door, he’d find the Godstone. But not today. He’d have to come back rested, and well fed. He’d need all his strength and energy. He pushed himself to his feet.

			“Now, Noxyn, Predax.” Both boys straightened up. “What is to be done about the opening? How would you leave it?”

			Predax chewed on the inside of his lower lip, throwing glances at Noxyn. That was perfectly understandable. He was newer, and less experienced. As Metenari expected, Noxyn answered him.

			“For the doorway to the workroom,” he began, “we don’t need to do anything. Now that we know it’s there, we’ll always be able to see it. As for the opening to the vault, it looks like we’ll have to leave someone here to hold it open, at least until we’ve found a forran to neutralize the seal and the trap both.”

			“Good, good. Well done, Noxyn. Predax, I’m afraid that duty falls on you for now. I’ll send Noxyn back with some food for you, and perhaps a scroll for you to study as you wait.”

			“Yes, Practitioner.”
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			Fenra

			We walked in the direction from which help was coming. Sometimes the practice is like that, it just comes to you, without patterns or forrans. Medlyn once said that just as every practitioner uses a particular focus point, every practitioner has a gift peculiar to them. He said the White Court didn’t focus on individuality anymore, so it wasn’t nurtured the way it once was.

			I could not help thinking that if Xandra Albainil was the product of a focus on individuality, they were probably right to abandon it.

			We were soon covered with dust. I looked down at my knee boots and grimaced. Not only were they filthy, but they were entirely the wrong footwear for walking on hot uneven ground. My feet and calves felt baked, and the soles were meant for City pavements, not this rough ground. Arlyn’s boots were thicker-soled, and for the first time since I was issued them, I regretted my practitioner’s colors. Black isn’t the best choice when there’s a strong sun overhead.

			There were birds high above us. Circling.

			“Vultures a bit premature, aren’t they?”

			I shaded my eyes and looked upward. I welcomed a reason to stand still, even for a moment. “Not vultures,” I said. “Eagles.”

			“Eagles? What are they doing up there?”

			“Floating.”

			Just as I began to think the afternoon would never end, Arlyn touched my arm and pointed. Neither of us had spoken for at least two miles. We could not afford to lose the moisture in our mouths. I narrowed my eyes and focused on the distance. A plume of dust. A wagon or cart at the least. Here was the help I had called to us. Without speaking a word, we both stopped.

			“Sit down,” Arlyn whispered.

			“You,” I said.

			“Take turns.”

			I did not have the willpower to argue when I knew he was right. One of us would rest while the other remained standing as a target for the help that was on its way.

			A wagon, not a cart, drawn by two horses looking bored. I had ample opportunity to examine them, as they did not stop moving until they had put noses on me, snuffling and blowing. Their breath smelled of hay, and was no hotter than the air around us. I ran my hands up their faces, stroked their necks, and gently tweaked their ears. They stopped looking bored.

			The man holding the reins had his head tilted to one side as he watched my face and my hands. He was dressed in trousers so faded I could not tell the original color. His thin shirt might once have been white. He wore an old limp leather vest open over the shirt. The vest had embroidery on the front panels where lapels would be. He was so slim I could not be sure of his height. His skin color, though as dark as mine, was at least partly the result of the sun. White braids hung down out of his wide-brimmed black hat. His eyes were a very startling green, examining me as thoroughly as I was examining him.

			“You’re for the sheriff.” It wasn’t a question, but I nodded when Arlyn did. “Water here.” He indicated the bed of the wagon. “One there, one up front.”

			“Why the sheriff? Are we trespassing?” Arlyn asked, holding me back. I almost bit him. I needed to sit down on something that wasn’t the ground, and I swear I could smell the water.

			The carter was shaking his head. “You’re new. Sheriff sees everyone new.”

			“Fenra, you sit up front.”

			I do not know if I would have been able to climb onto the seat next to the carter if Arlyn had not been there to shove me from behind. Where he found the strength to hop into the back I will never know.

			Once he had turned the horses around, the carter pointed to the bed of the cart with one bony thumb. “Water.”

			Arlyn searched a bit—there were burlap sacks filled with what smelled, of all things, like rock—before he found a water skin and passed it to me. I helped myself to two long swallows before offering it to our host.

			“No need.” He glanced at me with approval. I had done something right. I wondered what it was.

			I passed the skin back to Arlyn. I knew I should not drink any more just now, but I carefully watched Arlyn take his own two swallows, keeping my eye on the water skin until he put it away behind the sack where he had found it.

			“I’m Fenra Lowens,” I said to the carter. “Thank you for picking us up.”

			“John,” he said. He twitched the reins and the horses stopped looking over their shoulders at me and walked forward. “Coming this way. Felt you.”

			I knew that couldn’t be the strict truth, but perhaps it felt that way to John. “This is Arlyn Albainil.” I tilted my head behind me. John nodded, but did not turn around. We had turned into what it took me a while to recognize as a track—it certainly couldn’t be called anything grander. I started to rub some of the tension out of my face. I could feel fine dust on my skin under my fingertips.

			“Do you have a family name, or is it just John?” Arlyn asked from the back of the cart.

			“John for work, Bearclaw for family.”

			“You mean Bearclaw is what your family calls you.”

			At this he turned his head to look at me. His smile showed even white teeth. “I like your hat,” he said, glancing upward at the cravat rolled around my hair.

			I could not help it, I started to laugh. Unfortunately it turned into a cough, and Arlyn had to pass the water forward again.

			While I was drinking John looked upward, narrowing his eyes.

			“Eagles,” I said. “Not vultures.”

			I thought John would smile again. “I know.”

			Conversation, such as it was, died away after that. It was just too hot and too dry, even with frequent returns to the water skin. I kept offering it to John, but he always refused it. He held the reins loosely in his hands; clearly the horses knew where they were going. I began to worry how much farther they could go without water when I saw smudges on the horizon that eventually turned into a line of trees, and bushes, and flowers, and houses for them to surround. The track we had been using turned into something more like a road as we drove closer to town. There was gravel, there were gutters lined with rock, which meant the road was shaped to let rainfall run off—though as far as I could tell, there couldn’t be enough rain here to warrant it.

			“What is this town doing here in the middle of nowhere?” Arlyn’s voice drifted from behind me.

			“Water underground,” John said. “Have wells.”

			“Who does?”

			“Town people,” he said, the word “idiot” in his tone, though his eyes still sparkled with warmth.

			“You are not from there?” I asked.

			He pointed back toward where he had picked us up, back and to the right.

			“There’s another town?”

			“Mine.”

			A mine, he meant, not that the town was his. “You work there?”

			“I own there.” No doubt about it, he was laughing at me. I did not mind. He had rescued us, watered us, and brought us to town. He could laugh all he wanted. Luckily Arlyn seemed to feel the same way. He had settled back onto the sacks again, his hat tipped over his face.

			We finally left the desert behind entirely. All the trees helped even the edges of town feel cooler. There were people on the streets, including a double-line of what were obviously school children. Several people raised a hand in greeting when they saw John, some even calling him by name, though they called him by his profession, “Carter,” not his family name. The town people were dressed similarly to John, if cleaner and fresher. The men wore trousers, shirts and jackets, wide-brimmed hats with a variety of crowns, some trimmed with feathers or with the furry tails of animals. As for the women, some were dressed similarly to the men, though their suits were more formal looking somehow, closer fitting, and in a wider variety of colors. Others wore skirts, cut full to make them easier to walk in—and to ride in, as I soon saw. They wore a similar style of hat clearly meant to shade the face from the fierce sun.

			Men and women both wore their hair long, though many pinned it up under their hats. Many of the men had elaborate beards and mustaches, which I had to admit gave them a very rakish air. Beards hadn’t been in fashion in my lifetime.

			“Does it rain much here?”

			“Doesn’t rain, until it does. When it does, drown you if you’re not careful.”

			“How many people live in this town?”

			“Don’t know. Ask the sheriff.” We turned off the tree-shaded lane that brought us to town and started down what was evidently the main street. Here raised wooden platforms to either side of the road allowed people to walk above the dirt in front of several stores, a stable, a smithy, and an inn with a taproom. Second stories tended to overhang the first, creating deep shadows cooler than the streets. Halfway down the road John Bearclaw stopped the wagon and climbed down in front of a building standing by itself. He circled in front of the horses, giving each of them a stroke on the flank as he passed. When he got to my side he reached up his hands to help me down from my seat. I was grateful for this unusual attention, stiff and tired as I was.

			Arlyn met us on the building side of the cart. For the first time I saw two people standing deep in the shadows, one to each side of the building’s door. One wore a pistol of an unusual shape on his hip, the other carried two pistols in holsters across his chest and what could only be a sword hanging from his right hip, as if for his practitioner’s hand.

			“Newcomers to see the sheriff,” John Bearclaw said. “Found them up along the trail toward the salt flat.”

			“Thanks, John,” the man on the left said. “I’ll see if he’s receiving.” With that he opened the door just enough to slide through and shut it again. The remaining guard stood in that seemingly relaxed way that killers have. The first man came back, this time opening the door wide.

			“If you will, ma’am, ladies first.”

			“We would prefer to come in together,” I said.

			“Nevertheless, ma’am, it’s the sheriff’s preferences have the weight here.”

			A curiously formal way for soldiers to speak. I found myself more interested in meeting the sheriff.

			The practitioner-handed swordsman led me through an anteroom several degrees cooler than the outside. I could barely make out the shapes of two desks and chairs in the gloom left by shuttered windows. The room smelled of wax and honey-scented candles.

			“May I tell the sheriff your name, ma’am?”

			“Fenra Lowens,” I said.

			“Any title?”

			“Practitioner.”

			“You a doctor or a lawyer then, ma’am?”

			“Not exactly.” Though I supposed I was more a doctor than anything else.

			My escort opened a door on the left in the rear wall and held it open for me. “Practitioner Fenra Lowens, sheriff.”

			The man behind the desk stood up as I entered, the paper he had been reading still in his hand. “A practitioner, what do you know.” His smile spread his mustaches wide. “Just exactly what I need.” He realized he still held the paper, and tossed it down as he came round the desk, his hand outstretched. His right hand. We were almost exactly the same height. Dark hair hung in loose curls just past his shoulders, though neither as dark nor as curly as mine. His mustache, full over his upper lip, narrowed to stiff points. The tuft of hair on his chin made his whole face appear longer. His leather trousers were beaded on the front, and tucked into boots that came just above the knee. He wore a short jacket, with the ornate cuffs of his shirt showing at the end of his sleeves. Altogether his clothing was more elaborate than that of his men, but I thought I had seen similar styles in old paintings.

			“Practitioner, a pleasure.” I could see from the sparkle in his eye that it was. “You’re from Ibania,” he said as he took my hand in both of his. He used the old pronunciation, eeBaynia. “A girl from Ibania broke my heart once. Are all the women from there so beautiful?”

			“Yes,” I said, too surprised not to answer with a smile of my own. “How did you know where I am from?” How strange it was to meet someone for the first time and feel so immediately at ease, as if I had known him my whole life. I felt my smile fade. I had a feeling I knew the answer.

			He laughed then, drawing me to the seat in front of his desk by the hand he still held.

			“I’d be pleased to tell you the tale, but sit, sit. What can I have brought? Wine? Tea?” He settled one hip on the edge of his desk. “It’s a long while since I’ve met with a . . . compatriot, shall we say. I couldn’t be more delighted.”

			“Whatever you have ready.”

			“Of course, of course. Lugg!” An older man I had not seen before stuck his head through the door behind me.

			“Sir?”

			“A jug of cold tea for my guest, and some biscuits if we have any left.”

			“And if we don’t have any left,” the old man said, lifting his eyebrows.

			“Then get some.”

			“Yes sir, certainly sir,” he muttered as he closed the door. “Like I’ve got nothing else to do.”

			The sheriff laughed again. “It’s tea flavored with what we call lemongrass, a nice bite and very thirst quenching.”

			“Thank you, that sounds wonderful.” I hoped there were biscuits. “How is it that—I am sorry, I do not know your name?”

			He leapt again to his feet, first bowing deeply with his hand over his heart, and then offering me his hand again as he straightened. “I beg your pardon, madame, I am Elvanyn Karamisk, once Guard Lieutenant of the White Court, and now High Sheriff for the Dundalk Territory.” He sat again. “There are people here, in the Territory and elsewhere, who might interest you. Now that etiquette has been properly served, what were you about to ask?”

			The White Court? Guard Lieutenant? That answered several questions, and posed several more.

			“May my companion join us? I’m sure he would appreciate some tea as well.”

			Just at that moment the tea entered, carried on a tray with three glasses and a plate of biscuits by the old man who was still muttering under his breath. Elvanyn Karamisk watched him with a fond smile. “Here on the desk please, Lugg.”

			“Well, I wasn’t going to put it on the floor.” The old man shook his head as he set the tray down on top of the papers covering the desk. He very pointedly poured me a glass, which he presented with a smile full of crooked teeth that would frighten a child. “Here you go, miss, nice and cool.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Which is more than he ever does,” Lugg muttered on his way out the door.

			“Thank you, Lugg,” Elvanyn called after him. He lowered his eyes to me. “We’ve been together a very long time,” he said.

			“He helped raise you?”

			“Something like that.” He poured himself a glass of tea and raised it to me. “To the beautiful women of Ibania.” He tossed back half the glass. I took a more careful swallow of my own, and then another. He was right, this was refreshing.

			“And my companion?”

			“Of course, of course. I’m afraid I don’t know his name.”

			“Arlyn Albainil.”

			I am not sure I would have seen it if I had not been watching him so closely. The sheriff had gone perfectly still, just for a moment, before his features moved again, and his mouth smiled. But now his eyes were shuttered in a way they hadn’t been before. In that moment I had seen a colder, harder man. A man who could kill. He is a sheriff, I told myself. He was a guard. Of course he can kill. I had a sinking feeling that I knew why he had reacted that way to Arlyn’s name.

			“I am sorry, what has upset you?” I might as well get it into the open.

			“You saw that? Astonishing. The name startled me, that’s all. I haven’t heard that name in a long time. Knew someone with that family name once, but as I say, it was very long ago.” The clouds in his eyes grew darker.

			I shut my own eyes. It had to be Arlyn he remembered, or more properly Xandra, that much was clear. How had Elvanyn Karamisk kept himself alive all these years? Did time pass differently here? Whatever had happened between them, I hoped they would be able to set it aside. We had to find a way back, and Karamisk, though not a practitioner himself, might know of one.

			“I think you had better have Arlyn come in,” I said.

			“Wyeth!” he called. The man who had escorted me opened the door and looked in. “Bring in our other guest, would you?”

			“Sure thing, Sheriff.”

			The door opened again and Elvanyn was on his feet so fast I did not see him move. He touched his left hip with his right hand as if reaching for the sword that wasn’t there. The shock on Arlyn’s face slowly dissolved into a look of deep sorrow and, yes, I could see shame as well.

			Elvanyn’s hands relaxed. He took in a deep breath and let it out. He looked from Arlyn to me and back again. His face was ever so slightly flushed, though whether it was anger or something else I could not say. He sat down behind his desk, suddenly a tired man at the end of his day.

			“Well, well, Xandra Albainil.” His smile was empty, his eyes cold. “Better late than never, I suppose.” His tone was light, but there was steel under it. My stomach plummeted.

			“Elva, I—”

			The sheriff held up his right index finger and pointed to the other chair. “What do you want?”

			Arlyn sat down. It was somehow a surrender. He stayed silent for a few more heartbeats. “I need a way back, Elva. I need a gate.”

			“Don’t we all.” The sheriff nodded. “Will she be going back with you?”

			I began to speak, but Arlyn answered first.

			“She has to. The gate won’t work without her.”

			Again Karamisk looked at me. Whatever he saw in my face relaxed him. “Lucky for you,” he said before shifting his gaze once more to Arlyn. “I know the spot I came in. I know it exactly.” For a moment something like resignation colored his voice. “You never used it, so it might work.”

			Arlyn opened his mouth, shut it, and swallowed. “If you could have someone show us the way?”

			Karamisk shook his head. “I’ll have to do it.” He got to his feet and glanced around, as if looking for something that should have been close at hand. “Wait a bit.” He turned to me and said, “Practitioner, would you like to bathe and rest first?”

			I was tempted. Very tempted. “I’m afraid if there is a way back, we should use it at once.”

			He nodded, and smiled at me a little sadly. “Help yourself to more tea and biscuits,” he said finally. He then circled around my side of the desk and headed for the door. Arlyn stood and intercepted him, laying his fingers on Karamisk’s arm. The sheriff froze, the paleness of his face making his beard and mustache stand out.

			“Please don’t touch me,” he said in an even voice.

			Arlyn lifted his hand, and Karamisk went out.

			I put my glass of tea down on the tray very slowly, very deliberately. I turned toward Arlyn and took a firm grip on the arms of my chair with both hands.

			“You left him here. I can see it in your face.” And I could; it was there as plain to read as one of my own forrans.

			“I told you. I had no power.” His voice was low, but firm. “You don’t understand. He was my best friend—the only person who ever looked at me and just saw me. Not something dangerous, or valuable, or awful. Just me. Do you think I would have left him here if I’d had any other option?”

			I stood up. “And there was no other practitioner with power you could use—as you are now using mine? You could not have given someone else the forran? Not even to save your ‘best friend’?”

			The most horrible thing about the look on his face was that this had obviously never occurred to him.
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			“Are you questioning my authority?”

			“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. The Red Court is very clear on my requirements on this point.” Ginglen spoke as calmly as he could. No point in showing even an apprentice practitioner how angry he was. “You must know that I can’t release the personal property of a guest in my hotel without authorization either from the guest, or some civil authority. Written authorization,” he added when it seemed the young man was about to argue his point.

			“Very well. I’ll report your lack of cooperation.”

			“I’d expect nothing less.” Easy to see what must have happened. A new apprentice, full of zeal and eager to impress his mentor, thought he could take a few shortcuts.

			So Ginglen wasn’t surprised when the boy, now with an entirely different air and dots of pink in his embarrassed cheeks, returned almost an hour later with the properly issued authority, from Practitioner Santaron Metenari no less, for the effects of Practitioner Fenra Lowens and her companion, Arlyn Albainil. Ginglen took as long as he could reading over what was really a very short document.

			Doesn’t mention the horse, he noted. It’s like she knew. Good thing he’d hidden her saddlebags as well.

			“And my payment,” he asked, looking up from the document. “There’s the room for two extra days.”

			“That has nothing to do with me.” And how happy the silly boy was to be able to say that. “You’ll have to make application to the White Court yourself.”

			Ginglen took his time packing up the few things his guests had left behind in a small, shabby trunk, abandoned by another guest. He wanted the apprentice gone, but not at the expense of doing things properly.

			“Well, I suppose that means goodbye to our fees.” Itzen came up behind him once the boy had gone, slipping his arms around Ginglen’s waist and resting his chin on Ginglen’s shoulder. Ginglen laid one hand on his husband’s arm, and reached up to pat his cheek with the other.

			“Practitioner Lowens paid us four days in advance, so we’re actually still a day to the good. Though I wasn’t obliged to tell the White Court that.” He sighed. “We’d be in her debt anyway, you know that.”

			“What do you think this is all about?” Itzen followed Ginglen into their private rooms, a small suite off to the left of the entrance hall. “Think it might be . . .” he tilted his head in the direction of the stables, “Chispa’s niece?”

			“I’d guess not, since we weren’t asked to come along as well.”

			Itzen took the authorization from him, and whistled when he read it. “Santaron Metenari, no less. The newest member of the White Court council. Soon to be the next Headmaster, they say.”

			Ginglen turned to look his partner in the face. Itzen was perfectly serious. “I don’t like this, I don’t like it at all.”

			“They have the authority, you couldn’t refuse.” Itzen rested his hands on Ginglen’s shoulders and gave him a little shake.

			“I know, I know. The White Court is getting more and more high-handed and it’s giving me a bad feeling.”

			“We could throw ourselves on the protection of the Red Court.”

			Ginglen felt a little better once they’d finished laughing.
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			Five
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			Arlyn

			I COULDN’T FEEL MY hands and feet; sounds were far away. Had to be shock. Elva should be dead. Long dead. The tone of his voice when he told me not to touch him, like a punch to the gut. The stony look on Fenra’s face. How could I have been so stupid? How did it never occur to me—I swallowed over and over. I thought I was going to vomit. I examined her face for understanding, for sympathy, didn’t see any. Somehow that strengthened me. Straightened my back, squared my shoulders. I pushed my hair back off my face.

			“Who am I kidding?” I said. “If I’d known ahead of time that losing Elva was the price I had to pay for sealing away the Godstone, I’d have paid it gladly. There are more important things than one person. Elva would have said the same.”

			Fenra coughed again, as if the muscles of her throat were tight. “How long has he been here?” She unwrapped her cravat from her head, smoothed out the material and tied it around her throat, regardless of the heat. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. I couldn’t blame her.

			“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m not even sure how much time has passed in our dimension.” I rubbed at my eyes. “There’s a lot I don’t remember.” I watched her process this information.

			“Long enough that you did not expect to find him here,” she said finally. “Otherwise you would have warned me about him before we got this far.” She took in a deep breath. “Well, at least he is going to help us. Even if he will not forgive you.”

			Another blow. How real that sounded, coming from Fenra’s mouth. “I don’t know what he’s feeling.”

			“Do not be ridiculous. Of course you do. And if you are in any doubt, I can tell you.”

			I pressed my lips together, looked away.

			The door opened. Elva stepped back into the room. He now had a sword belt slung around his hips, a blade I didn’t recognize hanging from it. He used to carry a single pistol on his right hip; now he wore a double holster, with a pistol under each arm, a make I’d never seen before. Over his left arm he carried a dark red cloak. I wondered whether he’d chosen the color so as not to show blood. He glanced once at me before settling his attention on Fenra. From the set of his shoulders, he felt at ease with her. There was something in her he recognized, and trusted.

			“If you are ready, Practitioner Lowens.”

			Without another word Fenra stood, dusted down her trousers, followed Elva out of the room. On the street outside were three horses, saddled, with packs and canteens. Elva immediately mounted the large black beast on the left. Fenra approached a smaller gray animal, making sure to let it see her before she caressed its head, murmuring to it. Elva watched her from the back of his own mount, his expression soft, almost smiling.

			This left a chocolate brown animal which paid me no attention whatsoever when I hauled myself into the saddle, though it shifted its feet as I settled myself.

			Elva nodded at a thin, hatless man leaning against the outer doorframe of the sheriff’s office. The man nodded back, touching an index finger to his forehead.

			“Is it very far?” Fenra said as the horses moved forward. “It’s just that except for those biscuits I have not eaten in almost a day, and if my power is needed . . .” She fell silent when Elva shook his head.

			“About an hour’s ride,” he said. “You’ll find dried meat and fruits in the right-hand saddlebag, hard cheese and road bread in the left. Water in the canteen.”

			At first we rode single file with Elva in the lead, Fenra next. Once out of the town proper, Elva slowed enough that he rode at her side. When I tried to join them he clicked his tongue, and my horse fell in behind them again, ignoring any further instruction from me.

			He should let me explain, I thought, my lips pressed tight. This wasn’t fair. I knew he’d understand if he’d only listen. It wouldn’t change his situation, but he’d be happier with me. Anyone else would have been demanding an explanation—why wasn’t he?

			“Elva!” I called. I can’t say that he stiffened, but he definitely sat up straighter.

			“Arlyn, stop.” Fenra spoke quietly, but she flicked her fingers at me.

			She didn’t need to do that. I would have stayed quiet if she’d just asked me to.
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			Fenra

			Any other time the surprise on the sheriff’s face when Arlyn actually stayed quiet would have been funny. Right now, the roiling of my stomach prevented my feeling amused. I wrapped the piece of road bread I had been nibbling back into its waxed paper. An unfamiliar sharp and bitter taste that caught at the back of my throat lurked somewhere among the nuts and dried fruits.

			“How did you do that?” he asked.

			“I am a practitioner,” I reminded him.

			“He’s a practitioner.” After the first time, the sheriff had not called Arlyn by name—either of them.

			“Not anymore. He has no power, he cannot function as a practitioner.”

			“Did he tell you that?” Incredulity underlined with bitterness. “And you believed him?”

			I shrugged. “He told me he left you here. Was he lying about that?”

			“He told you? That’s a surprise. He never liked people to know when he was in the wrong. Did he tell you about the Godstone? Ah, I see he did. The lengths his ‘curiosity’—huh.” Elvanyn swung his head from side to side. “Arrogance is the real word. When he wouldn’t listen, I told him I’d go to the council.” He waved around us. “This is where I went instead.”

			“He learned you were right, but sealing away the Godstone took all his power. He could not come back for you.”

			“And he’s told you that as well, I suppose? No, don’t.” He cut the air between us with his hand. “I know how charming he can be. He could persuade a bee to leave a flower. Look, if what he says about his power is true, why didn’t he ask someone else to help him? Didn’t want to admit he’d made a mistake? Wait, oh, that’s right, he’d be that arrogant.”

			I did not want to tell Karamisk that I had asked Arlyn that myself. I wondered if I should tell him about the lowness. Not my secret to tell, I decided finally.

			“Sheriff Karamisk,” I began.

			“Elvanyn. Call me Elvanyn. Or Elva.” His smile only reached his eyes for a moment, and he seemed again the light-hearted man I had first met. Almost.

			“Then I am Fenra,” I said. “I have had similar thoughts myself, but not speaking to him now may be a bad strategy.” They both needed to be shut of this.

			This time Elvanyn shook his head while staring at the sky. “My head’s spinning like I don’t know which way is up. I’ve been here such a long time . . . At first I was so angry. And hurt. And frightened. If he’d come back in the first few months, even in the first few years, I probably would have done my best to kill him. Only he didn’t come back. And . . .” His voice died away.

			“A person cannot stay angry indefinitely,” I put in.

			“Exactly. Though it’s hard to remember that right now.” He switched his reins from one hand to the other. The horse took no notice. “When I realized I wasn’t aging, I was happy, thinking I’d still be here if he came back. Then I was horrified, at the thought that he might not.” He quirked up an eyebrow, whistled without making a sound. “Some days I’m still not sure. But I’ve made a new life here. I’ve done well.” He gave me a twisted grin. “There are others, not like me, but they age very slowly. We have to move along before people notice, but gunslingers travel, so no one’s surprised.”

			We rode a while in silence. “So,” he said finally, “you’re saying that he came to his senses in time, and used all his power to lock the Godstone away?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is it true? That he has no power? Can you tell?”

			“I have spent most of my life working as a healer. That is a mistake I could not make.” I shrugged again. “But I only know Arlyn. Xandra Albainil is someone I have never met.” And I do not think I want to, I said only to myself.

			Elvanyn was silent for a long time. “I’m coming back with you.”

			This left me speechless. “But your life here?” I finally managed to say.

			“Even if he has no power, it doesn’t mean he isn’t dangerous. You think you can trust him? You can’t. He’s using you right now, isn’t he? What if he has a plan to take your power from you?” I opened my mouth to protest, but Arlyn was using me, that much was true. “Or maybe he thinks he can get his own power back from the Godstone—again with your help,” Elvanyn continued. “You can’t be sure—what if he’s more Xandra than you think? His arrogance—his carelessness—exiled me, and if there was anyone he loved in the world, I was that person. If he could make the Godstone in the first place—”

			“What?”

			“Ah, so there’s something he didn’t tell you? No, I see from your face he didn’t.” Elvanyn’s crooked lips said “I thought so” as loudly as if he had spoken.

			No, Arlyn had not told me. I thought he had found it. I pressed my lips together. He had said he could not remember everything, but surely this was not something he could have forgotten. He had chosen not to tell me.

			Just as he had chosen to seal the Godstone away. I had to believe that the Arlyn I knew was not the man who had made the artifact in the first place. Not the one who had deserted his best friend.

			“The Godstone is in his vault,” I pointed out. “When he found he could not destroy it, he sealed it away.” I clung to my conviction. I had to.

			“Or when he found he couldn’t use it in the way that he expected.”

			I drew in a breath through my nose. “I must trust my own instincts,” I said as firmly as I could. “What can I do to convince you Arlyn is a changed man?”

			“Nothing comes to mind.”

			Movement drew my eyes upward. I saw the uneven ‘v’ of a flight of geese. Was it autumn here, or spring? “No offense, Elvanyn, but if what you say is true, what can you do this time, that you were not able to do before?” He was quiet long enough for me to think that I had offended him.

			“Of course I couldn’t stop him then. A guard lieutenant against the most powerful practitioner? I was here before I knew it. Now, if what you say is true, he can’t do that again. But he’s up to something, he always is, and you need an ally, whether you know it or not. I’m coming.” That was the tone of a stubborn man who has made up his mind. I felt an unexpected sense of relief.

			“You put your trust in me so quickly?” I knew that if I smiled I would definitely offend him.

			“Am I wrong?” This time his smile was warm and genuine.

			We rode a while longer in silence, though Elvanyn remained at my side. When I looked over my shoulder I saw Arlyn slumped in his saddle, his eyes closed. I felt an almost overwhelming wave of exhaustion sweep through me.

			Elvanyn tapped me on the thigh and pointed to my right-hand saddlebag when I looked at him. “Eat something,” he said. He was right. Not the bread though, my stomach still rebelled against that. But dried plums and dried apples were the same in both dimensions, it turned out.

			What would I be able to do, even if we found the right spot? Could I open this gate? Where would it take us? I looked back again. I was reluctant to wake Arlyn just to ask him. We had no other option, and I would know soon enough.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Arlyn

			I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep until the horse stopped moving. We’d left the road while I napped, and come cross-country several miles, as far as I could judge. Nothing looked familiar. There were hills around us now, thick with trees and underbrush, though the trail we followed showed regular use. I tried to examine the ground more closely; my horse snorted at me, wriggled until I sat straight again. Not all the hoofmarks I saw belonged to horses.

			Finally Elva called a halt, dismounting. Fenra followed him, favoring her bad leg while Elva looked on with concern. He knew better than to offer a practitioner his help. Neither of them noticed me clinging to the saddle when my legs threatened to give out under me. My horse looked around at me, showed me his teeth.

			“We’ll leave the horses here,” Elva said, shifting canteen and pack from the animal’s rump to his own shoulder. I did the same with mine before he asked. That would surprise him.

			Fenra shot him a look I was familiar with and stopped massaging her knee. “They are worried about their safety.”

			Elva looked from her to the horses and back again. “They can’t come with us, the trail’s too rough. And they’ve always been safe before.”

			“Perhaps so.” Fenra began picking up small stones, a few twigs. “But they have not felt safe. I will make a ward for them. It will only take a moment.”

			“You must have a very strong connection to know what they’re feeling.”

			Fenra set down the last twig and dusted off her hands. “They are real to me in the same way you are.”

			Elva held out both hands, palms outward, and smiled. “No offense. Anyone who doesn’t respect an animal that helps keep him alive is an idiot.”

			I dusted off my trousers and joined them. “How long a walk have we?”

			“Not long.” Elva answered me, but looked at Fenra. I told myself he was worried about her leg. We should have asked for a cane while we were still in town. Without discussion Elva and I divvied the load from Fenra’s packs between us, leaving her unburdened. She walked with her hand on my shoulder, and I felt a part of me relax. As usual, once we were moving, she seemed to have no trouble with her leg at all.

			Elva was right, however. Not more than a mile later we passed through a rocky ravine that showed signs of spring runoff. Soon it leveled out, plants and trees put in an appearance, and we found ourselves in a clearing. Someone had been keeping the area cleared, not obviously, but the signs were there if you knew how to look.

			Frowning, Elva turned slowly, until he was facing the sun. “Here,” he said, spreading his hands before him. “This was my entry point.”

			“The sun would be in a different orientation at a different time of day,” Fenra pointed out before I could.

			“That’s why I’m not using only the position of the sun.” Elva kicked some growth out of his way and sat down on a rock jutting out from behind a bush. He set his hands on his knees and looked for the first time at both of us. “This is what I first saw.” He gestured behind us. “There’s been some changes, of course, young trees have grown larger, and others have fallen and rotted away. But I’ve kept this rock clear of growth, and it’s exactly where it’s always been. I tripped over it when I arrived.” He patted it as though it was a favorite dog.

			“Can you clear this growth away, Fenra? I’ll need a spot to write my pattern.”

			“I have paper.” Elva patted his pockets, stopped when Fenra shook her head.

			“I believe we will need something very much larger.” She looked at me; I nodded. “I think there is something I could do. Arlyn, how big a clear spot do you need?”

			“From that poplar to the rock, from that shaggy bush to this sapling.”

			She paced out the area I’d indicated, stepped into the center, crouched down on her heels. She rubbed her hands as if to clean off her palms, pressed her hands together, pulled them apart slowly. A glow formed between her two hands, instead of the lines of light I was expecting. Elva stared at her with narrowed eyes, trying to see what only a practitioner could see. I remembered that whenever I could, I used to explain to him what was happening as I was doing it, the changes as we traveled from Mode to Mode. Not now. Fenra couldn’t be distracted. Besides, Elva wasn’t listening to me anymore.

			Fenra placed her hands palms down on the ground. The glow seeped out of her hands and spread over the area we needed before sinking into the ground. Her lips moved, but she wasn’t speaking aloud.

			“She’s singing.”

			I glanced at Elva, but he wasn’t talking to me, just thinking out loud. I considered Fenra again, took into account her facial expressions and how her breathing moved, realized he was right. She was singing, but not for us to hear. She stroked the plants, singing directly to them. Kneeling now, she sat back on her heels, rested her hands on her thighs.

			At first nothing happened. Elva took a step toward her, but stopped when she lifted her hand without opening her eyes. When I looked more closely, I saw it. The plants were withdrawing into the ground, their normal growth reversed. Elva almost jumped backward, hissing through his clenched teeth.

			In much less time than seemed possible, Fenra was kneeling in the middle of a patch of dirt. “Can you work with this?” she asked.

			I shook my head. “It needs to be smoother, or the pattern might twist.”

			She nodded, got to her feet, stood straight with her hands palms down. The ground beneath her smoothed, following the slow movement of her hands, small rocks and pebbles sinking into the ground, larger stones rolling aside.

			“What about the plants? What happens to them?” Elva sounded genuinely concerned.

			“They will grow back almost as quickly as they withdrew.”

			“How did you make them move?”

			“I did not ‘make’ them. I asked them. I promised it would not be forever. I also promised that you would no longer come here to cut away the growth. I undertook that on your behalf.”

			Elva laughed, and the sound of it, the tilt of his head, the sight of his smile took me back for a moment to the last time we’d been drinking together, and I’d refilled the glasses without touching the jug of wine. He’d laughed in the same way.

			While they were talking I’d broken a fairly straight branch from a nearby tree and peeled it until I had a stick roughly the length of Fenra’s cane. It occurred to me that Fenra’s cane would have made a perfect instrument, considering that it was a tool used by a practitioner, even though not a practitioner’s tool. I focused my attention, centered myself, reached out with my drawing stick, and began to make the pattern. By the time I was finished, sweat trickled down my back, and my mouth was terribly dry. I hadn’t lost my pattern when I lost my power, but my strength wasn’t what it used to be.

			Fenra and Elva were sitting close together on the rock. She gnawed on a sausage, and Elva held a canteen for her, watching her face as she ate. Fenra’s clothing was now dusty enough to match his, making them stand out against the greenery behind them. When she saw that I’d finished, she pushed herself to her feet.

			“Do you need more rest?” Elva stood with her, hand reaching out for her elbow.

			“I think eating has made up for it. If not—” She shrugged. “Our time is limited to what the grasses allow. We need to be finished before they grow back. Arlyn, what should the colors be?”

			“The sage and the periwinkle will be enough,” I said. “Power it, and it should rise to form a gate.”
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			Fenra

			Once I had the colors down, sitting back on my heels was easier than standing. I did not want to chance another wave of dizziness. We had more time than I had led the men to believe. The grasses had never met anyone like me, and they were curious, watching. As long as they continued to be, I could take all the time I needed. I know that there are practitioners who do not believe in the sentience of the natural world. They think it’s some kind of primitive outer Mode superstition—like the existence of a Maker—but then, they do not live on the outer Modes. Even in the City, the grass and trees and suchlike are only dormant, and will speak to you if you speak first. In this at least, the New Zone wasn’t so different from our world.

			When I felt I had gathered my strength I got back to my feet and studied the pattern.

			“I see similarities to the pattern that sealed your vault,” I said to Arlyn.

			“If you used yours more often you’d have noticed the same thing. The theory is that these similarities represent an individual practitioner’s own pattern.” Arlyn’s voice came from behind me. It seemed he was staying as far away from Elvanyn as he could.

			“You mean each of us has a unique, recognizable pattern? It’s not just a family marker?”

			“Like a fingerprint.”

			At this I looked at Elvanyn. He held up his right hand and touched the tips of his fingers with the index finger of his left hand.

			“Here they’ve discovered that every person’s fingers have a pattern unique to them. They call them fingerprints.”

			“How could they know such a thing?”

			He shrugged. “Observation. Testing. Experiment.”

			“Fascinating as this is, perhaps we could discuss it once we’re back home?”

			Elvanyn looked sideways at Arlyn, one eyebrow raised—and I realized why it bothered him so much when I did it. At least they were finally interacting.

			I took a deep breath, centering myself on the earth and concentrating. I lifted my arms to shoulder height and held my hands palm down. For the first time I could feel the power flow up through the ground and move through me. I waited for the pattern to become three-dimensional. Nothing.

			I shook out the tense muscles in my arms and shoulders and tried again. Nothing.

			After five more tries, I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, feeling the trembling in my wrists and arms.

			“It’s not working, is it?” Elvanyn’s sympathy irked me.

			“Stating the obvious isn’t helping either,” I said, lowering my hands. The two men were standing on the far side of the pattern from me. “What about using my own pattern?”

			Arlyn shook his head. “You don’t use it enough. Without the written forran to guide you, it would be too dangerous.” He drew down his brows. “I could try writing it for you . . .”

			“I can barely lift my hands,” I said, “let alone perform a strange forran. Who knew that achieving nothing could be so tiring.”

			“So we stay here?” Elvanyn said. He glanced up at Arlyn but quickly looked back to the pattern on the ground, as if he expected to see something this time.

			“We can’t stay here,” Arlyn said finally. “We’ve got to get back. If Metenari finds the Godstone . . .”

			Shaking my head, I bent over to place my palms on the ground. The grasses had been patient enough. At least for now, they could have their space back. Everything would look different in the morning. Fortunately, telling them this took almost no power at all.

			The locket Medlyn had given me fell out of the top of my shirt, and swung loose. I closed my right hand on it, leaving my left on the ground. The locket was in no danger of sliding off, but somehow touching it made me feel better. As if my old mentor stood by to help me.

			I straightened so quickly I could feel my vertebrae crack into alignment, and my vision darkened.

			“You’ve thought of something.” Arlyn had hold of my upper arm.

			“Now who’s stating the obvious.” Elvanyn lowered the hands he’d reached out to help me and sat down on his marker rock.

			I tapped the locket with my fingernails. “Could I open Medlyn’s vault from this world?” I said.

			Arlyn nodded slowly as he thought through my question. “Maybe,” he said. “The vaults exist in a space of their own . . . but reaching his vault from here won’t guarantee we can reach our own dimension from it. We don’t know enough about how the locket works.”

			I thought I understood his expression. “Nor do we have time for study and experiment,” I told him.

			Elvanyn stood up, straightened his sword belt, and checked the hang of his revolvers. “What are we waiting for?”

			I suddenly found myself on the ground, with Elvanyn on one side and Arlyn on the other.

			“Fenra? Can you hear me?”

			“Yes. Stop patting my hand. You would make poor healers, both of you.”

			“You fainted.”

			“Once again, the obvious. Thank you.”

			“Sarcasm. She must be feeling better.” Elvanyn took a step back and again checked the balance of his weapons.

			Each of them took a wrist and an elbow and helped me to my feet. I scrubbed my hands over my face, stifled a yawn. “Arlyn. Is there any reason for us to remain here in this spot?”

			I felt rather than saw him shake his head. “Before you try anything else, you need rest. Lots of rest. And food. We can’t do anything until the morning.”

			I did not argue with him. After resting for a few moments, I moved off the new grass and began choosing stones with care and setting them to one side of the cleared space. I wanted the grasses and insects to know where I planned to put a fire, in case they wanted to avoid it. After a moment Arlyn began gathering dry twigs and sticks.

			“So Elvanyn tells me you made the Godstone?” It was easier to ask when I could not see his face.

			“You told her.” Arlyn turned to him, but Elvanyn just went on pouring water from his canteen into a pot he’d pulled out of his pack.

			“He told me.” I set down the largest stone I had found and began aligning the others to it. “The question now is, why did you not tell me?”

			“To be honest, I can’t remember making it.” Arlyn squatted on his heels on the far side of the fire ring from me. It was light enough to see his face, though it wouldn’t be for long.

			“I remember,” Elvanyn said under his breath. Arlyn pretended not to hear him.

			“I know I must have done it. I remember the planning, the research. I remember the panic and the fear, the horror of trying to stay ahead of it, so I could seal it away. Wondering if I was strong enough to do it, or if it was already too late. I’d caused some damage I was too ignorant to foresee.” He stared down on the small pile of twigs in the center of the ring of stones as if there was already a fire there. “I can remember having it, using it.”

			“What did you intend to do?” My curiosity got the better of me.

			“He thought our world was supposed to be different,” Elvanyn said when it became clear Arlyn was not going to answer. His voice was surprisingly gentle.

			“Different how?”

			“He thought it was artificial, the City, the Modes, all the changes that you practitioners see when you travel. He’d been here, and he thought our world was supposed to be like this one. All of a piece. As if there were only one Mode.”

			At first I did not understand him. Then I tried to imagine what that meant. “Could that be why the gate won’t work for me? Because this world is so different? But the animals, the growing things—they know me.” The plants had felt odd, just as the bread had tasted bitter, but they had responded.

			“No.” This time Arlyn spoke. “The practice works the same way—though artifacts don’t, now that I remember. Here, take your earrings off.”

			I put my hands to my ears, felt the familiar facets of the emeralds in my lobes. “These are my final ones, they can’t come off, that’s the whole point of them.”

			“Humor me.”

			I started with the left one, unscrewing the tiny back from the metal post that pierced through my ear. Though I had not believed it was really possible, the earring parted, and in a moment I had the two pieces in my hand. I felt absolutely nothing different. Which was, considering what we had all been told, a very strange thing. A recklessness came over me and I removed the other earring as well, making sure I re-attached the backs before slipping them into the watch pocket of my vest. “Just a symbol,” I said. “Nothing more.”

			“Don’t say it like that.” Elvanyn pulled out the lapel of his coat to show me a silver star pinned to his vest. “They’re your badge, and a badge tells people who and what you are.”

			I turned back to Arlyn. “Is this how you removed yours?” I asked him. “Here?” His face clouded over and he touched his own ear.

			“No,” he said, lowering his hand again. “When I woke up, after—afterward, they were gone.”

			Gone with his power, is what I did not say aloud.

			“I did not know the earrings could be circumvented,” I said instead.

			“They can’t,” he said. “Many people have tried it, for one reason or another, and failed.”

			“Because it hasn’t been done doesn’t mean it can’t be done,” I said.

			Elvanyn chuckled, but not as though he had heard something funny. “He means he knows it can’t be done,” he said. The tone in Elvanyn’s voice was that of a person who has been proven correct, when they did not want to be. This told me much about his real feelings.

			“You designed them,” I said to Arlyn, remembering what Medlyn had told me.

			“Specifically so they couldn’t be removed.”

			I thought about the locks on his vault. Even how his furniture was structured. “You designed the jewels by harnessing the power inherent in the stones.”

			“I’m afraid so. There’s no forran to circumvent because it wasn’t done with one person’s forran.”

			“Commoners like myself might think it a fine idea to keep track of practitioners, but I can’t imagine why practitioners themselves welcomed the idea,” Elvanyn said dryly. “You weren’t exactly acting in the best interest of your own kind, were you?” Again, the undertone of distrust and cynicism.

			Arlyn paused so long I thought he was not going to respond. “I wasn’t acting in their best interest. I was acting in the best interest of mundanes like yourself.” This last phrase came out in a voice I had never heard Arlyn use before. “Power gets abused if it’s not controlled—”

			“You’d be the best judge of that.” Elva’s hand shifted on his sword hilt.

			“Stop.” We had no time for this. “We wear the earrings so that if one of us goes missing, or goes mad, they can be quickly found, and . . . helped.” I am not exactly sure why I hesitated over the last word. “So they are to our benefit.”

			“And finding a practitioner who’s gone mad has obvious benefits to mundanes as well.” Arlyn was determined to have the last word. His increasing irritability was worrying me more and more. I’d leveled him only hours ago.

			“Why did you ask me to take them off?” I said.

			“I wanted you to see what would happen for yourself. Artifacts have no power, but the practice itself actually works a little better here, forrans seem to take less energy. Remember you were able to call for help to come? That’s why I thought the two worlds were supposed to be more alike. I thought a world where the practice worked more easily had to be the correct form.”

			“So you tried to change our world . . .” The concept was too big. I could not visualize it. I did not really want to.

			He nodded. “I made the Godstone to do it. At first I tried to find one. I spent a long time looking before I realized that it wasn’t there to be found. Then I thought, all I had to do was make one . . .” He shivered.

			“What happened when you used it?”

			He shook so much that at first I could not see him nodding. I reached across the still-cold fire pit and grasped his wrist in my left hand. He tried to pull away, but not as though his heart was in it.

			“What happened?” I said again, willing him as much calm as I could considering my own exhaustion.

			“I don’t know. There was a tower—I don’t remember.” Elvanyn looked up at this, but Arlyn shook his head. “I remember the panic and the horror. Of wanting it all to stop, of hoping it wasn’t already too late.”

			A cold thought rose to the surface. “Was it?”

			Now he shook his head. “No. Not really. Except for me, of course. Except for . . .”

			“Do not stop talking now,” I warned him.

			“I think our world jumped a Mode.” He waved at my clothes. “Suddenly people were dressed differently. Dressed the way you are now.”

			As far as my experience went, people had always dressed the way I was dressed now. “You mean, before the Godstone, people in the city dressed like Elvanyn? Like in the old paintings?”

			The muscles twitched at the side of his jaw. “Yes. More like that. The Road wasn’t paved as well, and no one had pistols, just muskets.”

			“And swords.” It wasn’t that there were no swords anymore, just that people saved them for formal dress. “And since then? Nothing else has changed?”

			“Nothing.”

			“And the world is developing as it should?” Again I remembered what Medlyn had told me. There were fewer Modes now, and no new ones were forming.

			Arlyn pressed his lips together and the muscles around his mouth jumped. I supposed that answered me.

			“We have to get back,” I said. “Metenari may be pompous, but he is stubborn, and not in any way stupid. As you pointed out, your vault is now open. If the Godstone is there to be found he will find it. We cannot count on his not using it, once he has it in his possession.”
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			Using a thin glass rod, Santaron Metenari edged the folded parchment on the top of his worktable closer to the light coming through the open window. It wasn’t raining—it never rained in the White Court during the day—but an overcast of cloud obscured the sun. Still, natural light often told you more than artificial, no matter the brightness. Noxyn had very properly brought his find straight here, the room where Metenari attended to administrative details he could neither ignore nor delegate. He shifted his grip on the glass rod, holding it between the index and middle finger of his practitioner’s hand, swinging it back and forth with the movement of his fingers. The parchment was dirty and discolored along one edge, as if it had been sticking out from a pile of similar documents. The inner side was a soft, clean, off-white still, protected by whatever it had been pressed between.

			“How sure are you?”

			“I unfolded it just enough to glimpse the heading.” Noxyn shifted his feet, his hands reaching forward slightly, fingers curled, as if he wanted to pick up the parchment again. The boy wore fine silver-mail gloves lined with silk, exactly the precaution Metenari would have expected from his senior apprentice.

			“Here,” he said now, indicating the parchment packet with the glass rod. “Go ahead and open it for me. Spread it out fully, I’ll get the glass.” He noted the flush of pleasure that colored Noxyn’s expression. He deserved it; the boy worked hard, and was coming along well.

			The panes of glass Metenari wanted were in their own cupboard on the far side of the room from the window, so he had to turn his back on the boy. Which would show him how much he was trusted. It was with these gentle touches that apprentices were rewarded, keeping their spirits and morale high. The panes of glass rested in the third cupboard from the left, each on its own shallow shelf, the wood cut with finger space so the edge of the glass could be easily gripped. He stopped with the doors open, his hand hovering inches away from the top piece as an idea occurred to him.

			He had his own way of organizing his materials; most practitioners did. He used the same kind of organization with practically everything he owned. Surely Xandra Albainil had been the same? And surely, since his vault was almost a copy of his workroom, a highly skilled practitioner should be able to deduce the most logical hiding place for the Godstone from a close examination and comparison of both rooms.

			“Practitioner?” Noxyn’s voice brought Metenari back to the present moment.

			“Yes, of course, Noxyn, forgive me. I had a thought that may help us later.” He pulled out one of the larger panes of glass. They couldn’t be sure of the size of the opened parchment without touching it directly and assessing thickness and weight, but experience gave Metenari a fairly good idea. “Ready?”

			Even though he was wearing the gloves, Noxyn touched the parchment as tenderly as possible, using only the tips of his fingers, on the very edges of the document. It wasn’t so much necessary from the point of view of personal protection, but to interfere as little as possible, even by light touching, with the forran they believed the parchment held. Once Noxyn had the document spread out as much as he could on the tabletop, Metenari held the glass over it, letting his apprentice take one side so they could lay it down directly, and with great gentleness.

			A common forran had been used on the glass itself to keep it clean, and to encourage clarity of vision to anyone looking through it. Metenari rested his hands on the edge of the table, glanced up at Noxyn, and smiled. Whatever could be done to help them read and understand this forran had been done.

			“Tell me what you see,” he instructed.

			Noxyn cleared his throat, but didn’t answer right away. He’d stepped back once the glass was down, showing proper respect for his mentor. It didn’t matter that Noxyn had found the item; if his mentor wanted to look at it first, it was his right. Now, encouraged, he took a step closer to the table and did what he’d wanted to do from the first moment he’d been sure what he had. Now was his chance to actually examine a forran created by one of the legendary practitioners of old. To decipher it, to participate in its reconstruction.

			First he examined it from above, taking a general view of the whole. Handwritten, of course, the writing quaintly old-fashioned and ornate.

			“There are more symbols than one would normally see in a more modern specimen,” he began.

			“Are you sure? Look again.”

			Ears hot, Noxyn leaned over the document, his hands clasped behind his back, and scrutinized the line of symbols he thought he could see across the bottom of the page and turning to go up the side. “Ah,” he said finally. “Some of these symbols, at least, are actually letters, some grouped, and others standing alone.”

			“Exactly,” his mentor said. “Well done. We’ll consider the significance of that in a moment. Continue.”

			Leaning forward again, this time letting his fingertips rest on the edge of the glass, Noxyn cleared his throat. “There are symbols, however,” he said. “Here is the symbol for pattern, here is another for size and . . .” Noxyn’s voice dried in his throat.

			“What is it, my boy?”

			Noxyn hadn’t been this reluctant to answer since his first week as Practitioner Metenari’s apprentice, when he’d been sure then that one wrong answer would result in his expulsion. Now that he knew how rare practitioners actually were, he knew his talent wouldn’t have been wasted. But he also understood that to continue as the apprentice of someone as advanced as Metenari—and therefore keep his own advancement at top speed—he needed to keep his wrong answers to the minimum.

			“I believe this parchment may have been re-used.” The look on his mentor’s face made Noxyn wish he’d been more ambivalent. He would have lost marks for lack of confidence, but that face told him he was in danger of losing more than that.

			“Explain.”

			Noxyn swallowed. He might as well continue, better wrong than a coward. “If you look right here,” he pointed at the third row down, on the side of the page to his own right, “there’s a rough area on the surface, as if the parchment has been used before, scraped clean, and then used again.”

			His mentor squinted, bent until he was looking at the parchment from an angle. “I see what you mean,” he said. Noxyn felt a glow of pride. “But I would have said such a thing was impossible. For a forran of this significance, to use anything other than a fresh piece of parchment would be unheard of.”

			“Um.”

			“Go ahead, Noxyn, tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“What if the new forran was essentially the same?” Noxyn leaned over the glass in his eagerness to explain. “Say this opens the dimensional gate, but then Xandra Albainil wanted to change something about it, like, maybe, how long it stayed open, or the size. Would he make a whole new forran, or would he just alter the one he had?”

			“He was remarkably skilled for such primitive times, that’s true.” Metenari walked slowly around the parchment, scrutinizing it from all angles, at one point brushing a speck of dust Noxyn couldn’t see from the surface of the glass. Finally his mentor straightened, still focused on the forran. “I believe you’re right, Noxyn. Well done. The forran was indeed altered. If I’m not mistaken, the alteration imposed a one-time-only factor to each gateway.”

			“You mean the gate in the vault could only be used once?”

			“Exactly, but there could be a wider significance. It might be that while no one could use the same gateway to follow you, you yourself could not use that same gateway to return. There never would be another gateway in that precise spot again.”

			“But how would you get back, then? How are we going to get them back?”

			“Obviously we can’t do anything until we determine whether making a new gateway in a different spot would enable us to return. Someone would have to volunteer to try it, taking the forran with him, and hope to make it back again. Unfortunately, it would take someone of advanced study and power . . .” Metenari pulled himself upright and studied Noxyn with his head to one side.

			Noxyn pulled his shoulders back, and tried to look eager rather than frightened. He would settle for determined, he thought. “I could go, Practitioner. I’ll try it.” Or I’ll find some way to trick Predax into going.

			Metenari smiled at this, and gave Noxyn a sharp, approving nod. “I expected nothing less of you, my boy. However . . .” He took his chin in his hand and tapped his cheek with his index finger. “No.” He waved his hand over the parchment, casting shadows on the glass. “I’ll need you with me. Let this be our last resort, if we find we need the carpenter after all. Intriguing as it is, I’ll set Predax on it. Perhaps it’s more straightforward than it appears.”

			Noxyn tried hard not to show his relief.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Six
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			Arlyn

			I LAY THERE A long time with my eyes closed before I knew for sure I wasn’t going to fall asleep. My mind spun. Anger. Guilt. Worry. Anger again. I told myself we had done everything we could. Fenra’s locket would work. I could stop worrying, sleep. Anger again. Trees seemed unnaturally silent. I wondered if Fenra had asked them to let us rest. Fenra slept the sleep of the innocent, the exhausted. I wished I’d been able to do this without her.

			Elva rolled over. Was that why I couldn’t sleep? Yes, I’d left him here, but I hadn’t abandoned him, it wasn’t on purpose. I had been protecting him, keeping him safe. And it hadn’t been my fault that I couldn’t come back for him. And he wouldn’t let me explain. Most of the time he acted as though he and Fenra were alone.

			I sighed and sat up. This was ridiculous. I pushed myself to my feet. Needed to clear my head. Looking up, I saw unfamiliar stars. If we had to stay here, what would we do? How would we live? I’d be able to make furniture, but could Fenra still work as a healer? Even if the people here were past the time of belief, like in the City, she’d probably be able to manage. You didn’t have to believe in the practice for a cure to work.

			“Ow!” I’d walked right into Fenra’s ward. I thought it was supposed to keep things out, not close us in. A shadow rose up to my right, and I jumped.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“Checking what set off the wards, what do you think?”

			Maybe the first thing Elva had said directly to me, though he was looking toward where Fenra lay sleeping. Between the stars and the waxing moon there was enough light for me to see his face. I’d seen that look before. I unclenched my jaw with an effort. “She has more in common with me than she’ll ever have with you,” I told him. For the first time he looked straight at me.

			“I’m not here to romance her, you idiot. I’m here to make sure that your latest stupid, dangerous scheme doesn’t kill her—or strand her in some other dimension.” Elva pressed his lips together, as if he was sorry he’d spoken. “Besides, if you think you’ve got more in common with her than I do, you really are an idiot. She’s still a human being.”

			“Elva, you have to forgive me.” I spoke through clenched teeth. This animosity wasn’t helping us.

			“No, actually, I don’t.” His ever-so-reasonable tone only made me angrier.

			“Listen, I did what was needed, what I had to do—” I began. He talked over me.

			“What you thought you had to do,” he said. “It turns out you were wrong, and I was right.”

			“I acted to save the world!” I glanced at where Fenra lay asleep and lowered my voice. “As soon as I knew what was really going on, I acted.”

			“If you had listened to me in the first place—”

			“Not helpful. Listen, Elva, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.” I’d make the supreme gesture, one of us had to. “I meant to keep you safe, I made a mistake, afterward I couldn’t undo it. I couldn’t get you back. I couldn’t . . .” My throat clogged, and tears came to my eyes.

			“Xandra, stop,” he said. “You think I can believe anything you say? You can’t leave well enough alone, you never could. You put it in your vault, didn’t you? No one can even find your workroom by himself, so no one could have found your vault. All you had to do was stay home, and the world wouldn’t be in danger again. But you couldn’t, could you? You have to solve everything yourself, because no one else is smart enough.” He sighed. “Your apology doesn’t change anything. You haven’t changed. I’ll help you now, but you’ll have to accept that help without forgiveness.”

			“Both of you shut up and go to sleep.”
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			Fenra

			“Are you ready, gentlemen?” They had been considerably subdued since we woke up, and I wondered if I would ever know what had happened between them in the night. I pulled the locket out from under my shirt by the chain, and closed my left hand on it. Gold, lapis lazuli, never living, but part of the natural world. Would it be enough?

			Arlyn tucked his left hand under my right elbow, facing in the same direction I did. Elvanyn tucked his left hand into my left elbow, facing backward. It would help that we were all using our practitioner’s hand, even though neither of them were, at least at the moment, practitioners.

			“This is a very strategic stance,” Elva said. “Where did you learn it?”

			“Don’t distract her,” Arlyn said. “If we live through this, one of us will tell you.”

			I did not need this reminder that the locket might not work at all. Perhaps nothing would happen. Perhaps we would be moved into an unknown dimension, or set down smack in the middle of the Patio of Horses in the White Court—whatever, we had to be prepared for danger. I could not protect us and open the way at the same time. Elvanyn looked at me, drew the gun from under his left arm, and nodded.

			The locket felt cool on my forehead, as if it hadn’t been all this time inside my shirt, against my skin. I opened it . . . and we were surrounded by a fog so dense I could not even see my companions, though I could still feel their hands gripping my arms.

			“Fenra.” Arlyn sounded as though he knew something he feared to tell me.

			“Calm. Stay calm.” The steadiness of my voice surprised me.

			The temperature plunged, and suddenly I could smell the sea again. A dark shadow came toward us in the fog, something alive. I could feel it. No matter how much I blinked and strained, I could see nothing, but the sensation of size and danger hung just inches out of my sight. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Suddenly the grip on my arms tightened and I knew I had been about to fall.

			“It’s the Maker,” Arlyn whispered. I knew he was still beside me, but his voice echoed with distance.

			“No,” I said. Did it have me by the arms, or did those hands still belong to Arlyn and Elvanyn? A dark shadow and a light shadow, moving closer and then farther again. I concentrated, telling myself I was not terrified.
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			Arlyn

			There was a floor under me, not dirt. When I heard Elva gasp I tightened my grip on Fenra’s arm. If we hadn’t been holding her, she’d have fallen. Her eyelids fluttered, her breathing shallow.

			“I do not know whether I am exhausted or relieved,” she said, as she braced her feet, stood swaying very slightly. I didn’t let go, and neither did Elva. “Are we here?”

			I’d known we weren’t in the New Zone any longer, but it wasn’t until I saw the empty shelves, the wood-paneled walls, dust-free tables and carved chests, that I knew for certain we’d made it to Medlyn Tierell’s vault. I felt a thickness in my throat that I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I had known she was more powerful than others suspected. I hadn’t known she was more powerful than I suspected. This was the work of a first-class practitioner. For the first time I felt real hope.

			“You need to sit down,” Elva was saying. “Can you make it to that bench? I can carry you.”

			Fenra shifted her hand so she had hold of my arm instead of the other way around. “I will sit, yes. Thank you.” She walked on her own, but kept her grip on us until she reached the bench. She released Elva’s arm, but still didn’t let go of me. “Give me your other hand,” she said.

			When I realized what she had in mind, I pulled out of her grip before she could stop me, put both hands behind my back like a child caught with contraband cookies. “No,” I said. “We need you fresh. You can level me later, if you think I need it.”

			Elva looked from her to me and back, his left eyebrow raised in that annoying way I’d almost forgotten. Fenra lifted her hand to him, fingers slightly spread. He relaxed, nodding. I clenched my teeth. He trusted her.

			“You will have to be more careful, then,” she said to me. “Relax as much as you can. Resist your anger. Above all, remember you will not always feel the way you feel in the moment.”

			I knew she was right, tried to follow her advice, took a couple of deep breaths, looked at a particularly pretty burl in the grain of the wood panel closest to me. Walnut. Walnut? No, zebrawood. I still felt resentful, but I also knew it wasn’t real. At least in a manner of speaking.

			Elva took a step back from her. “And now?”

			Fenra turned to me. “Now we find out whether this space has a strong enough connection to our world for the locket to move us there. Or whether it will only return us to our starting point in the New Zone.” She shut her eyes and rubbed at her forehead, as though she had a headache.

			Elvanyn checked his sword and the lay of his pistols in a sequence I’d seen him do a thousand times. “Whenever you’re ready, Fenra.” She smiled without opening her eyes.

			“In theory,” I said, “the connection with Medlyn’s work or home space should be stronger than any other connection. The path between here and there should be the most used, therefore the easiest to access. Since we’ve been in his office most recently, that one should be the easiest of the two.”

			“There’s a few too many ‘shoulds’ and ‘in theories’ in all you’re saying,” Elva said. He turned slowly, looking around the room. His brow furrowed, his hand on the hilt of his sword—as if he could sense a danger he couldn’t see.

			“Take your time,” I said to Fenra, meaning every word. “Be sure you’re ready. We only have to save the world.”

			“Thank you, Arlyn.” More sarcasm than patience. I smiled. She held out her left hand. At first I held back. Then I realized what she meant, took her hand in mine. Once again the room came to life around me. The books, the tapestries, the manuscripts. Even the tarnished silver lamps hanging from the ceiling, filled with bright gas.

			“What would the old guy store here?” I wondered aloud. “Is there anything we might use?” Fenra picked up a skull from a nearby shelf. She shook her head, a wistful smile on her face. “Medlyn used to keep this on his desk, until one day it was gone. He never told me what it was. I can tell it’s not an animal, but it’s too squat to be human. It looks as though it’s melted somehow. Pulled out of shape.”

			“It’s human,” I said. “But very old. Older almost than the world. It came from the outermost Mode, when the City and even the White Court was just a collection of mud walls and reed roofs between the rivers.”

			“Before your time?” Fenra asked. Elva looked away, but not before I saw the corner of his mouth curling into a smile. Elva looked from Fenra to me and back again. He couldn’t see the skull. I was glad.

			“Just,” I said. “I wouldn’t have thought the old man had so much power in him.”

			“He was a modest man,” Fenra said.

			I squeezed my eyes closed. I hadn’t been modest, is that what she was saying?

			“You have to be fairly powerful to have apprentices,” Fenra was pointing out to Elva. “You must have had quite a few of your own,” she added, setting the skull back in place before turning to me.

			“Yes, ‘Arlyn,’ tell us about your apprentices.”

			Before I could answer, Fenra held up her right hand between us. “Stop this. Focus on what we are doing, both of you. I do not want to hear about before unless it helps now. Is that clear?” She stood up. “I have rested enough, let us try the next stage.”

			“Fenra . . .”

			“Yes?” She turned her face to Elva’s.

			“Nothing,” he said finally. “I’m ready.” We resumed our grip on her arms. She closed her eyes, lifted the locket to her forehead, and the empty room around us became even more empty, the wood grain in the paneling growing indistinct, the colors fading, the glow of the lamps darkening into clouds. Fading away to nothing at all but a hot mist, thick as smoke and just as dirty. I thought something brushed up against my leg, but I must have been imagining it.

			Then I saw walls around me, empty shelving, furniture, and I thought we were back in the vault again, until I realized that I could see more—

			“Ow!” Fenra let go of my arm and rubbed at her knee. She must have bumped against the metal-reinforced corner of a large trunk. Its lid was laid back, and packing straw stuck out of the open top. When I looked around the room I saw other, smaller crates, padded wooden boxes covered with leather. A familiar hat and cane were propped in the corner by the door, exactly where someone who had found them would see them and remember to take them away when they left the office.

			The shelves weren’t completely bare. There were books, a long silver dagger-shaped tool with a braided blade. I recognized a glass safe lying sideways in the corner. Whoever owned it would need to turn it right side up before the glass decided to break.

			Someone had obviously begun moving into the old man’s office.

			“Who are you? How did you get in here?”
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			“We’ve mastered sending objects through,” Predax was saying as they walked through the gardens where people sat on stone benches under the trees. Moving, shaded water made the air feel cooler. In the week since the discovery of the vault, spring had turned into summer. “But you were quite right, Practitioner, when you theorized that the gate would close immediately, and that we wouldn’t be able to open another gate in the same place.”

			Metenari knew that by “we,” Predax meant himself, and two of the senior students. “And what is your next step?”

			“Well, Jordy wanted to send animals through, but I pointed out that we wouldn’t have any way to know whether they’d made it or not. Then I said—” The boy broke off and his ears turned red.

			“What did you say?” Metenari pressed his lips tight to hide his smile.

			“I said we should send Jordy through, and then Konne pointed out that we still wouldn’t know for sure whether it had worked.”

			“And then you said, ‘No, but at least we’ll have gotten rid of Jordy.’ Oh come now, Predax, don’t look so alarmed. That’s exactly what I would have said when I was an apprentice. Might have done it, too, if I’d had the chance.” He laughed at the look on the boy’s face. Predax relaxed, but only a little. “So, your conclusions thus far?”

			“We’ll have to send a practitioner through, sir, someone who can work the forran. There’s no way around it.”

			“I agree. But it’s not yet time for that. We have proof of theory—the forran does what we thought it did, but not easily, not smoothly. Let’s exhaust every other option, before we send anyone after the carpenter. That remains a last resort.”

			“But Practitioner, isn’t the experiment worthwhile in itself? I mean, don’t we want to be able use this forran when we want to? Not just for this occasion?”

			“Of course, and we will, when we have more time. Just now, we must return our attention to the original project. I’ll need your help for that, and unless you think Jordy and Konne can be left to experiment alone—”

			“Absolutely not, sir, no.”

			“So I surmised. No, we’ll have them go back to relieving the others at the doorway, while you and Noxyn assist me in the vault.” Predax only nodded at this, but his smile told Metenari how pleased the boy was.

			He and Predax left the garden, and strolled down one of the wide yew-lined paths leading toward the older buildings. Several people nodded as he passed, and Metenari was careful to acknowledge every greeting, sometimes with a lifted hand, sometimes a nod. Only once did he stop to exchange a few words. It paid to be gracious to everyone. You never knew when you were going to need a favor.

			When he recognized a particular set of shoulders coming around a hedge toward them, he deliberately turned his head away. He hadn’t spoken directly to Ronan Sedges since he’d beaten the man out for the last council seat, and he wasn’t going to start now.

			The stairwell that hid Xandra Albainil’s workroom was now blocked off. In fact, that entire end of the building had been put out of bounds. Several of Metenari’s students who hadn’t yet reached the apprentice stage were posted at the hallways connecting to the old tower, to keep people out, or divert them away, citing Metenari’s authority when they had to.

			They reached the tower and turned into the stairwell. The workshop door was no secret to them, now that they knew where it was. Inside, Noxyn was speaking with a student whose name Metenari couldn’t remember, who sat on a stool placed in the open doorway of the vault next to a small table where he could work and eat. As he and Predax came in, the student got to his feet, and Noxyn turned to greet them.

			“Now, I haven’t been wasting my time while you boys have been working. I’ve made a careful analysis of Xandra Albainil’s workroom and I believe I have enough understanding of how the man thought for us to find the Godstone more quickly than we’d hoped.”

			Metenari took a long look at the room and nodded, satisfied. Parchments, scrolls, artifacts, and tools were laid out neatly on shelves and tabletops as if they expected their master to come back. Oddly, there were very few books. “Now, all practitioners keep certain things nearest to hand, but Albainil was unusual in his organization. Can either of you spot it?”

			Predax cleared his throat. “Everything in here is in a circle, around a central seat. Not laid out in rows like most people do.”

			“Very good, Predax. In fact, excellent.”

			“Well, I’ve been stationed here quite a bit and . . .”

			“And you’ve been watching me, of course, and so you should. Never be shy of watching a master at work, particularly your own.”

			The two apprentices nodded respectfully.

			“All right, then.” Metenari returned to the student at the door. “Just sit here quietly, will you? Remember, don’t step out of the threshold.” Metenari laughed and patted the youngster on the shoulder. “Noxyn, follow me. Predax? Bring in that stool, would you?” The boys followed him as Metenari passed through the door and then stood to one side in the old practitioner’s vault. The first thing Metenari did was point out where he wanted Predax to place the stool. As far as possible, he wanted it in the same spot it had occupied in the workroom. Metenari oriented himself with his back to the door.

			“Slightly to the left. A little more. There, I think that’s it, don’t you?”

			“Relative to everything else, yes. But Practitioner, the large cabinet to the left, there’s no equivalent for it in here.”

			“I noticed that myself, Predax, but thank you. You may not have noticed, but the cabinet you speak of holds glassware—drinking glasses, bottles, jars and pitchers and the like. I imagine there’d be no need for that kind of thing in here. A vault is essentially a large cupboard, and while you might do actual work in a cupboard, you don’t spend any time eating or drinking in one.” Again, both apprentices nodded.

			Metenari sat down on the stool, folded his hands in his lap, and looked slowly around. Would Xandra have put the Godstone into a place near to the central seat, or far? In the workshop, items near the stool were commonplace ones in constant use, or everyday items like the glassware cabinet that had no duplicate here. The chances were equally good, therefore, that something as unusual and precious as the Godstone would be in one of the further cupboards, or on one of the shelves that were covered with doors in here, though they were open in the outside room. But the Godstone was more than unusual and precious.

			“Now, something dangerous,” he said to Noxyn. “Close to hand, or farther away?”

			“Would it be likely to act on its own?” Noxyn said.

			“An excellent question, my boy. Excellent.” Metenari nodded. He should have thought of that himself. “If it was, he’d keep it nearby, don’t you think? So he could react quickly. If it had to be activated somehow, then a corner cupboard would be just as likely. Here, you take my seat, tell me what you think.”

			When Noxyn was seated, Metenari looked around the room. “If it were nearby, what could you reach if you had to spring at it in a single bound?”

			His lower lip between his teeth, Noxyn looked around him carefully. “I’d say nothing more than two paces away. Circular orientation, so we can’t go by what direction he’d be facing . . .” Metenari nodded his encouragement, as Noxyn stood and paced slowly around the stool. “So it could be anywhere in this circle.” Noxyn gestured. “I’d start by trying that cabinet there, the one that looks like a clothes press.”

			Metenari approached the cabinet with caution. The boy was quite right, any practitioner could cross this distance in one step, as it were, even if startled and otherwise unprepared. And it did look like a clothes press. About as tall as Metenari himself, it stood on four nicely turned legs, complete with matching stretchers. Above the legs were two drawers, about three hands deep, with brass pulls, and above them the cabinet proper, two doors that met in the middle with matching brass knobs. Not one to overlook the obvious, Metenari first tried the doors. They were closely fitted, and there was no sign on the outside of the astragal that they closed to. Nor was there any physical lock visible. But nevertheless, the doors did not open. Nor did the drawers when he tried them.

			Metenari smiled. He would have been disappointed if they had.

			“Watch my surroundings carefully, Predax. Now, Noxyn, let’s consider this a quiz. Which forran would you use to open this cabinet?”

			The boy took a moment to consider, which pleased Metenari very much. Impulsiveness was not a trait he considered useful in a practitioner. That, in his mind, had always been Fenra Lowens’ problem.

			“I’d say Llono’s forran for locks would be the place to start.”

			“And why is that?”

			“It’s simple,” Noxyn said, spreading his hands. “And it’s a good principle to eliminate the simple before advancing to the complex.”

			“Exactly. Well done. Besides, Albainil would know that people would expect him to use a complicated forran, so he might have bluffed them by using a simple one.”

			Metenari pressed his palms together. A breath sufficed to fix the details of the forran in his mind. He slowed his breathing down, listening as his heart slowed to match. At the right moment he spread his fingers and drew his hands apart. He couldn’t see any light with his eyes closed, but the familiar feeling of the power coursing from fingertip to fingertip told him he was ready. Still without opening his eyes, he turned his palms toward the cabinet. His hands heated as the power poured through them. In his mind he drew the pattern, in the manner indicated by Llono’s forran, and waited.

			And waited.

			“Nothing, Practitioner.”

			Metenari sighed, letting his hands fall and the power dissipate harmlessly into the room. “Well, not unexpected, so don’t let’s allow ourselves to grow discouraged. What’s the next forran you would try?”

			But the next one didn’t work either, nor the one after that. Metenari paused for reflection. Usually he would eliminate all possibilities before moving on to the other pieces of furniture. “Finish what you are doing before moving on” had always been his motto and advice. But in this case, there was good reason to eliminate the simple forrans for every piece before trying other, more complicated ones. He explained his reasoning to Noxyn and Predax, lest they think they were now allowed to apply this approach willy-nilly.

			“Each item of furniture is likely to have a unique locking forran, therefore let us eliminate the forrans themselves by trying them on each lock,” he concluded. “That way we can be sure not to miss anything obvious.” He coughed and rubbed his forehead. He shouldn’t be this tired, he’d only performed three forrans, and simple ones at that. He glanced around again at the seemingly innocent room. He wouldn’t be surprised if someone so clever and devious as Xandra Albainil should leave a forran running in his vault that would subtly drain an intruding practitioner’s power.

			“Noxyn, why don’t you try the first three locking forrans on this cabinet here; Predax, on that chest of drawers.” No need to tell the boys anything yet, especially not that he was using them as guinea pigs. Let’s see if they tire as quickly as I did.

			Two hours later Metenari had his answer. With less experience, it took longer for apprentices to perform three forrans on the second cabinet and the chest of drawers, but they got just exactly as far as Metenari had with the first cabinet. With the droop of their shoulders, and the pallor of their faces, the boys looked the way Metenari felt.

			“I think that’s all for today, boys. We may have to rethink our approach a little.”

			“Perhaps one of the juniors should join us,” Noxyn suggested, glancing at the student watching them round-eyed from the doorway. “Jordy, or even Konne. It’s unlikely that any of these simple forrans will open anything,” he continued as Metenari waited, “but we still need to check. That said, it needn’t be any of us doing the checking.”

			“You’ve hit on something there, Noxyn. A very good idea. But let me improve upon it. Using the junior apprentices, we could even work in shifts. You, Predax, and I could be trying the next set of more complicated forrans on these initial cabinets while the others test the remaining furniture and shelving. We would follow each other in sequence until the correct one was found.” He still thought the nearer ones the most likely.

			“Like a round song,” Predax said.

			“Yes, I suppose it is, in a way. Though we must remember that just because a particular forran opens a particular artifact, it needn’t follow that it will open all of them. As I said, everything we’ve seen so far tells us that Xandra Albainil had a complicated and even paranoid mind.”

			Metenari was just pushing himself to his feet when Jordy appeared in the doorway, clearing his throat.

			“Excuse me, Practitioner? Konne says Practitioner Otwyn is at the foot of the tower. She needs to speak with you urgently.”

			Metenari sighed. Of course she did. Every new practitioner believed that every little thing they thought or did was the most important thing in the world. She was a nice girl, careful and usually considerate. He hoped she’d get past this stage quickly.

			“Tell her I’m unavailable, but that I would be happy to see her in my office first thing in the morning.” A headache began to throb behind Metenari’s eyes. Maybe there was someone else he could palm her off to. Too bad Medlyn was faded, he’d been so good at this kind of thing.

			“I’m sorry, Practitioner, but I told her that already. She says it’s an emergency. Three people just appeared in her office out of nowhere, pushed her aside, and escaped before she could do anything. She’s very worried.” The boy rushed through the last few words and looked thankful to be silent.

			The headache disappeared. “Out of nowhere? Three people? Is she sure? Never mind, I’ll come down and question her myself.”
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			Fenra

			I wished we had not frightened the new practitioner who was taking over Medlyn’s office. I could tell from the way she had treated the furniture that she had valued and respected him; she might have been willing to help us. As it was, she had undoubtedly gone to spread the alarm. Someone would be looking for us soon, and the stares of a few of the people we passed in the courtyards made me well aware of my stained and dusty clothing. One or two seemed about to speak, but something in either Arlyn’s face or Elvanyn’s kept them from approaching us.

			“We’re attracting too much attention,” Elvanyn said. I had my hand in the crook of his elbow. Without my cane, left behind in our escape from Medlyn’s office, I found I was tired enough to need his help. “Anyone looking for us will find plenty of witnesses to recognize our descriptions, and tell them which way we went.”

			“Your suggestions?”

			“Get out of the White Court?” Elvanyn said. “Though it won’t be easy. Perhaps we’ll have to fight our way out.” There was a smile in his voice, if not on his face.

			“And go where?” I said. “We are here to deal with the Godstone, not to escape and wait in hiding for Metenari to find it and use it, because firstly, he can, and secondly, he will.”

			As we were talking, I had steered my companions into the Patio of Horses, one of the largest courtyards in the palace, large enough to have mature trees in it, and deep arcades on both long sides. We found a bench in a private but not too secluded alcove deep under one of the arcades and sat down out of the sun. Elvanyn put his hand down on top of mine before I could withdraw it from his elbow.

			“Without me, the two of you could pass as visitors from an outer Mode,” I said into the silence. “The danger lies in our being together.”

			“I hope you’re not suggesting that I leave you,” Elvanyn said. “Because I won’t.”

			“No,” Arlyn said. “Of course not. But the two of you can leave me.”

			“What?” Elvanyn and I spoke at the same time, though in entirely different tones.

			“I’ll go to the vault. I imagine that Metenari has kept it open, since he doesn’t have the key.” Arlyn licked his lips. “I know where the Godstone is, and the lock should respond to me, whether I have power or not. Like the earrings, the locks aren’t dependent on outside sources of power.”

			“No.” Elvanyn’s voice was so cold I felt a shiver pass through me. “I don’t trust you alone with it, no matter what you say about not having any power.”

			“Then you come with me,” Arlyn said. “We’ll leave Fenra on the outside—out of it completely. If we’re caught, we’ll claim we tricked her, and she can say the same.”

			“It’s one thing for visitors to be on the grounds, especially during the day, but you won’t get into the building without me,” I argued. “Metenari is sure to have posted guards. I am the only one who can get past them. Tell me where the stone is, give me the key . . .” I trailed off as both men shook their heads.

			“We don’t even know for sure that there are guards,” Arlyn began.

			“That’s easy enough, I’ll go and see,” Elvanyn said. “No, it should be me. No one knows me here.” I thought I detected a flatness in his voice, as if he was thinking about all the people who would have known him. “I’ll check if there are guards, how many, their schedule. Once I’ve reported back, we can make more informed decisions.”

			He had been a guard himself, I remembered. “You’re not a practitioner,” I pointed out.

			“Nor do I need to be, to see the number and quality of any guards who may have been left to prevent unsavory strangers from entering. My guess is that if anyone sees me, they’ll simply tell me to move along, whereas either of you two are bound to be detained.”

			“Very well. Then I suggest you go now. Fenra and I will wait for you here.”

			“And if you have to move?”

			“Then in the Sun Dial Patio. If things go badly, we’ll try to get out that way.”
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			Elvanyn

			As soon as he was out of their sight, Elva’s footsteps slowed, though he tried to look as much as possible like a commoner here on an errand. If things hadn’t changed too much, the guard passed commoners in over the East Bridge, and wouldn’t bother those already inside the grounds unless they actually caused trouble.

			If things hadn’t changed too much.

			He didn’t know how he felt—or even what he should be feeling. The first few years of his life in the New Zone, he’d dreamed of being right here—home, the White Court, the stone of the buildings, the patios and fountains, his own small room and the dining hall of the guards. His duties, his friends. The smell of wet earth and stone when he had night watch on a rainy evening. He would have traded anything to be back where he belonged.

			But over time that homesickness faded, leaving only the occasional pang, fewer and fewer as the years went by, when something that looked or tasted or smelled like his old life suddenly struck him. He’d stopped thinking of his life here, and started living his life there. Now that he was back, everything looked and smelled just different enough to throw him off, to unsettle him.

			Or did everything feel different because of Fenra Lowens?

			As soon as he’d heard the word “practitioner” his heart had started beating faster, and it didn’t slow down when Fenra walked into his office. She’d been so solemn, so obviously exhausted—so dusty—that he’d only thought of what he could do for her, not what she could do for him. Xandra walking in swept all that away, but later, when she’d worried about how the horses felt, and how the grass felt, he’d known that the feeling he’d had —that she was somehow important in a way he’d never thought of—he knew that feeling was real.

			He shook away these thoughts and focused on the here and now. Evidently his sheriff’s clothing was not considered odd enough, when he was walking by himself, for anyone to look at him twice. Or maybe it was the way he walked: with just the right amount of swagger, one arm swinging and the other hand resting on the hilt of his sword, as though he had every right to be here, and what’s more, had an important errand. Still, it was odd to see all these unarmed people. In his day even practitioners routinely wore swords, though of course on the right hip, not on the left like commoners. He suddenly remembered a summer afternoon teaching Xandra to fence right-handed. No one would expect that from a practitioner, any more than Elva’s own opponents had expected him to fight with his left. Another memory he didn’t have time for right now.

			There were more people here than there had been in the courtyard—more than he’d ever seen in this particular area before. People here were on their way somewhere, supper perhaps; it was the time of day for it. Very few were lingering to speak to one another, and small shops along the way were closing, or at least bringing in their wares. There didn’t used to be so many commoners living in the fringes of the White Court, away from the better patios and gardens. Of course, someone had to bake the bread, provide fish, fruits, and vegetables. The meat and the spices. Practitioners were too busy to do their own marketing, or to cook their own food, though travel on the Road taught them all how. Still, he thought this section, here in the older part of the palace, was more crowded than he remembered.

			He’d taken the long way round to reach the tower, and now that he was closing in, Elva shifted direction subtly, making sure no one watching him could tell it was his destination. He also remembered the arched entrance of the tower as having both an outer and an inner gate, but the openings were empty, and the whole area appeared deserted. Nevertheless, Elva knew that a guard alcove was tucked into the right-hand section between the two now-nonexistent barriers, where men could stand without being seen from the street outside. That couldn’t have been changed, not and leave the entrance intact.

			As he had expected, a young man in apprentice gray but without the black cap stepped out of the alcove as Elva drew even with it.

			“I’m sorry, Dom, this area’s off limits today.”

			“Really? Whyever for? I was hoping to see the view from the battlements.” He spoke at his most charming, trying to appear totally fascinated.

			“There’s been a wall collapse, sir, and we’re keeping people out until repairs are completed. Should only be a day or two, if you’d like a tour later on.”

			Elva drew down his eyebrows. Turned out his clothing was odd enough for the boy to take him for a tourist from an outer Mode—someone too naïve to know about tensions between the Courts. “Two days? I wouldn’t have thought it would take practitioners two days to fix a broken wall.” As he expected, the boy took the bait, crossing his arms and leaning his shoulder against the stone, ready to gossip with a friendly and interested stranger.

			“Well, we don’t want to fix it with practice, you see. Then someone’s theories would always be in use, keeping it up, no pun intended.”

			Elva grinned, rolled his eyes, and gave the boy a light punch on the upper arm. This child was an insult to real guards everywhere. “Whatever do you do, then?”

			“Well, the council sent to the Red Court for the Court Engineers to come look at the problem, and find some mundane solution. That’s what’s taking so long, they’re in no hurry to get here, and then each and every one of them has to have their say.”

			“Makes sense,” Elva said. He remembered Xandra using that word, “mundane.” It meant people who weren’t practitioners. Commoners. “Practitioners are far too valuable to waste on buildings, that’s for certain. Or for guarding, for that matter.” He smiled his warmest and most winning smile, knowing that there would be a twinkle in his eye. “I’d love to hear more about what’s going on in the White Court. What time do you get off?”

			The young man grinned back, and ducked his head. “Not until sunset, Dom.” When visitors had to be gone from the Court.

			“What a shame. Well, thanks for the information. I’ll try to come back once the tower’s open again, if I’m still in the City. Fair day to you.” The salutation was out of his mouth before he thought of it, but the apprentice didn’t blink. Either it was still in use, or the boy put it down to his being from outside the City.

			Except for two people who smiled at him, one female and one male, Elva’s walk back to the courtyard where Fenra and—he had to start calling him Arlyn—were waiting for him was uneventful. The crowds thinned out as he left the older areas of the Court, to where red brick replaced white stone.

			Fenra and Arlyn still sat on the bench where he’d left them, though he thought they’d been sitting closer together. Within the framing of the arch they sat under, they didn’t look at all like fugitives, but like two people taking advantage of a cool place to sit. The girl looked better now, he thought, her natural color restored, less ashy gray than it had been when she’d brought them through from her old mentor’s vault. That was some trick, he thought, wondering whether even Xandra in his day would have been able to do it.

			Which endangered Fenra all that much more, since Xandra—Arlyn—needed and coveted that power. Elva made sure he sat down between them.

			“They’re taking no chances,” he said. “The whole tower is closed, and there’s a guard at the lower entrance to prevent anyone going in. Mind you,” he continued, cutting Arlyn off as he began to speak, “he wasn’t a real guard, but an apprentice—or maybe a student, since I don’t imagine there’s so very many apprentices that they can be used as guards. In my day commoner guards were used against outsiders, since we weren’t much use against even the youngest apprentice.”

			“Metenari started mentoring apprentices almost on the day he became a practitioner himself,” Fenra said. “So he might have a few to spare.”

			“Did you ever have one?” Elva gave her a more genuine smile than he’d given to the young apprentice.

			“No.” She smiled back, but shook her head. Unlike the apprentice, she saw right through him. “Very few practitioners want to live in the outer Modes, once their apprentice tours are complete, so I have always been alone.”

			“I’ve never had one either.”

			“That’s because you’re a prick,” Elva said without turning around. Though he grinned when Fenra laughed.

			“Perhaps we should get back to the matter in hand,” she said, still smiling.

			“I see two approaches,” Elva said. “First, the soldier’s answer: we kill him.”

			“No.” Fenra and Arlyn spoke together.

			“Fine. Second, he’s silly enough for us to trick him by pretending to be with these engineers he spoke of—”

			“No engineers have been sent for, really,” Arlyn said.

			Elva spread his hands, palms up. “I know that, and you know that, but I’d judge the boy on the gate doesn’t, not from the way he was talking.”

			“I have a suggestion.” Fenra looked from him to Arlyn and back again. “I can go myself and ask to see Metenari. I will say you tricked me, and that I have only now managed to get away from you. While I distract the guard with my story, the two of you will sneak in.”

			“I don’t like it,” Arlyn said. “I don’t like it at all.”

			“Neither do I,” Elva said. “Unfortunately, it may have the most chance of success.”
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			Seven
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			Fenra

			THE ONLY THING we were able to agree on was that we preferred not to kill the guard.

			“Think.” I knew I was right. “You cannot risk capture. Elvanyn has no status here at all. Whereas I can charm the guard.”

			“With what?” Arlyn said while Elvanyn looked at him sideways.

			“This.” I broke off a small twig bearing three new leaves from a nearby orange tree, freeing the scent of the blossoms. I smoothed it between my hands. “The boy at the gate will take me to where Metenari can be found,” I told the twig, breathing on it twice. “Once we have cleared the gate, the two of you can take advantage of the now unguarded doorway to enter the tower. Once your business there is concluded, I will rejoin you.”

			“We?” “How, exactly?” Elvanyn and Arlyn not only spoke at the same time, they wore identical expressions.

			“You’ll be in custody,” Arlyn added.

			I tapped the spot where Medlyn’s locket lay under my shirt. “Will I?”

			Elvanyn’s eyes narrowed. “Metenari will take it from you.”

			“To him it’s a piece of jewelry,” I said in my most certain tone. I myself had not known the locket was a key when I first saw it. “And no amount of examination will show him anything different. He would be ashamed to take a piece of jewelry from me, especially if I have come to him humbly, asking for his help.”

			It took some time, and further arguing, before they finally agreed.

			“And if Metenari is in the vault? If the guard takes you there?”

			I shook my head even before Elvanyn finished his question. “Let me in to see what he is doing? Absolutely not. Metenari would never run the risk of having to share credit for some discovery by having another practitioner present. Even one he believes is only a third class.”

			“His apprentices don’t count,” Arlyn added when it appeared Elvanyn would ask. “He takes credit for their work, not the other way around.”

			Elvanyn finally nodded, but I could tell he was not entirely convinced. “So he might leave an apprentice in the vault? What do we do then, if Arlyn hasn’t any power?”

			I ignored the “if.” “You are in no more danger from apprentices than you would be from anyone else—less, in fact. Metenari disapproves of training in arms, and that is the only way they can be a danger to you, since apprentices are bound from using practice on others without permission until they become practitioners.”

			“Since when?” Arlyn said, his voice sharp.

			“Since the Red Court insisted on it.”

			Arlyn pressed his lips together and shook his head. I refrained from pointing out that too much autonomy and too little oversight was what had brought us to this place.

			“In any case,” I continued, “I do not imagine that apprentices who cannot use any practice on you would be a problem for the High Sheriff of the Dundalk Territory.”

			Elvanyn touched the hilt of his sword, and the grips of his two pistols, and bowed.

			Even though it was my own idea, I trembled as I approached the tower entrance alone. I did not try to hide it, as I thought it would fit with my story. I jumped when the youngster at the gate stepped out to meet me, and like a fool he let me grab his arm. I hung on as if I were about to fall over from exhaustion and fright, and tucked my three leaves into the cuff of his shirt, where they touched his skin.

			“Practitioner Metenari?” I asked, breathless. “I was told I might find him here.”

			“He is, yes, but—”

			“I must see him immediately, a matter of great importance that pertains to his present work.”

			Annoyance, curiosity, worry, all flashed over his face in the few seconds it took him to make up his mind. “If you follow this wall, Practitioner—”

			I moved my hand to his cuff and squeezed. “Please, apprentice, I am in no condition to walk any further distance without assistance. I need your help.”

			This time only worry showed on his face. Worry over what Metenari would say to him if he made the wrong choice. Finally, just as I was thinking the leaves would not work, his face cleared completely and he smiled. “If you would come with me, Practitioner . . . ?”

			“Lowens, Fenra Lowens. Your mentor and I were apprenticed in the same year,” I added, and he became even more relaxed, more certain he was doing the right thing in abandoning his post.

			“Then if you would, Practitioner Lowens, please do use me as your staff.”

			I did not have to fake my exhaustion very much, and my experience with my leg was a great help in using the young man as a cane. I leaned on him more than I needed to, to give him the idea that I was even more tired and weak than I appeared.

			He led me into the building, past the main staircase, and down the long hallway to a bench at the foot of the rear staircase, lowering me with great care and courtesy to the seat.

			“If you will wait here, Practitioner Lowens, I’ll see whether Practitioner Metenari is upstairs.”

			I had no option but to watch him trot up the stairs without me. It would have been out of character for me to insist on coming with him, considering the emphasis I had put on my exhaustion and pain. At least I had cleared the door and the main staircase for Elva and Arlyn. Still, I knew how long the apprentice should take, and how long I would wait before going up after him, regardless of how it might look. Just as I pushed myself to my feet, the youngster came skipping down the stairs, with Metenari descending more sedately behind him.

			“Santaron! Thank you for seeing me. Please help me—you must—I have made such a foolish mistake.”

			“Of course, Fenra, of course. Come this way—Konne, please help Practitioner Lowens, can’t you see she’s limping? Come, Fenra, let’s get you sitting down and you can tell me all about it.”

			His concern was genuine. That made me feel a little shabby.

			I had hoped that we would go to Metenari’s office in the other wing, but my old classmate had taken over a suite of rooms in the old tower itself. They had been cleaned, and supplied with a worktable and comfortable chairs, but the paint on the walls was cracked and crumbled with age, and new carpets and bowls of peonies floating in water couldn’t quite cover a lingering musty smell.

			The young man, Konne, helped me as far as an overstuffed chair near the window and held my elbow while I lowered myself into it. I gave the leaves under his cuff a final squeeze. A casement window to my right let in cool air, and when he noticed me shivering, he closed it. Though the panes of glass were small, and many were rippled, they didn’t block the light.

			“Tea, please, Konne.” Metenari took the seat across from me. “My dear Fenra, please, tell me how I can help you.”

			“I am so embarrassed,” I said. “I thought I was helping a poor villager safeguard his rights, and his inheritance, and I was tricked . . .” I rested my forehead on my right hand and shook my head.

			“You thought his rights were going to be abused? That the Courts were going to ride roughshod over him?”

			I sneaked a peak at him from behind my hand. “Something like that, yes.”

			“Why don’t you begin at the beginning?”

			Exactly what I wanted to hear.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			Sometime later another youngster came into the room with a fresh pot of tea, clean cups, and new napkins and tidied the table before carrying away the used things. I had managed to answer all of Metenari’s questions, and I hoped I had answers to the ones I was waiting for.

			“One thing, Fenra. How were you able to return from this ‘New Zone’?” His smile didn’t fool me. His eyes were hard as diamonds.

			I hoped my own smile looked more real. “That was where Dom Karamisk saved us. He knew of a place where legend spoke of a stranger appearing from nowhere, and took us there. As it happened, the gate had been left prepared, ready to open, not unlike the one in the vault. It was tricky, but all I had to do was activate it.”

			Metenari nodded and smiled in satisfaction. “I surmised it had to be something of the kind,” he said. “I knew you would never have been able to create a gate yourself, without the forran in hand.”

			“And perhaps not even then.” I hoped my own expression was as humble as his had been satisfied.

			“And so this Karamisk fellow was only helping you? He had no other interest?”

			I shrugged and wrinkled my nose a little. “He’s an adventurer, and you know what they are like.” I selected a chocolate biscuit from the plate. “Always looking for a new way to die.” I shuddered and bit into the biscuit, savoring the crumbly texture. “He has only stayed with Arlyn now so that I could get away and warn you.”

			“You couldn’t control a mundane?”

			This was the tricky part. Metenari still thought Arlyn was an ordinary mundane. I had to be careful not to give him away. “I made a vow,” I said, shrugging as if a little embarrassed. “When I made the village my base, they made me swear I would never practice on them without their free will and consent. You know how superstitious the outer Modes can be.” This appeal to his superior knowledge sat well with him, as I had known it would.

			“Oh, Fenra, you should have known better. This is precisely why we’ve instituted review by the Court Council, to prevent this kind of carelessness.”

			I lowered my eyes. I knew he would see it as submission, but I was really hiding my reaction to his words. When did the council start “reviewing” practitioners?

			He leaned back into his chair, saucer in right hand, cup in left, and stopped with the cup lifted halfway to his lips.

			“Getting back to the Godstone for a moment,” he said. “Did he ever mention . . . that is, does this Arlyn know where in the vault it is? I mean,” he added when I looked at him with my most stupid face, “was the precise location part of the knowledge passed down to him?”
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			Arlyn

			“It’s time,” I said, getting to my feet. Twice I’d tried to get Elva to talk to me while we waited, but he refused. Stubborn. “Lend me one of your pistols.” I lowered my hand only when Elva didn’t move.

			He looked at me with one eyebrow raised. “I’m not going to arm you,” he said finally. “I’m not here to protect you. I’m here to make sure that you do as you’ve promised. That this isn’t some scheme to use the Godstone after all, or to get your own power back from it. One finger flick out of line and I shoot you. And these,” Elva pulled a pistol out of his left-hand holster, “will kill you for certain. These are revolvers. Six bullets. Six chances to make sure you’re dead.”

			Now I could see it up close, his “revolver” only superficially resembled the pistols I’d seen being used in the City. Where the shot would normally be placed, the powder charged, was a cylinder. I reached out to touch the gun with the tips of my left fingers, but Elva moved it away. Not that touching it would have told me anything.

			He studied me for a moment longer, his dark eyes unreadable, until he finally reversed the pistol again, and slid it back into its holster. “Let’s go.”

			I wanted to say something, though I didn’t know what. Elva believed what he believed. Bringing it up again wouldn’t help. Nothing would change.

			I expected him to slow as we approached the gate to the tower block, but he strode right up to the archway as if he had important business and didn’t expect to be denied. Sure enough, the alcove to the right of the entrance was empty. Fenra had done her part. Now it was our turn.

			“This is what the man gets for using apprentices instead of guards,” Elva muttered under his breath.

			“What do you mean?”

			“There should be two guards here, and another inside,” he said, as we started up the main staircase. “Post guards only at the perimeters, and anyone who manages to get past them is home free.”

			“I remember you explaining that to me once before,” I said.

			When he didn’t bother to respond, a hot spot of anger in my chest flared up and I swallowed it down. Fenra was right, I didn’t have time for this. The corners of my mouth trembled as I clenched my teeth.

			The door to my workroom was closed. I had barely brushed it with the tips of my fingers when it was yanked open from within. The young man staring at us wore an apprentice’s gray jacket but no black skullcap. His light brown hair was brushed back off his face, tied at the nape with a blue ribbon. He was a little taller than me, blue eyes made brighter by tanned skin.

			“We are to wait here for Practitioner Metenari.”

			For the first time, as if I was listening with the apprentice’s ears, I noticed a change in Elva’s accent. I’d heard that tone before, though, the confidence of someone in authority, who was too polite to prove it. So I wasn’t surprised when the boy unconsciously moved back half a step, giving us room to enter. Elva walked immediately into the space.

			“Dom, I don’t think—”

			As he passed the boy, Elva’s right elbow shot out, striking him on the side of the head. As the boy fell, eyes rolling up, Elva caught him and cradled him in his left arm, the fingers of his right hand at the boy’s throat.

			A movement, and a blond boy watched us from the opening of my vault. I could see the whites of his eyes.

			“Help me. Quickly,” Elva said to him. “He’s fainted.”

			“I can’t. If I leave the doorway, it will close.”

			“You.” Elva turned to me. “Don’t just stand there, take over so the apprentice can help me.”

			I dashed forward and took the blond boy’s place. I wasn’t sure what Elva was going to do, but then I hadn’t known he was going to knock the first boy out. The blond helped Elva lower the first boy to the floor and knelt beside him. Elva drew the pistol out of his left-hand holster. I opened my mouth to stop him. The sound of the shot would be bound to bring others. But Elva only reached over and knocked the boy behind the ear with the barrel of the gun.

			“Bring one over here,” I said.

			Without speaking, Elva dragged the smaller of two boys by his collar, careful not to knock him against anything as he pulled him around the furniture. I resisted telling him to hurry. Once he had the boy lying on his side in the opening, Elva straightened, looked around the room for the first time.

			“Not much changed,” was all he said.

			“Come on,” I said.

			Elva drew his second gun. He tapped the unconscious boy with the pointed toe of his boot. “He makes a fine doorstop,” he said. “But from here I can watch both rooms, and act if necessary.”

			I knew what he meant by act. I drew in a lungful of air, but finally I said nothing. Just turned back to my vault.

			Everything looked the same. Everything was the same. Except me. I wasn’t Xandra Albainil anymore. None of the items stored in this room were mine, not in the way old Medlyn Tierell’s things were his. And nothing would change that for me now. I’d never be that person again. I took in another deep breath and let it out slowly.

			“These boys won’t sleep forever,” came Elva’s voice from the door.

			Flash of irritation. Even more so because he was right. What if this didn’t work? What should I do? I took another step, stopped. My body felt heavy. I wished I could just turn around, go home. I wished Fenra were with me. I hoped she was all right.

			I gave myself a mental shake. Four more slow steps took me to the cabinet that held the Godstone. It looked like an ordinary piece of pine furniture, tall, shallow, made beautiful by its simplicity and its perfect proportions. My cousin made it for me. The real Arlyn.

			I ran my hands over the surface. Cool. Smooth. The lock looked like a simple brass thumb latch. In a way, that’s all it was. No forran simple or complex could open it. Like Medlyn Tierell’s locket, it took something special to trigger it. I licked the tips of my fingers and thumb, reached out. I pulled my hand back without touching the latch.

			Would the Godstone know me again? I’d left it dormant, so I should be able to carry it out. Should. But I thought I’d have Fenra with me, able to act, if anything got out of hand. I hadn’t really thought past this point. All I’d thought about was making sure no one else got the stone.

			“Xandra.”

			Something in Elva’s voice made me peer around the edge of the cabinet, get a better view of the door. He stood braced against the wall, as if keeping himself upright by will alone. That would have been alarming enough in itself, but his arms hung down at his sides, as if the guns were suddenly too heavy to hold. He licked his lips and swallowed. His lips said “Xandra,” but he made no sound.

			I took a step toward him and caught hold of the side of the cabinet with one hand. My legs felt thick and heavy. I took two more steps. This time I couldn’t lift a hand to steady myself and I fell against a chest of drawers and slid to the floor.

			I hoped no one heard what Elva had called me.
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			Fenra

			Metenari believed my story—at least to the extent of bringing Elvanyn straight to me when he and Arlyn were caught in the vault. We were taken to another building, and shown into a pretty sitting room, obviously part of Santaron’s actual suite of rooms. Arched windows looked out into a balcony screened with thin, intricately carved panels of wood that kept the place shaded against the worst of the sun—and obscured any view of the outside.

			“All he had to do was stay away,” Elvanyn said, and not for the first time. He stood at one of the windows, but he was looking at me.

			“I am not so sure,” I said. I sat in a green-velvet-covered wingback chair, a little low for me, but otherwise comfortable. “Once a practitioner like Metenari learned the Godstone existed, he would never stop trying to find it. Could Arlyn take that chance?”

			“But . . . Arlyn,” he said the name with difficulty, “hasn’t changed. He still thinks he knows better than anyone else.”

			“He and Metenari have that in common, then.”

			Elva leaned his shoulders against the window frame, crossing his arms and looking at the floor with a stiff face. “If he’d stayed away, you’d have been safe in your village—”

			“And you would still be High Sheriff of the Dundalk Territory.”

			At this he looked up, pushing his fingers through his curly hair. His dark eyes stood out against the pallor of his skin. He looked a little strange until I realized his guns and his sword had been taken away. Until now I had never seen him unarmed. Not even in his sleep.

			“I’d have stayed in Dundalk forever, if it kept this world—if it kept you safe from the Godstone.”

			Irony, I thought, that’s exactly what Arlyn said he was willing to do. What, in fact, he thought he had done, exiled Elva forever. I pulled my knee up and rested my chin on it. I had heard all of this already. “Tell me, how is it you understand the Modes?”

			Elva sat down at the end of the sofa nearest me, a small half smile on his lips. “Xandra told me about them. How no one but practitioners can see them.”

			“Why would he do such a thing?” I had always felt it would be cruel to tell people about things they could not see for themselves.

			“He kept nothing from me, in those days. At least, that’s what I used to think. Since then, I’ve had plenty of time to reconsider. Eventually I realized he’d also been conducting an experiment, seeing if he could make me aware of the Modes.”

			“Whatever for? Did he think he could make you into a practitioner?”

			“Could be. He never actually said. It isn’t something any normal person would want, no offense.”

			I was not sure whether I was offended or not. For me, being discovered as a practitioner had been a salvation. I had never wondered whether other people might see it differently. Of course, I had wondered if everyone who could see the Modes revealed themselves. “But the Godstone,” I began.

			“When he was sure I wouldn’t ever see the Modes . . . well, he got interested in other things. First he discovered what he called the New Zone—and a few others, he said, though I never saw them—and there he found something unexpected.”

			“No Modes.”

			“Exactly. No matter how far you travel, in whatever direction you take, you are always in the same Mode.”

			I rubbed at my eyes and lowered both feet to the floor. This was too much. When was the last time I slept? “Perhaps there are Modes and not even we can see them.”

			“Stop. Take a deep breath. Here.” He fetched a pitcher of water from the sideboard and poured me a glass. Slices of lemon made the water tart and somehow more refreshing. I handed him back the empty glass.

			“Thank you.”
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			Arlyn

			I didn’t know where we were. Could have been a private sitting room in any gentleman’s club. Had that look of impersonal comfort. Everything matched everything else, but nothing, not wing-backed chairs, not small tables with beautifully carved legs, not richly colored carpets, not even ornaments, seemed to be anyone’s personal choice. Eyes shut, I leaned my head against the high back of my chair. Couldn’t hear anything, windows and doors closed. Could smell flowers in the vase on the table next to me. Fenra could have told me what they were.

			“You do understand, Arlyn, that you wouldn’t be able to do anything with the artifact even if you had been able to find it.”

			Stopped being Dom Albainil while I was unconscious, I guess. Could think of half a dozen responses, but none worth making. Too much trouble to lift my head, open my eyes. How had I become so low so quickly . . .

			“Arlyn.”

			Idiot tapped me on the knee. I slapped his hand away, energized by sudden anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “Why do you think it’s locked away? This isn’t some experiment in a lab, you clown, it’s dangerous. It could destroy the world.”

			Now my eyes were open I could see his face change color. Red didn’t suit him.

			“I assure you, my knowledge of the Godstone is far more extensive than yours, no matter what lore has been passed down in your family. Come, tell me which cabinet the artifact is in, you’ll save me a good deal of time. Then you can go home to your village.”

			Knew I should tell him the truth. But the thought of having to convince him—there was just too much. Didn’t know where to begin. Wouldn’t believe me anyway. And really, if he destroyed the world, was it such a bad thing? Wouldn’t it be better if everything just stopped? Elva could stop hating me, Fenra could stop leveling me, following me around, helping me. She could lay all of that down, she could rest forever, if this clown destroyed the world.

			“Where’s Fenra?” Couldn’t ask about Elva. He’d want to know why I cared, wasn’t going to tell him.

			“Practitioner Lowens is resting. You led her on quite a chase, you know. If you had only told her the truth about the artifact in the first place, all this ado could have been avoided.”

			Ado? What kind of practitioner said “ado”?

			Now he looked at me with his head to one side. “Arlyn, are you well? Was Practitioner Lowens helping you in her capacity as a healer? Here.” He held out his hands as if it never occurred to him I would refuse. “Let me check you,” he continued. “I don’t specialize in healing, but Fenra’s only a third-class practitioner. I may be able to do more for you.”

			Easier to go along. Put my hands in his, gripped them. Warmer than Fenra’s, smoother. Soft where hers had callus and muscle. Felt nothing, no leveling, not that I expected any. Didn’t know if I was disappointed. He grunted, flexed his hands to free mine.

			“Strange,” he said. Now his head was tilted to the other side. “There’s an emptiness in you. Is that why you wanted the artifact?”

			“Why do you want it? Why did you want it badly enough to forge a testament?” Again, anger gave me energy.

			“I’m going to finish what Xandra Albainil didn’t have power or courage enough to finish.” Metenari sat up straight. I swear he pushed out his chest. “I’m going to repair the world.”

			Would have been funny, any other time. Let my forehead fall into my palm, hand propped on the padded arm of the chair. How comfortable this chair would be, if this was another day, another place. Saw everything that was coming, every step. Couldn’t see a way to stop him. Wasn’t sure I wanted to. Fenra would understand. Elva—well no, he wouldn’t. Didn’t the first time, wouldn’t this time either. Wish I was a soldier. Then we wouldn’t be here now, would we?

			“What is it you find funny, Arlyn?” He was rubbing the palms of his hands together, as if they were suddenly cold.
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			Fenra

			One of Metenari’s older apprentices, a young man called Predax, came in with Elva’s weapons, the sword carried by the hilt, and the guns by their holsters.

			“They’ve been checked for forrans,” he said, before I could ask him. I suppose the practitioners felt themselves in no danger from mundane tools. “Please, finish your lemonade and cookies. I’ll come back in a while to show you to your rooms.” His nod was a little formal, but his smile was warm enough as he left the sitting room.

			“We should go.” Elvanyn finished buckling on his holsters, hung his sword on his belt, shrugging until everything felt right. “Before they realize they haven’t told us to stay.”

			I stayed in my seat on the sofa. “Where?” I said. “No, I’m not disagreeing with you, but if Metenari gets the Godstone—”

			“He won’t.” Elva went through his weapons ritual. “First, he can’t make Arlyn tell him where it is, and second, even if Arlyn tells him, Metenari won’t be able to open the cabinet. No one can open anything the great Xandra Albainil has locked. Never have, and never will.”

			An odd note of pride lifted his tone.

			I shook my head. “I keep telling you, Metenari is not stupid. My mentor told me there’s a way to use a family member to open a sealed vault. Metenari admitted that was his intention. So, we cannot leave without Arlyn.”

			Elva got down on one knee before me and looked up into my face. He took my hand. Such dramatic gestures. So many of his gestures were, I realized, as though he acted always for some unseen audience. “Is there another reason?” His eyes searched my face.

			“Arlyn is my friend,” I said. Elva’s hands were warm, and I could feel sword calluses. So different from Arlyn’s. “And besides, the village children like him.”

			Elva looked at me for a long time, and finally smiled. “In that case, we’ll rescue him.” He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it.
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			Arlyn

			“Xandra didn’t lock the thing up because he was afraid,” I said. “It doesn’t do what he designed it to do.” Metenari looked thoughtful. I continued, “You know he was a great designer. Look at all his forrans that are still in use.”

			“If it doesn’t function properly, how can it be so dangerous?”

			Clenched my teeth. Screaming at him wouldn’t achieve anything. Too smug. “It’s because it doesn’t function properly that it is dangerous. It doesn’t just sit there. It changes the world all right, but not in the way Xandra planned.”

			“Come now. It’s obvious what happened. No one as acclaimed as your ancestor would want a story of failure passed down in his family. No, he’d tell a tale of his brave and fatal action to save the world from an artifact too dangerous to use.”

			Rubbed my face with my hands, massaging around my eyes with stiff fingers. This fool would never listen. Not to a mundane. Never. Closed my eyes, felt the world fall away. Would be peaceful, wouldn’t it? My worries, everyone’s worries, gone.

			“I’m not Arlyn Albainil,” I said aloud, opening my eyes.

			His face sharpened, eyes narrowed, lips pressed together. “Who are you, then? How did you know how to find the workroom?”

			“I’m Xandra Albainil.”

			A flicker of emotion crossed his face too fast to identify. Fear? Doubt? Uncertainty? Then he closed his eyes and sighed. “I suppose I should have expected that. If you are the great and powerful Xandra Albainil, how is it you’re sitting here, unable to leave until I allow it? Why haven’t you wiped me and my apprentices from the face of the earth?”

			My turn to sigh. “Even in my day that kind of thing would have been frowned on. Maybe I was more powerful than anyone else, but I wasn’t more powerful than everyone else.”

			“But Xandra would be stronger than I am, right now, wouldn’t he? Why not get up and walk away? Take back your workroom and your vault? Rejoin the White Court? Why don’t you stop me?”

			“Fenra said you had no imagination. Think! If I could have, I would have destroyed the Godstone and that would have been the end of it. As it was, it took everything I had just to lock it safely away.” Almost told him what I’d felt at the time. That horrible fear that it wasn’t completely dormant, that I had only tricked it into sleep, that without trickery I would have failed. “Do you understand me? I was the most powerful practitioner in the White Court, and it took all my power. And you think you’ll just free it and use it?”

			“Arlyn, you must see how utterly ridiculous your assertion is. Nothing removes a practitioner’s power—gods know enough people would have tried it. Practicing isn’t an easy life.” He slapped his hands lightly on his knees, looked over his shoulder at the apprentice standing at the other end of the room.

			“Noxyn, has there been any further progress?”

			“I’m afraid not, Practitioner. We think we’ve narrowed it down to three cabinets, but we can’t open any of them. Perhaps if you . . .” The boy arched his eyebrows and glanced my way.

			Metenari nodded, looking at a spot on the carpet before he got to his feet. “Bring him,” he said as he turned away from me.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			The light looked different. No windows, so not that. Was it so many others in the room? Somehow I expected to see Fenra and Elva, don’t know why. Three, maybe four, of Metenari’s boys scattered about. All boys, huh. Some angling closer out of curiosity, some inching away for other reasons. One stayed in the doorway, chewing on a fingernail.

			“We’ll begin here.” Metenari stopped in front of the wrong cabinet. Lucky. One in three. “I’ll trouble you to put your hand on the latch.”

			Don’t know what, left to myself, I would have done. As it was, two held me while Noxyn took hold of my practitioner’s forearm and hand. Metenari brought his hands, lightly pressed palm to palm, up to his lips and began blowing air into them. When he pulled his palms apart, a faint glow, like breath on a cold day, hung between them. Seeing his mentor ready, with his own hand holding mine, Noxyn placed my fingers on the latch, just as if I were intending to open it. Glow settled over my hand. Curled my fingers through the handle, put my thumb on the lever.

			Pressed down.

			I laughed at the look on their faces. Just to myself, quietly. Tears in the back of my eyes.

			“It’s a low day,” I said out loud.
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			Fenra

			Elva eased the door closed again. “Not locked,” he said, “but there’s a guard in the corridor, a real one this time. Not in uniform, but no one stands looking for that long at a picture he must have seen a hundred times already.” He swept off his hat and dusted it with the back of his hand. It had been clean to begin with.

			“If we could get him to come in, I could knock him out.”

			“Can’t you do it from here? That’s what Xandra would have done,” he added when I frowned.

			“What Xandra Albainil might have done isn’t the guide I would use myself,” I said. “I give people sleep all the time, if they are in pain. But usually I touch them. Casting such a forran from a distance . . .” I shook my head. “It doesn’t feel right.”

			Elva settled his hat on his head, tugging down one side of the brim, and pulled out one of his strange pistols. “I can easily shoot him from here,” he said. “But I’ll bet the noise will bring someone running.”

			I lifted one eyebrow. “You have convinced me to try. And stop smiling.”

			I placed my hands palm to palm and thought about the forran for sleep. Restful sleep. It wasn’t the first time I had seen my pattern when practicing, but working with Arlyn had me looking at it in a different way. I mentally traced it, watching it strengthen. I pulled my hands apart. The pattern moved, forming a cat’s cradle of light between my fingers. I blew on it, Elvanyn opened the door, and with my practitioner’s hand I flicked the light in the guard’s direction.

			The man shook his head, as if a fly bothered him. Points of light bobbed around him. I repeated the forran. He leaned against the wall, and slid down until he was sitting on the floor.

			Asleep.

			“That was well done.” Elva led the way out of the room. “Will he wake up?”

			“Of course.”

			“Ah. That wasn’t always true when Xandra did it.”

			“Again, not all that interested in doing things his way.”
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			Arlyn

			I could have told him the lock wouldn’t open. Wasn’t for the reason he thought, however. I remembered Elva’s telling us about fingerprints. My pattern in my hands. Yes, that might have worked. Maybe on the right cabinet, if I wanted it to. Which I didn’t.

			“There, you see how easily I can prove your story is nonsense? If you were in fact Xandra Albainil, the combination of the forran and your skin touching the latch would have opened the door. Fortunately for me, there is another way. Though it’s unfortunate for you, I’m afraid.”

			Sounded sincere. Must have been telling himself he was working for the greater good. That the sacrifice of one mundane was worth it. An argument I recognized.

			They held me down, cut my right wrist, lengthwise, not across the veins. Clots slower that way. Watched Metenari weave his hands in the air. Knew what he was doing, though couldn’t see it. Extract my pattern from my blood. There, for anyone who knew how to look.

			Should have banned this forran, along with some others I designed.

			When he lowered his hands wet surfaces glinted in the light. Wet red surfaces, as though he wore gloves made of blood. He wouldn’t frown so much if he knew it made him look like an angry pig. I shivered. Cold floor. Never noticed it before. Voices over my head as they lifted my practitioner’s arm. Too much work to open my eyes. Shifted me over to another spot. Warmer. Closer now.

			Felt the light and the heat when the door opened. Heard voices calling, feet thumping.

			Think I smiled.
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			Fenra

			The gas lamps were hung in such a way that they highlighted the beauties of the courtyard, though their light didn’t penetrate very far into the shadows under the arcade. Elva heard someone coming long before I did and drew me with him into an even deeper shadow.

			“If it looks like they can see us, I’m going to hold you against the wall and kiss you.”

			I almost smiled. “I’ve read that book,” I told him. “Actually, I think everyone has read that book. Trust me, if they are guards they will check.” I was about to tell him there was another way when his lips brushed against my forehead and I felt his breath warm against my skin. He smelled like chocolate.

			The entrance at the far end of the court was flanked by two enormous doors, perhaps eight or ten feet tall, deeply carved, with huge iron hinges, and bolts as thick as my forearms. They’d never been closed in my memory, and for some reason this was the time I picked to wonder if they could be. We were off to one side, and had only an oblique angle on the corridor beyond the doors. Which meant whoever was in the corridor would have the same angle on us. And we stood in shadow, while from the look of things, they carried lights.

			The glow came nearer, and we saw the silhouettes of three men passing the open doorway. I thought the shorter one might be Predax, but he went by before I could be sure. Normally people carrying lamps would be at the front and at the back of any group moving at night, but their hands were empty, and the light came from behind them.

			“What light is so bright?” Elva’s breath tickled my ear. I just shook my head and tightened my arms around his neck. Something practical, for certain. No natural substance could give off that bright a light. Not gas lamps, and certainly not oil.

			As the light neared the doorway I found it hard to look directly at it, and my watering eyes made it even more difficult to identify. I blinked. That couldn’t be right. It looked like a person, walking slowly. It had Metenari’s stocky shape and size, but it walked taller, with shoulders straighter and pulled back. Elva’s left arm held me closer while his right hand loosened and drew out a pistol, holding it close to my side, where the skirts of my coat would hide it.

			As the glowing body reached the midpoint of the opening, it turned its head, and seemed to look directly at us. For a moment I thought it was about to raise its hand in greeting. I did not need the tightening of Elva’s arm to keep me from moving. But the body didn’t stop; it kept its steady pace across the open doorway, heading to Metenari’s suite of rooms.

			“The Godstone,” Elva whispered against my ear. As if it could be anything else.

			“Did you see Arlyn?” I whispered back as the last of the attendants passed by and the opening turned dark again.

			I felt Elva shake his head. “If they left him in the vault, or the workroom, we may already be too late.”

			“We still have to look.”

			This time I felt him nod.

			I do not know how a man carrying a sword, two pistols, and belts full of bullets crossed over his chest can move so quietly. Even his footsteps were silent.

			We found the entrance to the old building unguarded, and Elva gave me a pointed look. “Not a good sign,” he said. “It’s telling the world there’s nothing of importance left inside.”

			“From your reaction, you’ve seen the Godstone before?” I had to ask.

			“Once. I wasn’t sure at first, but I recognize the light. It’s a . . . I’ve seen it look like a crystal.” He held his hands about a foot apart to show me the size.

			“Was he carrying it? Metenari?”

			“Or it was carrying him.” We passed a window, and I saw Elva’s eyes flash in the moonlight as he glanced at me. “That’s one of its dangers.”

			“Did it always glow like that?” I tried to imagine how it could have been kept a secret all these years.

			“Not at first, and then not unless Xandra activated it.”

			“So it’s activated now.” I tried to keep the rush of panic from overwhelming me. Metenari never actually said what he planned to do. He might have some benign idea, but so had Arlyn, and look how that had ended.

			“Here we are.” Elva put his hand to the latch of Arlyn’s workroom door and hesitated. “Can you tell whether they left him in the vault?”

			I concentrated for a few moments, and shook my head. “I should be able to. I have leveled him so many times I have a feel for his presence. Once, when he was lost, I found him in the woods where the villagers hunt for boar.” I shook my head again. “But I sense nothing now.”

			“As you said, we still have to look.”

			“And the vault?”

			“If he’s inside, then it should open for me—unless he changed it, you know, afterward.” He laid his palm flat on the door. “It was set up so that I could come in, but only if he was inside.” He shrugged.

			“He must have trusted you very much,” I said.

			“He did. Unfortunately, he didn’t also listen to me.”

			Elva pushed the workroom door open with the barrel of the gun in his right hand and started to step in. I caught him by the sleeve, and jerked my head back. He grinned and made a flourish with his hand, inviting me to enter.

			I smelled blood as soon as I cleared the doorway. Smelled blood and heard the faintest of breaths.

			“Sweet holy god,” Elvanyn said. I could tell he was cursing, though the idiom was unfamiliar to me.

			I ran to Arlyn’s side and knelt in the blood. His blood. I took a wrist in each hand, and instantly I was in a thick, briny fog. Of course, I thought. Low and bleeding to death. I ignored the approaching dark form. I did not have time to waste. I swept the fog away. No time to be gentle. I found Arlyn sitting up against the rock he normally sat on. He grinned when he saw me. His lips and gums were pale.

			“Fenra,” he said.

			“Shut up.” I reached into him and found his pattern. Faded like an old tapestry. Some spots seemed completely worn away, and my heart sank. I had seen the thing recently; would that be enough? Practitioners’ memories were carefully trained.

			Somehow I felt Elva turn as he straightened to his feet, pulled out his guns, and headed for the door.

			“You’d better hurry,” he said.
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			Eight
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			Elvanyn

			WITHOUT LOOKING UP, Fenra said, “It takes as long as it takes.” She was speaking to him, but she sounded far away.

			“People are coming,” he told her. “We don’t want to be here if it’s Metenari. If they could leave him for dead,” he gestured at Arlyn, “imagine what they’ll do with us.” Elva flexed his hands, tightening and releasing each muscle in his arms and shoulders, shaking loose each foot and checking the lay of his pistols. “And what happens to our cover story? They’ve already caught me here once.”

			Fenra looked up at him. She still had Arlyn’s wrists in her hands. “I can’t move him yet.”

			All the blood on the floor was gone, as if the body—as if Arlyn had re-absorbed it. When he had time, he’d ask her how she’d managed that. He had the feeling that there were many questions he might never have time to ask.

			“You’d best figure out a way. If they reach this door they block our escape. We have to move now. We can carry him up the tower stairs. These aren’t soldiers or hunters, they won’t think to look up. That may buy us some time.”

			She let one of Arlyn’s wrists go, and pulled the locket she wore out of her shirt with her left hand. It seemed impossible, but like the floor, and her hand for that matter, it was clean, without any trace of blood. She looked at him, back at Arlyn on the floor, and then back up at him, her lips very slightly parted. He understood. With Arlyn unconscious she couldn’t hold on to both of them and the locket at the same time.

			“Take him,” he said. “Go.”

			“I’ll come back for you.”

			“I’ll be here.” He turned away so as not to see her go. He drew both guns and took up position in the doorway. The enemy would be coming up from his right. He’d see them before they saw him.

			He knew this tower well—he’d been a guard in the White Court most of his life before the exile—and the echoes told him they were at least two levels away, approaching slowly. He could hear the sound of boots, and voices, and then, the soft click of a pistol being cocked. With his revolvers he had the range on them, so he’d aim high. Avoid killing when you can, is what he’d always told his deputies. He’d have to hope that the range of forrans hadn’t improved.

			Shadows appeared against the curve of the staircase wall. One more turn and they would be in sight.
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			Fenra

			I could not hurry. Healing takes its own time, always. But I knew that every minute I spent on my knees in Medlyn’s vault, holding Arlyn’s wrists in my hands, was a minute of danger for Elva. If he was right, and the Godstone rode Metenari—a possibility Arlyn had never mentioned—then anything could happen. I began to hum, and to sing under my breath, in part to support the forrans, and in part to help myself relax.

			After what seemed like an eternity, the cuts on Arlyn’s wrists closed and disappeared, leaving only the old marks I had never been able to erase. I had returned most of his blood to him while we were still in his workroom, but until the cuts closed I could not let go of him lest the blood pour out again. Now I was able to set him down on the well-padded sofa, and cover him with a throw woven from silk and linen. I wondered why my old mentor would have had such an item here, but I chased that thought away. I had to concentrate.

			Most of his blood wasn’t all of it, and I had to find a more mundane way to replace what was still missing. Using real liquids was fastest and least tiring. Most people do not realize it, but practice is, more often than not, only a part of healing—albeit a large part. The rest is common sense and everyday medicines. I thought I had seen . . . yes, a pitcher and a small tray holding three glasses sat on a table in the corner. If it had ever held liquid, I should be able to call it back again. It’s the nature of jugs to hold liquids, and the nature of liquids to be held by jugs. I took a deep breath and forced myself to let go of Arlyn entirely.

			The jug was not only already full, it was cool to the touch. And if I needed any further evidence of the breadth of Medlyn’s practice, the contents smelled like juice, not water or wine. I dipped the tip of a finger into it and tasted. Vegetables, root vegetables to be precise. Carrots, parsnips, and yes, beets. No parsley, salt, celery, nothing to help the flavor. I made a face. Well, I was not the one who had to drink it. I grabbed the jug and a glass and took them to Arlyn.

			I propped Arlyn up on the arm of the sofa, using two soft pillows and the folded lap rug. His eyes opened, just slits, but I thought I could see some recognition there. “Drink this,” I said, hoping that he was conscious enough to help me. Pouring liquids into the mouth of an unconscious person is trickier than most people think. I set the edge of the cup against Arlyn’s bottom lip and tilted it slightly. I thought about the many hundreds of times I had done this, with children, with adults old and young, even on occasion with animals, though I rarely used a glass for them.

			Arlyn’s lips moved and he managed to swallow most of what was in the glass without spilling too much down the front of his shirt. I would need to find him clean clothes, first thing.

			No. First I had to go back for Elva. I fed Arlyn another two glasses of juice, as much as I thought his stomach could take at one time. I pulled up his left eyelid and examined the whites of his eyes and the color of the lid’s underside. I pulled down his lower lip and examined his gums, and I pressed the palm of his hand with my thumb and watched how long it took for the color to return. The results of my practice were better than I had hoped. I could do no more without draining the strength I would need to retrieve Elva.

			“Fenra.”

			I took Arlyn’s groping hand in mine. “You do not need to tell me Metenari has the Godstone. We saw.”

			“Sorry.”

			“So I should hope. I hope you have learned your lesson and will give your word never to do such a thing again.”

			The shadow of a smile passed over his face. “I promise.”

			“Good. Now if you think you can rest here quietly, without trying to get up, or anything else as foolish, I have to go—” Arlyn’s grip tightened, but before he could say anything, I continued. “I must go back for Elva,” I told him. “He held the door for us, when I could not bring you both at once.”

			“Help me sit up, and get me a pistol. Just in case.”

			“No one can get here without me,” I said, though I helped him anyway. He would do better sitting up.

			“It’s not impossible for someone to overpower you, force you to bring them here,” he told me when I had him sitting up.

			I opened my mouth, but closed it without speaking, shaking my head. I did not have time to argue. I pulled two of the pistols out of the display on the wall above the worktable. There wasn’t much chance of coming across weapons like these in the outer Modes, but I remembered how they worked and brought Arlyn shot and powder as well as the guns. As soon as he had them in his hands, he could see them, as he had previously seen the book he was holding. While he loaded and charged the first pistol, I looked into a walnut clothes press standing against the opposite wall from the gun display, just in case. My clothes were filthy.

			There were clothes in the press, but oddly there appeared to be only one set. I picked up the shirt and held it against myself. Just my size. I pulled off my boots, tossed them to one side, and pushed down my trousers.

			“That’s very interesting,” Arlyn said.

			“You’ve seen me change my clothes before,” I said, pulling on the new trousers and buttoning up the flies. It was a pleasure to be wearing something clean.

			“But I’ve never seen you without practitioners’ colors.”

			I stopped and looked down, holding my hands up at shoulder height as I twisted to see myself from all angles. The trousers were a deep rich blue, cut quite narrow, with a small strap across the instep to hold them in place over socks of the same color. I inspected the other clothing. The brocaded waistcoat was white, as was the shirt, the cravat brilliant rose, the jacket a green so dark as to be almost black. And the jacket itself hung swallow-tailed to the knees, held shut at the waist with a single button, with lapels and tails cut so the waistcoat and trousers were revealed. I pulled on the pair of black, medium-heeled shoes that came with my clothing and put on the wide-brimmed hat with a tilt to the left. Elva would have approved.

			“Would have been better if the shoes matched the socks,” I said, standing up and stamping my feet to set the heels. I tied my cravat and straightened the set of my waistcoat. I shrugged into the coat and examined myself again. “The colors still haven’t changed.”

			“Might not mean anything. We’ve already established things work differently in this vault. Who knows what colors you’ll be wearing once you’re back in the real world.”

			“Wait,” I said, with the locket in my hand, “Why didn’t Elva’s ‘revolver’ change?”

			Arlyn glanced up at me as he tamped down the ball in the second gun. “It’s not from this dimension,” he said. “Artifacts don’t change, remember?”

			That wasn’t exactly what he had said, but I decided there would be plenty of time to ask questions once I retrieved Elva. I opened the locket.

			I was a little disappointed when I found Medlyn’s old office empty. I would have liked a chance to explain to the new occupant—and maybe apologize. On the other hand, would she believe anything I told her? As it was, the sun was already well up, and shopkeepers, artisans, and school children would already be out, beginning their daily work. I had to dodge several other practitioners—luckily no one who knew me—before I reached the Singing Tower. Guards and watchers had not been replaced. My stomach sinking, I ran up the stairs as quietly as I could, slowing as I got closer to the door to Arlyn’s workroom.

			There was blood on the stairs.

			I flung open the door, and found the room empty. No Elva. No one left here to capture me. So Elva had not given me away.

			Either that, or he was dead.
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			Elvanyn

			“Tell me again why I shouldn’t hang you.”

			The guard captain’s uniform resembled Elva’s old one in color only, a royal blue cropped jacket instead of tabard, gray trousers instead of breeches. Elva sat as much at ease as he could, pretending that he wasn’t being held in his chair by some forran. Metenari watched from behind his desk. Elva wondered why he wasn’t conducting the interrogation himself.

			“What were you doing in that room?”

			“Look, I’m just here for the lady. She sends me to go look at a room, I go. I’m a hired gun, as we say where I’m from. I’ve got no dog in this fight. Hire me, send me on my way, it’s all the same to me.” He grinned. “Besides, did I kill any of your boys? No, I did not. And why? Because I’ve got—”

			“No dog in the fight, yes, you’ve said that already. If that’s so, why did you attack my men?”

			“Hey, now listen, that was self defense. If they hadn’t shot at me first, I’d have come along quietly. But a man has to defend himself.”

			“So the lady, as you call her, hired you?”

			Elva leaned further back, testing the limits of the forrans that bound him. “Where I’m from a gentleman helps a lady when she’s in trouble. I didn’t like the look of that guy with her.”

			“Where you’re from . . . ?” Fenra’s old classmate straightened in his chair.

			“The Dundalk Territories.” Elva looked Metenari up and down. The practitioner’s shoulders were further back, his posture straighter, and Elva could have sworn the man was slimmer. His head cocked to one side, he turned one of Elva’s revolvers over in his hands, probing the mechanism with the tips of his fingers, in a way that tugged at Elva’s memory. He’d never seen Metenari handle a gun before, so why should it seem familiar?

			“What kind of pistol is this?” The captain had the other revolver in his hand. There was nothing but plain curiosity in his voice.

			Elva shrugged, leaned forward until the forrans stopped him. “Just a regular gun. A Pope 45, long barrel, if you want to get picky. A top quality gun.”

			“Why didn’t it change, now that it’s in a different Mode?” Metenari sounded as if he was asking himself.

			“I don’t know what you mean. Why should it change?” Elva decided to answer as if the question had been meant for him.

			Metenari stood up and came around the table, approaching Elva from the right, still holding the revolver in his hands. He spun the cylinder, watching it move with his eyebrows raised. When the cylinder stopped, he pulled back on the hammer and pointed the gun at Elva. From this distance even a blind man would hit him. Elva smiled. In the heat of the moment, he hadn’t counted his shots. The question was, had he fired six shots from this gun, or only five?

			Shot with my own gun. Lucky thing his deputies would never know about this. He could hear Lugg laughing now.

			“I could shoot you,” Metenari said. There was nothing pompous about the practitioner now. His face was cold, calculating.

			“You could.” Elva was pleased at how steady his voice sounded. “But if you wanted me dead, you’d have killed me already.”

			Without any change to his expression, Metenari pulled the trigger. Elva blinked. He heard a gasp behind him, but he couldn’t turn to see which of the apprentices it was. The gun was empty after all. He let his breath out slowly, smothering another smile. Lucky they didn’t know how to reload, even though they had the gun belts.

			Metenari rubbed at his left temple with the heel of his hand, face scrunched up as if in pain—or as if there was an itch inside that he couldn’t reach. Finally, still holding the gun, he lowered his hands and held them out in front of him, brows drawn together, perplexed. Still holding his hands out, he looked at Elva, head tilted to one side. A glint sparkled in his eyes.

			“Do you know me?”

			“I met you the other day. You went to magician’s school with Fenra.” He deliberately used the Dundalk word for practitioner.

			“But you knew me before that?”

			“How could I?”

			“Yes, of course, how could you.” Metenari set the gun down and Elva relaxed. The practitioner clasped his hands together and tapped his lips with his index fingers. Elva suddenly felt cold, his skin crawling under his clothes. He knew that gesture, knew it very well. He’d seen it a thousand times. But it hadn’t been Santaron Metenari he’d seen doing it. Could this be an effect of the Godstone?

			“Look,” he said, doing his best to keep both fear and suspicion out of his voice. “It’s like Fenra told you. She thought that Arlyn fella was her friend. I don’t know what he was trying to get out of his great-grandad’s hidey hole, but he took advantage of her to get at it.”

			“You became her champion very quickly.”

			“She reminds me of my sister. Look, all I want is to take the lady and go home. You can do that, can’t you? Send us back?”

			“It seems we have a somewhat common goal. You would like to rescue Fenra Lowens, I would like to find Arlyn Albainil. You believe where we find one, we will find the other. So, we will work together.”

			“Does this mean I’m on the payroll?”

			“You may have a position in the guard—Captain?”

			The other man shrugged. “It’s true he didn’t kill anyone when he could have. There’s no question of his skills. If the rest of the men have a different opinion,” he turned to look at Elva, his eyes steely cold, “you’ll just have to deal with that yourself.”

			“I’m a sheriff where I come from,” he said. “I know how things are.”

			“One more thing.” The smile on Metenari’s face was difficult to see. “Do you know where Arlyn Albainil is?”

			“What, we’re back to that? I told you, I was up in the tower looking for them when your boys showed up and started shooting.”
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			Fenra

			All the blood was on the stairs outside of the workroom. Which meant that Elva might still be alive. I began to relax. If he was free, where would he be? We had agreed to meet in the market by the East Bridge if we were separated. There wasn’t much hope he would be there, but I had nowhere else to look. I had managed to pick up some dust on the sleeve of my coat, and I froze with my hand in the air before brushing it off. My clothes had not changed. They were still what they had been in Medlyn’s vault—which raised still more questions about my old mentor that I had no time to explore.

			I brushed off the dust and, feeling a little more confident, went back down the stairs and out into the street. On my way to the bridge, two practitioners I did not recognize walked right past me, only an arm’s length away, without even looking at me. At first I was warmly pleased at how well my disguise was working. But slowly, as still more people passed me by without seeing me—not even those who pushed past—I began to feel frightened, and yes, a little resentful. Since I had become a practitioner, I had always been deferred to. What a difference clothing made.

			Of course, my clothes would change the moment I crossed into another Mode. At least I thought so. I discovered I was not eager to find out.

			I was careful to maintain my pace as I neared the bridge. The gates there had been open for several hours, and tradespeople had already set up their booths of food and other goods that weren’t grown or made within the White Court. The market had started years before, when an enterprising spice merchant had set up tables against the wall of the old lecture hall. Soon others came, and tables and stalls spread into the space between the hall and the bridge.

			I strolled casually across the small square, watching for Elva, staying out of the way of people carrying things on their shoulders, and occasionally stopping to examine the merchandise on display. I made a mental note of the location of the booth selling meat pies and dried fruits. With luck I would be able to come back and buy some. As I looked ahead, a group of people in the unmistakable blue uniforms of the White Court Guard came out of the alley opposite.

			My path would take me right past them, but I counted on the anonymity of my clothing to keep me unnoticed, though I was acutely aware that, unlike everyone else around me, I carried no marketing basket. A familiar movement caught my eye, and I saw Elva among the guard. My heart leaped to my throat, but I kept walking. He appeared to be armed, with his own pistols and what looked like his own sword. He was listening with a smile to something one of the other guards was telling him. I turned my face away, examining a selection of preserved fruits, and walked into the alley the guards had just exited, heart pounding.

			He was not a prisoner. Not armed, in uniform, and walking about so freely—though how free he truly was surrounded by guards I could not say. Were they using him as bait?

			I also had to consider another, less palatable possibility. Elvanyn might have switched sides. I could not—I did not want to believe it. I had only known him for a short time, but I had come to depend on him, on his humor and on what I had taken to be his sense of honor. But . . . did he hate Arlyn so much? I pulled the locket out of my shirt, and in the first dark corner, when I was sure no one was looking, I opened it.
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			Arlyn

			My arms and legs felt like heavy weights that took all my strength to move. Tried not to worry about Fenra and Elva, about how long it was taking her to come back, but my mind kept circling and circling, as if this was a problem I could solve. Not low, I told myself, just overtired. Had to rest. My mind continued to spin. My skin was tight, tingly. A fizz of energy swept through my body, as if my blood bubbled. As quickly as it came, the sizzle of energy left me, my body sagged. Let my right hand slip off my chest.

			I don’t know how long I’d been asleep when Fenra’s touch on my forehead woke me. My head felt clearer. I tried to sit up, got black spots in my vision.

			“Lie still,” she said. “You have not recovered enough for so much movement.”

			“Where’s Elva?” I swallowed. It had taken me years to stop thinking about him, wondering if he was still alive, what he was doing, if he ever forgave me. Now I was worrying about him again. “Dead?” I forced the word out through clenched teeth.

			“No.” She didn’t seem very happy about it, though. “I saw him walking with the guards, armed and free, laughing.” She spoke without looking at me, and I answered the question she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

			“Absolutely not.” I spoke as firmly as I could manage. “Elva would never betray us—not even to punish me.” I hesitated, suddenly unsure. “Even if he could do it to me, he would never betray you.” There. On safe ground again.

			“I am not a child, Arlyn. I know that ‘I want it to be so’ is not proof.”

			“But this is. Elva has the same goal he’s always had, stopping the Godstone. If it looks like he’s changed sides, he’s only pretending.”

			Still without looking at me, she shoved a warm meat pastry into my hands. My mouth began to water. “Medlyn always told me, ‘Plan for the possible.’ ”

			“Then you’ll just have to take my word for it that this is impossible. I know him, no matter how much time has passed. His honor means too much to him. That won’t have changed.”

			I bit into the pastry before she could press me. A small part of me whispered that I had changed, changed drastically. The same thing could have happened to Elva. I’d seen no signs of it, but it was certainly a possibility. “In any case,” I said aloud after swallowing, “we need a plan. Do we rescue Elva? Or do we keep our eyes on the Godstone?”

			Her head came up, and she turned toward me, an apple in her hand. “If Metenari has the stone . . .”

			I reached for a piece of dried apricot. “He doesn’t know how to use it. No matter where he looks, I never wrote that down. He still needs me for that.”

			“Could Elvanyn be of any help to Metenari? Did you never give him any . . .”? She was paring an apple and waggled the hand that held the knife. “Any instruction?”

			“What would be the point?”

			She leaned back against the edge of the table, the knife forgotten. “It’s so unusual for a practitioner to have close friends outside of the practice, I thought it was possible . . .”

			“You and I are close friends. When you only knew me as Arlyn, did you ever discuss the nature of practicing with me? Show me any forrans, recite any for me? No. You didn’t. Neither did I.”

			“So we stay focused on the Godstone? We forget about Elvanyn?”

			“Yes, we do, and no, we won’t. We’ll watch for him, just as he’ll be watching for us. He may even have been out in public in the hope that you would be somewhere around, that you would see him. We won’t count on him, though. He might not be in a position to help us without endangering himself.” She looked at me, a skeptical twist to her left eyebrow. “Trust me, he’ll be looking for us just as hard as we’ll be looking for him.”

			“Can he manage that kind of role?”

			“All he has to do is act like a soldier.”
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			This one’s so ignorant I don’t know what to do. This one thinks he discovered me through his hard work and his research and his cleverness, but it was more accident than intention, and now he’s posturing around as the great man, the powerful practitioner—he probably wants that inscribed on all the statues he’d like made for himself. But what now? Now that this one has me, what can he do? He left power with me, all the power needed to do whatever I like, but he took the knowledge with him. He has the forrans. Power without them will fail, just as forrans fail without power.

			This one’s only just starting to realize that he doesn’t know what he needs to know. That’s how stupid this one is. I can’t work with this. I need him.

			And he needs me.

			Someone knows where he is. When I find him, I’ll know what to do.

			Now that he’s alone, this one looks down at his hands. Or are they my hands? I’m not sure. “This can’t be good.”
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			Elvanyn

			It took Elva a couple of days to realize that his discomfort didn’t entirely come from playing a dangerous role. The barrack room he’d been assigned was so familiar, and yet so different. The beds weren’t where they had been in his day, the walls were a different color. The kitchen was in the same place, but the stoves were self-contained in metal boxes, and the forest mural in the dining room had been painted over. He’d spent his first few years in the New Zone imagining what it would be like to be home. Somehow this didn’t feel as wonderful as he’d expected.

			That wasn’t what was bothering him at the moment, however. All his experience told him he shouldn’t have been accepted so easily, even if this Metenari was nothing more than a gullible gasbag. He didn’t know what or how much the bulk of the Guard had been told, but he could guess. For now, the other soldiers recognized him as a soldier like themselves, even though he was a stranger to them. They treated him as they would have any recently recruited veteran, with reserve, testing his abilities and seeing how far he’d let them go before he pushed back.

			Not that he trusted any of this. He’d been given back his guns and his sword, but what better way to keep an eye on him than to surround him with forty other people and give him chores to do, errands to run, and watches to stand? Today, for example, he’d been sent into the City as bodyguard and muscle for Predax, one of Metenari’s senior apprentices, on a routine errand to the Red Court. Elva grinned when he knew no one was looking. The hard part would be pretending he didn’t know the way.

			He found it odd, however, that—bodyguard or no bodyguard—Predax seemed happy, even relieved, to be going out.

			After fifteen minutes or so, Elvanyn started to think differently about the seriousness of his assignment. He’d expected them to leave the palace on foot; in his day practitioners had always made themselves as accessible as possible. Today, however, people on the street ignored the young apprentice, their eyes lowering and their shoulders stiffening. Elva had walked these same streets countless times with Xandra Albainil. The way he remembered it, people passing in the old days would nod pleasantly to Xandra, as if they were acquainted. Today they pretended not to notice Predax at all.

			Were they angry? Or afraid?

			And Elva found the City itself was just enough changed to tickle at his nerves, keeping him checking their perimeter, watching the rooftops, and searching the shadows for enemies. He checked the lay of his pistols, and rested his wrist on the hilt of his sword.

			“Is it my imagination or are these people avoiding us?” he finally asked when the fourth person he nodded to nodded back without meeting his eye.

			Predax looked around without slackening his pace. “They seem normal to me.”

			“So it’s normal for people to step out of your way without even acknowledging your presence? To be always looking in another direction when you look at them?”

			“I don’t know what you’re getting at.” Maybe so, but the young man was clearly becoming uncomfortable.

			Elva decided to try a different approach. “My friend, Fenra Lowens, said that practitioners help people.” He gestured around him with his right hand. “You doctor them, and invent new things for them. These people don’t act like you’re helping them.”

			The boy’s face stiffened. “Well, Practitioner Lowens seems a fine person, but she’s a third-class practitioner, and that limits her, if you see what I mean. She normally lives in one of the outer Modes, where the mundanes still believe in the practice and respect it. Here in the City it’s not just a practitioner and a village elder, deciding between them how things will be done. Here,” he gestured around him, “they don’t believe in the practice any more. They call us scientists and think we invent things—like gaslights—and then keep them to ourselves until the Red Court forces us to share them.”

			“And you’re not doing that.” Elva made it as much a statement as he could.

			“No. Well, not exactly.” Predax looked up at a nearby rooftop, suddenly interested in the complicated tile work. “There’s always been tension between the two Courts,” he said finally. “The Red Court thinks it should be in charge—and, well, the White Court thinks the opposite.”

			“That’s rather fair-minded of you,” Elva said. He’d expected an apprentice to be firmly on the side of the White Court.

			“My mother was an advocate—well, still is, I suppose—and she taught us always to look at things from all sides.”

			Elva nodded. “So what’s this tension like?”

			“It’s hard to explain to someone from away,” the young apprentice began. “The Red Court puts a tax on everything that goes into the White Court—food, materials, that kind of thing. They decided that anyone practicing in the city now needs a permit.”

			“Let me guess, practitioners retaliate by raising their fees and requiring their clients to get a different kind of permit.”

			“And it’s easy for the Red Court to convince people that this is all the fault of greedy practitioners.” Predax shrugged. “I know it sounds petty, but it’s a little worse, every day.”

			“And why don’t practitioners put a stop to it? Surely they’re powerful enough in themselves?”

			“Well, sure, but the only way to really stop it is by a show of force, which will only turn the people against us even more.” Predax swallowed and looked up at the clouds as if he were checking for rain. “Though there’s a faction of the council that’s pressing for that kind of solution.” He shrugged and looked at Elva again. “So there’s this delicate balance of power between the two Courts.”

			“I’m not sure I understand,” Elva said. “Where I come from, people aren’t fond of too much government, as a general rule. They’re more likely to side with those opposing, and from what you say, that would be practitioners.”

			“Mundanes are too easily led.” That sounded like the boy was repeating something someone else said, and Elva thought he could guess who. Predax confirmed it with his next words. “Practitioner Metenari says they always want innovation they’re not ready for, and then they resist every innovation we introduce, claiming they’re being forced against their wills. They claim they’d like to decide for themselves what kind of lights they want in their streets. They don’t listen, and no matter what we do, the Red Court puts us in the wrong.”

			For a person whose mother was an advocate, Predax seemed a bit naïve. Elva wondered whether it was all an act, whether he was being tested. It would be easy to escape from this child. But it wouldn’t take long for Metenari to find him, if he wanted to, though Elvanyn wasn’t supposed to know that, not if he really was someone from another dimension. That was the nature of the test, if there was one. Given the opportunity, would Elvanyn run? Or would he keep to his new role? Was he trustworthy?

			And he couldn’t overlook that there could be more to this. He’d made a point to Metenari that he was only concerned about Fenra, that everything he’d done had been for her sake. Did the practitioner think that Elva would be a lure to draw her out into the open? To capture her? Personally, he didn’t think that Fenra or Arlyn Albainil, providing she’d been able to revive him, were stupid enough to fall for that kind of trap, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be on the lookout for him, just as he was for them.

			Another twenty minutes brought them to the outer guard gate of the Red Court, where Elva experienced firsthand the tensions that Predax had described to him. Like the White Court, the Red was another city within the City, built onto, torn down, and rebuilt as things changed, as nobles came and went. In theory, the Red was made up of noble families, of which each head was a member of the council—or “court,” as they called it. Every few years a vote would take place, and the leadership of the court would change, and someone new would become “first Courtier.”

			He and Predax were waved through the outer gates, guarded for the first time in Elva’s experience, with no difficulty, but were stopped at the inner gate.

			“Name and business?”

			Predax sucked in his breath, posture rigid, but answered calmly enough. “Apprentice Practitioner Predax, White Court cour—”

			“We don’t have a messenger on the list for today.” The man didn’t look at any list that Elva could see.

			“I’m not a messenger, I’m the regular courier. I was here the day before yesterday.”

			Elva could have told Predax that tone wouldn’t help. The boy should have known it himself. The only way to handle this type was to act as though you were enjoying yourself, pleased to receive the interest and attention, thrilled to answer all the questions they could ask.

			If they saw they weren’t annoying you, they would stop trying.

			Elva might actually have had some fun, if he had been the one answering the questions. As it was, this treatment made his skin prickle. This was malicious, and intended to intimidate. The White Court should have sent a practitioner, he thought, not an apprentice. These guards might still have been surly, but they would also have been civil.

			“Ah, yes, here you are. Building seven. Here’s your badge.”

			“You mean building three,” Predax said.

			The guard stayed stone-faced. “I can give you a badge for seven today, or you can come back another day.”

			“Oh, very well.” Predax accepted his badge with a twisted mouth. Elva reached out for his own badge.

			“Not you, sir, unless you leave your weapons.” The tone at least was respectful, guard to guard.

			And never see them again. “Why don’t one of you gentlemen accompany us? Then you could—”

			Predax tugged at his sleeve. “Never mind,” the boy said, “you can wait here. I’ll be perfectly safe.”

			Elva prepared himself for some rough handling from the guards. The hard look in their eyes clearly showed animosity. He was surprised, therefore, when after showing him the corner they wanted him to sit in, they turned their attention to the people still waiting to enter, and ignored him.

			Obviously they thought this the most annoying thing they could do to him. Elva smiled to himself as he clasped his hands behind his head and stretched out his feet. Amateurs, he thought, as he began whistling a tune popular in the Dundalk Territory. The guards looked over at him from time to time, but were otherwise too busy to bother him any further. He had a fine view of the inner courtyard from here, and watched as people, some in uniforms, came and went about their business. Two young people stopped to talk to each other, eventually sitting down on the lip of a large fountain. No water was flowing, but one young woman scooped up a water lily and presented it to the other.

			Finally Predax came back, carrying what looked like a map case. The guards examined its seals with care, made the young apprentice remove his jacket and roll up his sleeves. Finally satisfied that Predax wasn’t hiding anything stolen under his clothes, the guards allowed them to leave.

			“Are you always treated like this?” he asked Predax once they passed through the outer gate into the public streets.

			“Oh, yes.” Predax’s grin was a good effort, but Elva could see the stiffness of forced muscles. “This way they can feel important. It’s harmless.”

			The young apprentice did his best to sound certain, but in Elva’s experience there was very little distance between insult and injury. Still, with his errand finished, the boy was more relaxed. Elva decided to take advantage.

			“I’m new here. May I ask a question? About Practitioner Metenari? Does he seem himself to you?” he said. “He’s a little different than when I met him before, with Practitioner Lowens.”

			“What do you mean?” Predax hesitated, suddenly tense. “He’s tired, of course. He’s just finished the first part of a very complicated project.”

			“Ah, well then. There’s always that bit of a letdown when you’ve been working on something for a long time and you finally succeed, isn’t there?” Elva reminded himself he wasn’t supposed to know what was going on. Just a gunslinger, he thought with an inner smile. Not from these parts.

			“You’re right.” The boy relaxed. “It’s like passing an exam after you’ve been studying hard for weeks. You feel a little empty, like you don’t know what to do now. Yes, that might account for it.”

			“Account for what, if you don’t mind my asking?” People unfamiliar with practitioners might be surprised by Predax’s willingness to talk, but in fact this behavior had been the foundation of Elva’s friendship with Xandra Albainil. Practicing was a lonely profession, for all that in the White Court everyone knew everyone else. There had always been a few who lived apart by choice, like Fenra. In his day many practitioners still traveled often, visiting other Modes, going about their business—obscure and esoteric as it was. Nowadays practitioners like Metenari—and even Fenra’s beloved Medlyn Tierell—seemed to stay in the City and surround themselves with apprentices.

			“No, I don’t mind. You’re easy to talk to, you know?” They waited until an elderly man, leading a well-groomed horse by the bridle, walked past them near the curb. “He’s not really himself.”

			“In what way?”

			“Well, he’s always been a bit self-important, you know? I mean, he really is important, don’t get me wrong, but now he acts as if he feels it, not like he has to keep reminding himself.”

			This boy was brighter than he looked. “He’s less self-conscious, you mean?”

			“Yes, that’s it exactly.” The boy was pleased at being so quickly understood. “It’s like he’s stopped checking to see that everyone is watching him.”

			“He’s just achieved something astonishing, something no one else has been able to do—or so I gathered from what Practitioner Lowens told me. That alone should give a man all the confidence he needs.”

			“You know, you’re very perceptive for a—a newcomer. But now Practitioner Metenari is suddenly insisting that he wants the Albainil man. Though he doesn’t say why.”

			For a mundane. That was what Predax had meant to say. “Who can guess what’s in the mind of a practitioner like Santaron Metenari?” Elva said. The apprentice nodded. Elva allowed the talk to turn away into less personal areas. As they passed down an elegant street that Elva thought he recognized, he noticed that they were drawing the attention of a man standing out front of one of the town houses. This was especially noteworthy, given how everyone else was still ignoring them.

			“There’s a man staring at us—don’t look!” Elvanyn rolled his eyes up. Practitioners would never learn to take precautions.

			“Oh, that’s Ginglen Locast.” Predax frowned. “That’s his hotel. He must remember me from when I came to pick up Fenra Lowens’ things. She’d been staying here with that Albainil man.”

			Elva glanced over his shoulder at the place as they passed by. The man turned his head and kept watching them as they turned the corner.

			Fenra and Arlyn stayed there, he thought. This is the last place the White Court would look for them.
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			Nine
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			Fenra

			MOST OF THE wooden chests, boxes, and caskets in Medlyn’s vault lined up against what would have been an outside wall if this were a real room. At least, it felt like an outside wall to me. I told Arlyn to rest and began going through every piece of furniture I could open. I had already found clothing that fit me, so who knew what other useful thing I might find? The first three chests, each solidly built of several different woods, were empty of everything but the scent of their cedar linings. Next came the clothes press I had already looked into . . . I softly whistled two surprised notes.

			“What?” I had seen Arlyn much worse when the lowness was on him, but now, though weak, he looked alert, and interested.

			“Another set of clothing,” I said.

			“Clothing?” He turned his head slightly so he could fix me with one eye. “You’ve already found clothes, what’s the excitement?”

			“These clothes weren’t here before. This press should be empty, and instead there is another complete set of clothing. Inner wear, outer wear, shirts, boots—look, even a hat. The clothes I found fit me, and I will give you odds these will fit you.”

			I gathered up the top few items and brought them to Arlyn. He stroked the white silk shirt with his fingertips. Then his mouth spread in the biggest smile I had ever seen. For a moment I saw what he must have looked like as a child. Before the lowness. Maybe even before the practice.

			“Do you know what we have here?” His eyes almost glowed.

			Obviously he did not refer to the clothes. “I take it you do?”

			“The jug.” He glanced around and pointed at where the jug still stood on the table. “It had juice in it when we needed juice, and exactly the type of juice we needed most.” He turned back to me. “And now it has wine in it.”

			“Practitioners have been practicing containers to refill themselves for years. Not everyone can do it, but . . .” My voice trailed away as Arlyn shook his head. For a moment I thought I saw lines of silver in his hair, but it must have been a trick of the light. He was so excited I am not sure he noticed that his hands were very slightly trembling.

			“The same jug, Fenra. The same jug. Juice when we needed it, wine when we wanted it. Very likely water when it comes time for that. All in the same jug. Don’t you see what this means?”

			I started to shake my head, and then I caught a glimmering of his idea. There had been, I remembered, two different liquids in the pitcher in Medlyn’s office. “The jug had to have held all these liquids, but obviously not all at once. The forran on this jug duplicates not one specific space and time—when the jug held wine, for example—but all the different spaces and times in which the jug held liquids.”

			“Exactly. And not only that, the jug provides the type of liquid needed at the moment of that need. Without the recipient specifically asking for it.” He gestured at the clothes in the chest. “Maybe even before we know we need it.”

			“The way our clothing and our tools and wagons and weapons and all change from Mode to Mode, without anyone asking for it.” I shivered, the world suddenly a strange place.

			“As if there is a small modality in every box, every container, every—”

			“Every one? Most of these chests and boxes appear to be empty.”

			“Appear to be empty—maybe they just hold something we haven’t needed yet. But even if it’s only the two we’ve found, the jug and this press, it’s still the most remarkable achievement since, since . . .”

			“Since the Godstone.”

			Arlyn shut his eyes, as if the excitement was draining his energy. “I don’t know whether Medlyn Tierell found this forran or created it.”

			I considered, my own intellectual interest sparked by Arlyn’s enthusiasm. “I knew Medlyn had been working on something like this, a forran to connect various spots in space simultaneously, but I thought it was for transportation.”

			“Either way, your old mentor had depths I’ll bet no one knew about. This is a spectacular achievement. What we couldn’t do with something like this.”

			The healer in me rejoiced to see Arlyn so animated, so much a part of the present moment. The rest of me feared I was seeing the attitude that had created the Godstone in the first place. Medlyn must have had some reason for not sharing this forran with the rest of the White Court.

			To distract Arlyn, I pulled out the rest of his clothing, tossing the boots to the floor, laying underclothes over the arm of the sofa. Arlyn began to pull his shirt over his head.

			“Do you need help?” I asked.

			He grinned. “Not since I was three.”

			“Fine.”

			Arlyn’s suit consisted of fawn trousers, a pale blue jacket cropped at the waist, the white silk shirt, a scarlet cravat, and a dark blue waistcoat. He dressed quickly and was tugging his cuffs into place when I handed him his hat. It looked very much like the flat-topped practitioner’s hat, except for the flat brim and the thin, pale blue band around the crown.

			I closed the door of the press, wondering what I would find in it if I opened it again. “Just think, I can come back here at any time, find whatever we might need, and fetch it out to where we need it.” I looked up, frowning. “If only I didn’t exit every single time into that woman’s office.”

			“I’ve got an idea about that.”
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			Arlyn

			At first Fenra was reluctant to try tampering in any way with the locket.

			“Right now this is our only connection with the world,” she pointed out. She walked back and forth in front of the couch, finally sitting down beside me, her elbow brushing mine. A little further exploration had yielded a pie safe containing one ham and one peach pie; what might have been a meat safe held dried apples and some kind of spicy sausage Fenra said we would take with us when we left.

			“Look, so far you’ve been opening it face up, as if you were looking at a book. All I’m asking is that you open it facing away from you.”

			“Is that all? You half scare me to death and that’s all you wanted me to do?”

			“Well, that’s the first thing I want you to do. I have a couple of other ideas in case that one doesn’t work.” I bit at the inside of my cheek. “There is something I’d like you to do first, however.” She waited without responding for me to continue. I’d seen her use this trick before, when patients couldn’t quite bring themselves to tell her what was wrong. I knew she could outwait me. “I want you to go back now in the ordinary way, back to Tierell’s old office.”

			“Why?”

			I flexed my hands on my knees. “Metenari’s had the Godstone all this time we’ve been dressing and eating. I’d like to know if our world is still there.” I saw the meaning of what I’d said dawn as her mouth fell open.

			Fenra pulled the locket free, turned it over and over in her hand. “Would we still be here, if our world wasn’t?”

			“I don’t know,” I told her. “When I used it—as soon as I saw what was happening, I stopped.” I could see her wondering if she should ask me for more details, deciding that now was not the time. “Afterward, my vault was the same, but whether that was because the change I made was quite small, or whether it’s something in the nature of the vaults themselves . . .” I shrugged.

			She nodded, still staring at the locket in her hand. “Metenari was always very methodical, very careful and precise. I do not see him rushing into using the Godstone right away. If he is still the man he was, he will be taking time for more study, more research, before he tries anything with it.”

			“I still want you to do a quick round trip, just to be sure there’s somewhere to come back from.”

			“You should come with me.”

			“No.” I started to shake my head and stopped as a wave of dizziness swept over me. “An unnecessary risk for just a test. You’re safer without me.”

			“If I cannot come back for you, how will I deal with the Godstone?”

			“The only reason you wouldn’t be able to come back is if Metenari has used it. In which case, nothing else would matter.”

			I could tell she agreed, but from the hard set of her mouth, she wasn’t happy about it.

			She looked from me to the cupboards and back again. “You cannot see the food. You would not know what was there.”

			“Exactly,” I said. “Which is why you have to come back. One way or another, I’m going to starve to death if you don’t.”

			She passed me the remaining piece of ham pie. “Keep this in your hands. Perhaps if you do not put it down you will not lose it.” She got to her feet and without looking at me was gone.
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			Elvanyn

			Predax reported directly to his mentor on his return to the White Court. He handed over the map case and Metenari checked the seal just as carefully as the Red Court guard had. Elva would bet those seals were more than just wax.

			Almost immediately, however, the practitioner’s expression changed, and he looked at the map case as if he’d never seen such a thing in his life. He stood for several minutes turning it over in his hands. Finally, he took the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, eyes shut, just like Xandra used to do. Elva swallowed, though his mouth was suddenly dry. Lots of people do that, he told himself.

			“Do you know me?”

			Elva resisted the impulse to look at Predax and check his reaction.

			“You’re Santaron Metenari, Practitioner.” Elva kept his voice calm, uninterested. Servants, he thought, were asked silly questions every day.

			Metenari reached out with his right hand, as if he wanted to touch Elva’s cheek. Elva stepped back, the way anyone would. The practitioner seemed about to say something else, but at that moment Noxyn, the senior apprentice, walked into the room carrying a shallow willow basket full of scrolls, loose papers, and books, some so old their covers were broken and about to fall off.

			“I think I’ve found something, Practitioner,” Noxyn said, ignoring Predax and Elva completely. Elva was happy to be overlooked. He’d be off duty soon, and he wanted to get back to that hotel. It was just possible that Fenra or Arlyn, or both, might return there. He could at least leave a message for them, just in case. He’d have to word it pretty carefully, so that no one but Arlyn or Fenra would understand.

			“You may go.”

			Elva had kept an eye on the practitioner as he spoke with Noxyn, and so he wasn’t startled by the sudden dismissal. Predax, however, kept looking back over his shoulder as they headed for the door. As he glanced at the apprentice, Elva saw another familiar gesture out of the corner of his eye, as the practitioner clasped his hands and tapped his lips with extended index fingers. Xandra? Elva shook himself. Impossible. And there was nothing he could do about it anyway.

			Once out of the room he headed straight for the guard barrack, where he changed into his own clothes. They’d draw attention, but his experience with Predax made Elva think he’d rather be noticed as a stranger in town than as a White Court guard. Besides, his gun belts hung better over his deerskin jacket than they did over the guard uniform. Each piece of his clothing had been designed over years to let him carry his weapons comfortably. His jacket had extra layers of leather on the shoulders, to pad the weight of the gun belts, as well as an extra layer on his left side, where his sword hilt rested.

			Elva tugged down on the right-hand brim of his hat until the feathers brushed his shoulder, and walked out the door, across the open space on the far side of the barracks and over the bridge. He thought he could retrace the route he’d taken with Predax without much trouble. As he’d thought, without the uniform—and the apprentice at his side—the few people who bothered to notice him looked him over frankly as he passed them, interested by his clothing, or his weapons, but nothing else.

			Elva had once been told that it was impossible to tail someone through a city and not be noticed—if the target in question was alert. So he wasn’t surprised when he caught the middle-aged woman who turned away every time he stopped at a crossroads to check the street names. She was good, but he’d been at this game longer.

			Now that he’d caught her, how to lose her? He stopped and took his bearings, pretending to check the sky for clouds. He oriented himself right away. He was a street or two over from the clock tower of the market. He took the next right—a textile shop had replaced the barber who had once been on this corner—and slowed down as he reached the old market building. Refaced in red brick, and with what looked like extra skylights, it was recognizably the same year-round market, with stalls, arcades, stands, and booths. And dark corners, and obscured exits. He hoped.

			He walked through the main entry doors, looking around as if seeing the place for the first time. From the front entrance, a central series of stalls was flanked by two wide aisles running parallel down the length of the building, with another row of stalls set up against each of the outer walls. Every row of stalls was broken into smaller sections by narrower aisles running crosswise. The cobbled floor hadn’t changed, nor the high, vaulted ceiling, but the place was so much brighter that he began to worry. Then he realized the effect was created mostly by freshly whitewashed walls and clean skylights. Someone had also gone to the trouble of removing decades of cobwebs from the rafters. It took a minute to see that, from his point of view, nothing important had changed.

			Most people who frequented the market thought the outer stalls were built right up against the plastered walls, but Elva knew a narrow corridor ran behind all those walls, connected to loading bays that allowed stall holders to move their wares in and out without having to force their way through crowds of customers. The place wasn’t crowded at this time of day, but there were enough people picking up fish or bread or cheese or meat or carrots or potatoes to distract even as competent a follower as the woman watching him.

			At least, temporarily.

			As Elva moved along with the flow of foot traffic, slowing down and stopping from time to time to examine the wares more closely, he noticed that the stalls themselves had also been painted a clean white, and each now had a matching sign indicating the name and type of business. Elva found the sameness dull, but he supposed it did cut down on misspellings.

			He bought himself a cup of hot cider and strolled along aimlessly, watching as a butcher sliced cutlets for an elderly woman hugging a small dog tucked under her arm. She noticed him watching, smiled at him, and used the small dog’s left paw to wave at him. The dog gave him a look that clearly said this wasn’t his idea of fun, and Elva gave him a sympathetic look in return.

			Elva had been keeping his tail in the corner of his eye. The thin crowd worked against her as well, giving her fewer people to hide behind. She had to keep a greater distance, and let more and more people get between them.

			He’d reached the section where the fishmongers had their stalls. Not much had changed here either. There were still the smaller stalls with only one or two people serving, and a couple of others where one senior person was flanked by a handful of junior women and men who acted as assistants, fetching, wrapping, and bagging. There were even a few runners who would be following the customers home with their purchases.

			Elva looked for a chance to slip behind an outer stall and disappear down the hidden corridor, but nothing presented itself. He was almost out of the fish section and beginning to worry when two young men a little older than the runners started tossing fish across the aisle. Obviously a well-rehearsed game, one of them would pick up a fairly hefty fish, a salmon or perhaps a large bass, and sling it over the heads of the shoppers, as if the fish were swimming across the aisle. The young man on the other side caught it in his arms and cradled it like a baby.

			“Flying fish!” the blond on the right called out. “Pennies a pound for a fish that will fly right into your skillet. Don’t let such a bargain fly away from you, Doms! The best prices on flying fish!”

			Passersby gathered, laughing, some calling the two young men by name. What had probably started out as a game between assistants bored by the lack of business in the closing hour had turned into a source of entertainment and a close-of-the-day attention-getter.

			And gave Elva the opportunity he’d been looking for.

			He maneuvered himself between a tall woman still in her City guard uniform and three men obviously shopping together. He watched for the moment when the gathering audience hid him from his tail and stepped backward between two stalls, turning into the back corridor and watching from the shadows as she walked past. The corridor, never very wide, had been narrowed by piles of boxes, crates, and pallets. He waited just long enough to make sure the woman wasn’t turning around to look for him before he ran toward the loading docks in the rear of the building and out through the bay doors.

			He’d spent more time in the market than he liked. Lamplighters were already adjusting the flames on the oil lamps in the slightly shabby streets behind the market building. The newer gaslights were obviously reserved for the more important areas of the City. He was sorry he’d missed seeing those lit. He’d heard about them in the other world, but they still hadn’t reached the Dundalk Territory when Fenra walked into his office and changed his life.

			Street lighting did make him easier to see, he thought, but it also meant the streets were more crowded. After zigzagging through several lanes and alleys, Elva turned into a secondary street and followed it to the quiet square he’d walked through with Predax. On the far side, a square-built woman with a stepladder stood lighting one of the lamps. A second-class square, then, where the lamps were lit only after those on the main streets. But still respectable.

			And on its way up, he thought as he noted the gas lamp hanging over the door of the inn, already lit. Business must be good.

			As he expected, the front door was still open. Even if these hotels provided meals, and in Elva’s day most did, there were always patrons out for the evening, and it was easier to leave the door open than to have a night attendant. However, here, there was a tall narrow man standing behind a tall narrow desk. For a moment Elva thought it was an Albainil, but then he shook his head. It was only a good copy. A very good copy. No hotel on a street like this one—or very many others for that matter—would have an Albainil in a public lobby.

			The attendant behind the desk took one look at Elva’s clothing and smiled, opening his book. “Welcome to the Hotel Ginglen.”

			“I’m afraid I’m looking for information, not a room.”

			The man’s smile didn’t fade. “If I know, you’ll know.”

			Elva found himself smiling back. “I’m looking for two friends of mine who might be staying here. I’d prefer not to mention names.” He touched the side of his nose. The attendant almost smiled again. Evidently that gesture hadn’t changed its meaning. “One is a man about my height, with darker hair and blue eyes. He may have identified himself as a carpenter.” It seemed that the man’s face stiffened ever so slightly. “The other is a practitioner, a woman, very dark of skin, and curly of hair, with gray eyes.”

			“They’re not clients of ours at this moment,” the man said.

			Which meant they had been, and might be again. “I see. Do you know, does the Autumn Rose Tavern still exist?”

			The man frowned. “Well, it’s still in business,” he said. “But I’m sure it’s listed in the merchants’ association as a chop-house.”

			“Ah, then things have changed a bit since my—my father’s day.”

			“Did you need directions, Dom?”

			“No. No, thank you, I’m sure I remember the way. Well, if you should see my friends, tell them I asked about them, and tell them I also asked about the Autumn Rose.”

			“I will, of course.” The man hesitated. “I would also tell them about the horse.”

			“The horse?”

			“The young, ah, practitioner’s horse. She might be worried about it. If I should see her again, I would of course let her know we’ve been keeping the animal safe.”

			“I’m sure she would appreciate that.” Then Fenra meant to come back. She wouldn’t leave her horse otherwise. Elva felt better than he had in days.

			Elva took the long way around getting back to his barrack, stopping at two coffee houses on his way. He looked, but this time no one was following him. He crossed the East Bridge and entered the gates of the White Court with a nod to the guards.

			“Hey, Karamisk,” one of them called to him. “Better hope you’re sober, Captain’s handing out extra duties.”

			“I’ll just change into uniform—”

			“He’s already asked about you. Change later if there’s time—it’s all pistols primed, as they say. Hey, if you get a chance, come back and tell us what’s going on.”

			Elva waved him off and trotted toward the square outside his barrack. When the guard captain saw him, he beckoned Elva forward.

			“All right, then, you all know the descriptions of the two we’re looking for. Remember, they’re not to be harmed, either of them. Is that clear? Just detain them. Once you have your assignments, get going.”

			As the captain pointed to pairs of guards and gave them their instructions, Elva had an idea. Fenra would need to use the locket, so there’d be one place in particular worth looking.

			“Captain? Maybe I should go to Practitioner Otwyn’s office? They’ll most likely show up there.”

			“I’ve already assigned that post, Karamisk.”

			“Of course, Captain, but they’ll be more cooperative if they see me waiting, especially if I’m not in uniform.”

			“You may have something there. Very well. Are you armed? Fine then, go. Tell Rontin you’re there to assist her.”

			Elva lost no time in saluting and tearing off down the alley. Of course the Captain wouldn’t let him wait alone. The man wasn’t stupid.
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			Fenra

			I polished the locket on my sleeve. What was the worst that could happen? If Metenari had used the Godstone, and the world as we knew it had completely changed, there was every possibility that Medlyn’s office was no longer there. In which case the locket simply wouldn’t work, and Arlyn and I would be stranded in the vault forever. I looked at the jug and the pie cupboard. Well, we would not starve to death. And who knew? Arlyn Albainil was still the greatest mind in the history of the practice, I told myself, and power or no power he would probably be able to design a forran for a dimensional gate that would work from a vault. We might go to the world where Elva had lived for so long. At least we knew the practice would work there. Without Elva, I thought.

			“I’ll be off, then,” I said again.

			“Good luck.”

			I forced a smile, and nodded, and hoped I would not need it.

			Even before the locket was completely open, I could feel the change in the air around me. Cooler, damper, the scents open and fresh. Medlyn’s vault didn’t feel stuffy until you were out of it. I wondered where the air in the vaults came from. I wondered if Arlyn could tell me. I hoped for the chance to ask him.

			It wasn’t moonlight coming in though the uncurtained window, but lamplight. The new gaslights were evidently bright enough to cast shadows even on the second floor. I shut my eyes for a moment, relieved that the office was still here, the world was still here. Elva was still here. I thought I heard a noise and snapped the locket shut. Was the new practitioner still setting up her office? What could she be doing in the middle of the night? Dusting?

			I tiptoed to where I could stand to one side of the door. Halfway there, a blow to the back of my head knocked me to my knees. Strong fingers wrapped around my left wrist and pulled my arm up behind my back. There were forrans that didn’t need the practitioner’s hand free, but in that moment I could not think of any. Then a cloth bag smelling of licorice was forced over my head and held tight around my throat by a fist at the back of my neck. I tried to breathe and started coughing as I sucked in a mouthful of licorice-flavored dust.

			Suddenly my arm was free and the grip around my neck loosened. I tore the covering off and took a deep, dust-free breath.

			Elva stood over a guard, holding a gun in his right hand. The guard—a woman in the uniform of the White Court—lay on her side on the floor. Luckily she had fallen on a thick carpet. I crawled over and felt the side of her neck. Her pulse beat firm and strong.

			Elva lifted me to my feet. “Are you all right?”

			Just in time I remembered not to nod. I felt for the tender spot on the back of my head. “You?”

			“Better now.” White teeth gleamed against dark mustaches. “Where’s Arlyn?”

			“Still in Medlyn’s vault.” There was something in Elva’s face that made me add, “He is weak, but he will live.”

			“Metenari—or whoever that is—has the guard out looking for him—for both of you.”

			“What do you mean ‘whoever it is’?” I sat down on the edge of the desk, still rubbing at the back of my head, feeling the pain dissipate.

			“Metenari isn’t acting like himself—”

			“How do you know? You’ve only met the man once . . .” Elva was shaking his head at me.

			“Predax, the younger apprentice, he’s noticed it too. Most of the time Metenari seems just like the man we met before, your self-important schoolmate. Some of the time he’s a much sharper fellow, walks differently, talks differently. Different in a familiar way.”

			“Familiar how?” For some reason I felt cold, and I wrapped my arms around myself.

			“I didn’t know at first, or maybe I didn’t want to know, but familiar like he’s Xandra—no, wait, I know what you’re going to say. It doesn’t feel like Arlyn, like the man with us, it feels like Xandra. Do you think—is there any way that somehow, along with his power, Arlyn might have left some part of himself behind?”

			I swallowed. “Come, you can ask him yourself.”

			To my surprise Elva did not take my hand. “I should stay,” he said. “The White Court is too secure, too full of guards. We need to get Metenari, and the Godstone, out somewhere we can deal with him better. Away from the City entirely.” His brow furrowed. “Xandra used to have a tower, in the Third Mode, I think. Anyhow, I know how to get there and Arlyn will as well. It’s private and it’s secure. If I stay here I can make sure Metenari comes.” He looked down at the guard he had knocked out. “Besides, I can’t leave her like this. I don’t know what they’ll do to her.”

			“Elva.” He looked back at me, his mouth forming just the slightest curve. “There are larger things at stake.”

			Now he did smile. “There are no larger things.” He gripped me by the shoulder. “Tell Arlyn once you’re back here to go to the Autumn Rose—he knows where it is, and he’ll know what to do. I’ll make sure your horse is there—”

			“Terith?”

			“Yes, Terith. Now go, before Rontin wakes up.”
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			Arlyn

			“I don’t know.” I rubbed my face with my hands, the only response I had to what Elva had said about Metenari. “I suppose it’s possible I left more than my power behind. All I know for certain is that when I finished sealing the stone away, all my power was gone.”

			“Was that the beginning of the lowness?”

			I looked up at her, elbows braced on my knees. “Probably. I don’t remember much of what happened immediately after.”

			“So it’s possible that the Godstone contains some aspect of you, some part of your essence?”

			“Not me, Xandra.”

			Fenra lowered herself into a chair. “Xandra’s knowledge and Metenari’s power?”

			Ideas flashed through my brain. “Not my knowledge, not my forrans.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			I straightened up, taking a deep breath. “Because I still have them. My power’s gone, but my knowledge is still with me.”

			“You hope.” Fenra sat quiet for a few minutes, staring at a spot on the floor. Finally she nodded and stood up. “It doesn’t change what we have to do. Let us try it before my nerve wears off.”

			“I don’t think that’s possible.” I’d hoped to make her smile. It didn’t work.

			We gripped each other’s wrists, my left with her right. The locket was already in her practitioner’s hand and she placed it for a moment on her forehead. Then, as she’d done before, she breathed on it. As I’d suggested, she turned it upside down and, using the nail on her index finger, she popped it open, face down, as if she was about to shake something out of it.

			Fog drifted out until we were completely surrounded. At first I could see nothing, and then shapes began to form, slowly, as though they were coming closer. I thought I could see furniture, a table, but everything was suddenly blown away by a powerful wind that flapped our clothes around us and sucked the breath from our mouths. And we were on a beach, clean white sand, deep turquoise ocean, clear pewter sky.

			“This is where I find you when you are low,” Fenra said. “Why would Medlyn’s locket bring us here? I never thought it was an actual place.”

			Even though the sun was shining, I felt cold. Regardless of what Fenra said, I didn’t remember ever being here before, and yet I knew the place. And Fenra knew the place, but Medlyn most likely hadn’t. “It can’t be the locket,” I said. “It’s something in this place, something that diverted us once we were moving—or more likely diverted you.” My heart pounded and I licked sweat off my upper lip. How could I be sweating when I felt so cold? “It can’t mean anything good. Get us out of here. Fast.”

			I could see Fenra had questions, but she knew when to do as she was told. I didn’t see exactly what she did with the locket this time, but the next thing I knew, we were standing in a sitting room, darkened by drawn shades. All the furniture was covered with dust sheets. Enough light entered around the edges of the shades to tell me that it must be midafternoon on a sunny day.

			“It appears Practitioner Otwyn did not take over Medlyn’s living space when she moved into his office.” Fenra spoke quietly, and her words seemed to hang like dust motes in the stale air.

			“Even if she had . . .” I went over to the right-hand window and pulled back the edge of the shade. Medlyn’s rooms looked out over the sunny end of the Watchmaker’s Gardens. “She’d likely be out at this time of day anyway.”

			“But her servants would not.”

			I let my hand drop. I’d forgotten about servants.

			“The good thing about the midafternoon,” Fenra said as I followed her to the door and into the hallway, “is that it’s the busiest time in the more public areas of the Court . . .”

			Her voice died away, as we walked down the stairs across the arcade and into the garden. She was right, there were other people in here, but only about a dozen, and all of them practitioners or apprentices. In case any of them glanced our way, I smiled and nodded as if Fenra had said something witty. About halfway down the long central path to the south exit, I noticed she wasn’t limping.

			“My limp is sure to be part of my description,” she said when I asked her. “When I do not limp, no one sees me. They will not think of me at all. It is a small, subtle change, but all the more persuasive because of that.”

			“Also, you’re not dressed like a practitioner.”

			She squeezed my arm. “Also that.” She slowed down, tugging me ever so slightly to one side. I was about to ask her what was wrong, when I saw for myself. Two men in guard tunics entered the garden by the exit we were heading for. It was too late for us to think of turning into another path. Fenra stopped and picked a yellow flower from a nearby bush, turning it over in her hands, softly breathing in its scent.

			“Your business here?” The taller guard stopped in front of us while the other, shorter one kept a step back to get a better angle on us if he had to use the pistol he now had in his hand.

			“Oh, we had to come!” I’d never heard that voice from Fenra, and any other time I would have been vastly entertained by her spot-on imitation of Jonsel Weaver. The accent alone was atrocious, and said better than anything else could have that we were from one of the far outer Modes. So we couldn’t possibly be the people they were looking for. “Everyone said, ‘If you’re going to the City, you’ve got to visit the White Court—why, they have the best gardens in the world!’ And they were right! I mean, look around you—” Fenra waved the flower through the space between us. “But you’re probably so used to it you hardly notice anymore.”

			“The White Court isn’t open to the public today,” the tall one said. His frown had faded.

			“Oh.” Fenra did a marvelous job of looking dumbfounded. “But no one stopped us coming in,” she added. “No one said anything to us.”

			“You’ll have to come with us.” The tall one gestured toward the exit they’d come out of.

			“But why? We didn’t know . . .” I swear Fenra looked as though she was about to start crying.

			“Not to worry, Dom, we’re just escorting you out of the Court.”

			“Oh, thank you so much. That’s very kind.”
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			Fenra

			“The Autumn Rose is a tavern on the upper west side, across the river.” Arlyn took me by the elbow and steered me across the bridge.

			“And what is so special about it?” I asked him.

			“It’s built over the old cisterns of the City, and there’s a way to get outside without using the Road.” He glanced at me. “Stop playing with your locket. It’s not going to talk to you, and we don’t want to end up somewhere else by accident.”

			I tucked the locket away. It felt warm. “Cisterns, you were saying.”

			“If they haven’t been found and filled in. If Elva hasn’t arranged for guards to be waiting for us there.”

			I stopped in my tracks. “If that was the intention, why did he not simply keep me? Why did he allow me to return to you?”

			“Because, with no disrespect intended, it’s me they want, not you. There’s something I have that Metenari needs. More of my blood, or something I could tell him—something.”

			“Perhaps the forrans you are so certain the Godstone does not know.” I hooked my arm through his and we set off again, taking care to stroll along casually, in case the White Court guards were watching. “Suppose he could not have you? Suppose you were in the other dimension? Or dead? Then whatever he needs from you would be unavailable.”

			“Setting aside the fact that I’m the only one who knows anything about the Godstone—and that includes Metenari . . .” Arlyn’s voice faded away and his steps slowed. “If what Elva suggests about it is true . . .” This time it was Arlyn who stopped in his tracks. “Metenari wants me for what I know, just as he always has. He has the Godstone, but he doesn’t know how it works.” He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “And the Godstone wants much the same thing, if for a different reason.”

			“The Godstone wants? Are you saying it’s alive? Sentient?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t remember.”

			From the look on his face, he remembered perfectly well. Hoping I was wrong, I tugged him into motion. “Again, if you were not here—”

			“From what you’ve said, Metenari’s as stubborn as a bulldog. He won’t stop looking, and that’s supposing the Godstone would let him. We’re talking about a man who was able to learn about the Godstone in the first place and find it.”

			“Research has always been Metenari’s strong point,” I admitted. “His power level is nothing unusual for a first-class practitioner, but he worked hard, and his knowledge of forrans and historical facts is extensive. Even Medlyn praised him for that once.” I touched the locket through the silk of my shirt and cravat.

			“So even without me, with the Godstone pushing him, he’ll eventually find out what he needs to do on his own—if he doesn’t destroy the world first. But as long as he’s looking for me, we have a hold on him.”

			“And Xandra’s—your tower . . .”

			Arlyn looked away, brows drawn down. “It’s risky, but if we get him there, we may be able to neutralize him. Them.” Arlyn pressed his lips together in a parody of a smile. “I’ve got an idea.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			The noise level at the Autumn Rose didn’t change at all when we came through the doors. From the description Arlyn had given me as we strolled through the streets, it was clear the place had come up in the world. For the most part the clientele were smaller merchants, traders, and clerks. A few seated close to the door glanced up from their meals, but did not give us a second look.

			“How can I help you, Doms?” The host looked to be a man old enough to be my father, stout, with a thick shock of graying hair just starting to recede.

			“My brother left my horse here,” I said, hoping that Elva had managed it.

			Without any change of expression whatsoever, the host waved for us to follow him through the dining room and out a pair of doors at the far end, which turned out to lead into the kitchens. Rather than taking us past the ovens and cooks, however, he indicated a narrow corridor that ran off to the right.

			“If you’d excuse me,” he said. “I got work to see to. You’ll find a courtyard at the end of this passage, you can’t miss it. Good day.” With a nod, he turned and went back the way we had come.

			“Huh,” Arlyn said as soon as we were alone. “Elva must have paid him to mind his own business.”

			The courtyard was one of the largest I had ever seen inside the City, fully as wide as the building itself, and deep enough for several outbuildings. A snort from behind a wheelbarrow upended over some half-filled sacks of flour led me to Terith. He knocked my hat off nuzzling my ears, and rolled his eyes at Arlyn.

			“He doesn’t like me.”

			“He has always been a sensible beast. Now, where is this escape route?”

			Arlyn led me around a large lemon tree, branches heavy with fruit, a chicken run, and a small raised bed full of herbs. I helped him move two crates and an empty birdcage, revealing a section of wall neatly bricked in.

			I ran my hands over the rough surface. From the feel of the mortar, this wasn’t recent work. “No way out after all.”

			“Maybe, maybe not.” He laid his hands on the bricks, almost as though he were looking for a secret trigger that would open the wall if he pressed on it. “Remember how you asked the grass and plants to move out of our way in the New Zone?”

			I thought I could see where he was going, but—“Those were living things,” I pointed out.

			“And this,” he tapped the wall, “is bricks and mortar, all natural ingredients. How do you know you can’t ask them to move?”

			I had never done such a thing before, but really, what choice did I have? I had to at least try. I rubbed my hands together, and when they felt warm enough I pressed my palms to the bricks. At first I felt nothing but residual heat, and then I found I could distinguish brick from mortar without moving my hands. Crushed stone, clay, sand . . . all living, though not in the manner of trees, and all seemed to be asking for something. I could smell the place the sand had come from, a beach in the Fourth Mode, and feel the sunshine on the mountainside where the stone had been quarried and crushed.

			“Go home, then,” I whispered, and Arlyn caught me as the wall I’d been leaning on disappeared.
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			I can’t tell how much time has passed. The buildings all look the same—so, not long enough to affect brick and stone—but lots of other things have changed. The clothing is the least of it. Gaslight. When I was here oil lamps were still experimental.

			So why does Elvanyn Karamisk look so familiar? Maybe I knew his grandfather? Or great-grandfather? So he comes from another dimension. I’ve been there, so it’s still not impossible.

			Once I convince Xandra to give me the forrans, there won’t be a repeat of what happened last time. Xandra was a coward when all is said and done. “Unacceptable casualties,” is what he kept saying. He just didn’t want to play the odds. And the lives of any left would be so much improved, surely it was worth it.

			Xandra was trying to make everything change at once. I’ve been thinking, maybe it would be better to change one Mode at a time.

			Now’s my chance to find out. Once I find Xandra.
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			Ten
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			ELVA COUNTED SLOWLY to sixty before reviving Rontin. As soon as she showed signs of coming around, he went out into the corridor and came back in, as if he had just arrived. With luck, she wouldn’t associate him with the blow to the head. Her eyes fluttered and she twisted away from him, pulling a dagger before he could stop her.

			“Rontin! Watch it! It’s me, it’s Elva.” He backed off, holding his hands open at shoulder height so she could see they were empty. “Captain sent me to watch with you.”

			“How long was I out?”

			“How can I know? I just got here, and you—”

			“Never mind that now. Go after them—maybe they haven’t gotten far.”

			“Which way?” Elva stood in the doorway, looking first to the left, then the right. If he were really who he said he was, he wouldn’t know the best way to go.

			Rontin beckoned him back and used his arm to haul herself to her feet. “Probably doesn’t matter. Probably long gone by now. Ssssss.” She touched the top of her head with careful fingers. “What did they hit me with?”

			“Let me see.” He parted the hair and revealed a red swelling, already forming, roughly the size of his gun barrel. Or a walking stick, or just about any other blunt object. “Didn’t break the skin,” he said. “Did you see anything? Was it them?”

			“Who else would it be?” she said. “Thing is, we don’t know whether they’re still in the Court, or they went back where they came from.”

			“The captain will want a report. It might be worth my waiting to see if they come back. Are you well enough to go alone?” She was looking a bit green, but she wasn’t vomiting. Likely no concussion, then.

			“I don’t think so.” It cost her a lot to say that. She touched the top of her head and winced.

			“Here. Lean on me. Is there any way to lock the place from the outside?”

			Rontin started to shake her head and hissed again, shoulders hunched against the pain. “No. Can’t be locked by mundanes—certainly not against practitioners.”

			She was leaning heavily on him by the time they got back to the guard barracks, to be met with exclamations and cursing. Another guard led Rontin away to the practitioner on duty for emergencies, but at his captain’s signal, Elva stayed behind.

			“Markin, Tova, double time to Otwyn’s office, stay alert, don’t get separated.” The captain turned back to Elva.

			“Report.”

			Elva drew himself up and squared his shoulders. “I went directly from here to Practitioner Otwyn’s office. I saw no one of interest in the grounds on the way. The halls and corridors near the office were empty. I found Rontin face down on the floor just inside the door. It’s pretty clear she was struck from behind. Her hand was on her pistol grip, so she must have tried to defend herself when she realized she was going down. I have no way to know how long Rontin was unconscious before I arrived. She might have been attacked just as she got there.”

			“Which means they might have arrived as much as an hour ago, which puts us more than an hour behind them.” Captain sat down on the edge of the table. “Yet no one else has reported a sighting.”

			“We wondered if they might have gone back when they found someone waiting for them. If so, it’s possible they’ll return to that room. Rontin wasn’t fit to report back on her own, so I’m afraid we left the place unguarded.”

			“Not optimum, but understandable.”

			“Should I go back, Captain? Are two guards enough?” Elva said.

			The captain shook his head, frowning over his crossed arms. “It’s a long shot at best. It’s far more likely that they escaped, and I’ve rearranged the patrols to take that into account.”

			“Where do you want me, sir?” With luck he’d be able to lead a few more people astray.

			“It’s not where I want you, I’m afraid. Practitioner Metenari wants to see you. Now.”

			Against the tight feeling in his stomach, Elva reminded himself that this was what he wanted. He couldn’t convince Metenari to look for Fenra and Arlyn in the Third Mode unless he had contact with the man.

			The practitioner was alone when Elva reached his sitting room, and he entered with caution. If he was right, and Metenari’s prissy, know-it-all persona was being overlaid with someone harder and more arrogant, someone like Xandra . . .

			“I know you,” the practitioner said, eerily echoing Elva’s thoughts.

			A cold worm crawled through Elva’s guts. “Of course you do, sir. We’ve met several times.”

			“No. You’re Elvanyn Karamisk, or his great-grandson. Why did you say you were from another dimension?”

			Elva went cold all over, his ears buzzed, and the world receded. Only two living people knew who he really was, where he really came from, and neither Fenra nor Arlyn would have told Metenari. He steadied himself, shifting his feet slightly farther apart. This had to be the Godstone. Having a few of Xandra’s mannerisms wasn’t so incredible—he was the first person it knew—but it seemed mannerisms weren’t all it had.

			The practitioner folded his hands together, index fingers extended, and tapped his lips.

			The shock somehow cleared Elva’s head. Xandra had left more than his power behind with the Godstone. Enough of himself to eventually recognize Elva. What should he say now? Whoever or whatever this was, Elva still needed its trust, needed it to be willing to follow his advice. Decision made, he took a deep breath.

			“I’m not Elvanyn Karamisk’s great-grandson,” he said. “I’m Elvanyn Karamisk.”

			A puzzled frown replaced the practitioner’s smile. “However did you manage that? The real Elvanyn Karamisk must be dust five times over.”

			“I’ve been living in the other dimension—the New Zone,” he added in case the Godstone knew about it. “Either time moves differently there, or people from here don’t age the same.”

			“Interesting. So all that nonsense about only being here for the sake of Fenra Lowens was just . . . nonsense?”

			Elva opened his mouth to agree, but closed it again. A reasonable question for either Metenari or Xandra. What should he say? Whom should he answer? When he’d told Metenari he was only here to look after Fenra, he’d been playing a role, trying to mislead the man. Now Elva wasn’t so sure himself. Of course he wanted to stop the Godstone, to save the world. But primarily he wanted to save the damsel in distress. Somehow, Fenra had become as important to him as anyone else. Or more.

			What should he tell this . . . person who might be Xandra?

			“It isn’t all nonsense,” he said finally. “Of course I wanted to come home. I’ve been waiting for a chance for . . . I don’t even know how long. When Fenra and Arlyn told me Xandra Albainil was dead, I didn’t believe them; I thought they might be acting for him. I needed to come back and see for myself.” Elva ran his hands through his hair. Even if what he feared was true—maybe even especially—his best bet now was to pretend he thought the being he spoke to was still Metenari.

			“And I do care about Fenra.” Again he thought the truth, or most of it, would be his best bet. “I don’t want her to come to harm. She’s innocent in this. And she is in danger from him, just as I said.” Elva hesitated. “He intends to use her power, that much I’m sure of.”

			“But Fenra Lowens is no more than a third-class practitioner, second at the most. She wouldn’t have the strength to perform the forrans needed to manipulate the Godstone.” A shadow of Metenari’s smile floated over its mouth. Smug was the closest Elva could come to identifying it before the expression disappeared completely.

			“With respect, Practitioner, this Albainil character may not know that.” Elva wasn’t sure how he knew, but something told him that Fenra was no more a third-class practitioner than the Godstone was a rosebush.

			“Surely she would have told him herself as soon as she realized his intent?”

			“I’m sure she did, but why would he believe her? And remember, she’s already succeeded in some of the forrans he’s given her. Maybe the ones this man knows are designed not to require much power.”

			“That is a very good point.” Its voice softened and its eyes unfocused, as if it looked inward, thinking of something else entirely.

			“Practitioner?” Elva waited until he was sure he had the thing’s attention again. “I believe I know where they’ve gone. Xandra Albainil, when he was my friend, had a retreat, a tower, in the mountains of the Third Mode. So much other information was passed down in the family, maybe he left the knowledge of this place too?”

			“And you know where it is?” A slight smile touched its lips.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And he won’t know that you know?” The smile broadened. “This Arlyn?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“So if we don’t find them here in the White Court, we could look there?”

			“That’s what I’m thinking, yes, sir.”

			“We will give the guard one day, and if the fugitives don’t appear, we’ll look into your suggestion.”

			This was the best he could hope for. “Yes, Practitioner.”

			“Dismissed.”
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			Arlyn

			“I’d forgotten about the steps,” I said. “The walkways are big enough for horses, but with these steps . . .” I shook my head.

			“Horses can manage steps,” Fenra told me. “It’s cows that can’t.”

			“Good thing he’s not a cow, then.”

			Her horse managed the fourteen steps just as Fenra said he would. Swear he looked at me sideways when he reached the bottom, his eyes partly shut as if he was laughing at me for doubting him. At the bottom the narrow steps widened into a limestone tunnel, worn smooth in spots from untold numbers of hands and feet. You could hear the sound of water, and smell it, so some of the cisterns remained intact. After we’d walked for maybe an hour, the walls became blocks of limestone interspersed with patches of rock, shored up here and there with beams. Reached a wider space, a vaulted ceiling, made from tiny bricks. Floor ended abruptly on the right, falling away into the darkness that had once held water for the entire City.

			“These would have been full of water, when the system was in use,” I said.

			“I know what a cistern is, thank you.”

			Swear the horse snickered.

			“There’s plenty of room here,” Fenra said. “You’d better ride.”

			“I can walk.”

			“No, you cannot. Remember, I am not just any practitioner, I am the practitioner who has been leveling you all these years.”

			Knew that tone. In no shape to argue with her anyway. Truth was I probably couldn’t walk very far on my own.

			“It doesn’t like me.”

			“Perhaps because you keep calling him ‘it.’ ” The horse snuffled at the nape of her neck. “Terith, do not let him fall off.”

			I had to be content with that.

			Tunnel started to slope downward and veer to the right. Cisterns had been built where it was easiest, partly dug out, partly natural fissure, so they weren’t the shortest route out of the City. The new cisterns, cleaner, easier to maintain, had been built by City Engineers from practitioners’ designs when sewage systems came into wider use. These old cisterns had long been forgotten.

			“The ceiling gets lower again up ahead,” I told her. “We’ll both have to walk, and maybe even the horse will have to duck its head.”

			“Terith will manage.”

			Once down off the horse, I felt both better and worse. Less danger of falling off or banging my head. More danger of my legs collapsing under me. Thought of beet juice, gritted my teeth. Wasn’t going to ask Fenra for strength, at least not yet. Once I would have, without thought. Would have just taken it, would have thought myself justified.

			I always thought myself justified.

			“I’d forgotten how boring this is,” I said. Too much time to think.

			“Why don’t you tell me what happened in your vault?”

			That would teach me to complain about boredom.

			“Metenari cut me.” I found I was rubbing at the inside of my practitioner’s arm and let my right hand fall to my side. “He knew how to extract my pattern from my blood. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure which cabinet held the Godstone. He’d narrowed it down to three—don’t ask me how—but he had to try each one. Every time he tried a new cabinet or a different unlocking forran, he needed more blood.”

			“He did not find the correct one right away, then?”

			“No.”

			Fenra brushed her finger along a black growth level with her head, examined it carefully, and wiped her hand off on a handkerchief she’d pulled out of her sleeve. “Did you see much of what happened afterward?”

			I closed my eyes, tried to call up the scene from memory. As practitioners our memories were our greatest assets. That’s what made the blank spots in mine so frightening.

			“I knew when Metenari found the Godstone, because his boy—”

			“Noxyn? The redhead?” She stepped aside to the edge of the walkway, opened the soiled handkerchief, and dropped it. I imagined I heard a distant splash of water.

			“Yes, that one,” I said. “When Noxyn stopped coming back to me for more blood, I knew that they’d found it.” That’s when I tried to see. I should be able to remember whatever my eyes saw. “The stupid apprentice was standing in my way at first. For some reason I wasn’t worried.”

			“Perhaps you were lightheaded from blood loss.”

			“Could be. I knew—or thought I knew—that the seals were composed of layer upon layer, complex, some interdependent, no single one good enough.”

			“A sum greater than the whole of its parts.”

			“Yes. Who said that?”

			“Lorist Medlyn. So you did not use up your power making the seals, your power was the seals.” Fenra wasn’t asking a question. “Metenari could not have known what he was dealing with. He should have realized that the highest level of caution was necessary. Well, he was always too sure of himself.”

			“By the time the boy moved out of my line of sight, Metenari already had the Godstone in his hands. In a way. In a manner of speaking.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We talk about it as if it were a physical object, but it isn’t. At least, that’s not all it is. It can look like a crystal, true, but I think that’s just our minds trying to make sense of it. It’s made of light, and power. More of an artificial entity, alive, and unexpectedly self-aware.”

			“Did he awaken it somehow? Could he use your pattern for that as well?”

			Rubbed at my eyes, fingers stiff. “You don’t understand. It was awake when I sealed it away.” I was afraid to look at her. “It would have been expecting me. I’d have been the only one it could expect.”

			“But you were there.”

			“It didn’t sense me. I must have been too empty.”

			Her eyes were full of concern, calculation. “How did you make it in the first place?”

			“I don’t remember.” Wondered if she believed me. Wasn’t sure myself. Never tried to remember. Except the fear. “I remember the fear.”

			“What about Elva? Have we left him alone with that thing?”

			“Elva’s in no danger. The Godstone doesn’t know him.”

			She nodded, didn’t look happy.
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			Fenra

			We did not speak again for a very long time. Eventually there were no more water reservoirs, and the tunnel narrowed again. It appeared to have been cut from granite at this end. Finally it began to rise, but abruptly came to an end as if the people cutting it had just packed up their tools and walked away.

			“What powers the forran that keeps this door closed?”

			“This isn’t practice. This is engineering.”

			“That might have been true, once.” I laid my palms flat on the rock and leaned in. “Disuse and time have fused the mechanism almost solid.”

			“Can you do anything?”

			I thought for a moment. I could not release the rock as I had the mortar and bricks. It was already in its natural place. But there was something else I could try. I had a forran I frequently used on people, minute vibrations, at a deep level, that encouraged stiff muscles and joints to loosen without damaging them, and stimulated damaged tissue to heal. Here, it might do the same for the old mechanism, shiver it open. Without saying anything to Arlyn, in case it didn’t work, I repositioned my hands, hummed to myself, and gently pushed again at the door.

			The stars were out, and the third-quarter moon up. I was glad to see them.

			“I am starving,” I said.

			“If you can wait a bit, we can sit down to eat in a civilized way.”

			Another hour of walking along a well-maintained road brought us to what the locals undoubtedly called “the village” but I called a “town,” having lived so many years in actual villages in the outer Modes. A small livery was happy to rent us a cabriolet—in exchange for what he thought was a brooch of three gold leaves—and not so happy that we did not need a horse as well. We went along the street to an inn for a meal while everything was being organized. The hostler called his boy—in this case a girl—to come help him clean the cabriolet and harness Terith. I gave him a look as Arlyn and I walked away, and he blinked at me in answer.

			Dinner consisted of a thick soup of pureed vegetables, thin slices of rare lamb off the leg, roasted potatoes, and a treacle tart for dessert. I forced myself to eat slowly, as if this wasn’t the first meal I’d had in more than a day. We refused wine or beer, but the coffee was most welcome.

			“By carriage we’re no more than another day or so away,” Arlyn was saying. “Less if we don’t stop.”

			“A night in a cabriolet is not my idea of comfort,” I said. “But I have slept in worse places. And Elva said he would try to make sure Metenari follows us, so we will want to be there first.”
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			Elvanyn

			It takes time to organize an expedition, even a simple one. The captain wanted to send ten men, and tried to insist, but Metenari coldly stated that he would take only Elva and his two senior apprentices.

			“Any idea why the practitioner suddenly wants to go on a journey?” The captain looked at him with narrowed, speculating eyes.

			“Not a clue.” Elva smiled and shrugged.

			“And why take only you? Why not take more guards?”

			Elva shrugged again. Maybe it’s the Godstone. Elva took care to keep the thought off his face. “Want me to ask him?”

			Pressing his lips together, the man finally turned his attention away. The set of his shoulders said “damned practitioners” as clearly as if he’d spoken aloud.

			Once they were out of the City proper, Elva found it colder than he was accustomed to, maybe even colder than he remembered. No one else appeared to notice that he wore his own linen shirt and suede waistcoat under his uniform jacket. He tugged at the knee of his right trouser leg. Come to that, he would have preferred to be wearing his own trousers. The uniforms of the City guards weren’t designed for riding. His cartridge belts were slung on his saddle horn and he felt naked without them.

			“Does your uniform not fit?” The thing sat its horse awkwardly, as if its last ride had been a long time ago.

			Elva brushed away a nonexistent streak of dust. “Not at all, Practitioner. It’s just the wrong kind of uniform for riding, that’s all. The trousers should be looser here, and here.” He indicated thigh and knee. “You see how the material tightens and pulls against itself.”

			“I do see.” It reached across the distance between them and tapped Elva on the knee.

			Elva felt a shock pass through him, tightening his grip on the reins. His horse moved forward, picking up its pace as he unintentionally squeezed his knees together. Once he brought the animal under control, he glanced back at the thing, to find it frowning and flexing its right hand. Obviously it had tried some forran that hadn’t worked.

			Its right hand. Not its practitioner’s hand. Practitioners often used both hands for a forran, but when using one hand only, they always, always used their dominant hand, the practitioner’s hand. The Godstone had used the wrong hand without noticing. Elva didn’t know exactly what the thing had intended, but its frown clearly showed that it didn’t know what had gone wrong.

			“Practitioner?”

			“Hmmm?” It looked up again, straightening in its saddle. Just for a moment its eyes appeared to be a different color, green-hazel, not brown. “You know me,” it said. “You don’t want to admit it, but you do know me.” The strangest smile tilted up the left corner of its mouth. “Go ahead, say it.”

			Elva pressed his lips tight. Xandra?

			The Godstone smiled, just as if Elva had spoken aloud.
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			Fenra

			The building resembled nothing so much as one of the round towers in the White Court. I had seen towers like this in other Modes, but they usually overlooked harbors. They were named after the engineer who had designed them, but if I had ever known her name, I had long forgotten it. In the Third Mode, towers should be square. From the look of the stone foundation, this one was older than the brick of the upper stories would have you believe, the whole a patchwork of different surfaces, different materials. The sun had dropped considerably closer to the horizon, and I thought I saw it flash off glass in the windows of the upper stories.

			“The carriage won’t fit,” Arlyn said as we approached the arched gateway.

			“I will unhitch Terith, and we will leave it outside.”

			When we got closer I saw a wooden door deep within a stone arch. Thick oak planks, bound with iron strapping that showed streaks of rust. The wood was weathered to silver and the center plank had a crack in it for almost its entire length. Arlyn put his hand on the metal plate set to the right side.

			“If there’s a lock behind that, it would take a key as big as my hand,” I said. Terith snorted and I stroked his flank, hiding my smile.

			“Not a lock exactly,” he said, his brows drawn down. He pulled his hand back until only his fingertips were resting on the metal. “I forgot . . .”

			I waited, but he did not continue. “Does it take a practitioner to open it?” I said as gently as I could. Perhaps it was his recent ordeal, but I had not seen Arlyn as shaken as this before.

			“I’m afraid so.” He stepped back from the entrance and looked up, blinking, as if he thought he could see the top of the tower from here. “Would you mind?”

			I gave Terith a final stroke and rubbed my hands together. “Is it your pattern?” I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye. I brought my hands up in front of my face and blew on them, flexing my cold fingers. I placed my palms together, concentrated, and drew them slowly apart. The lines of light at first refused to change to Arlyn’s pattern, but after several tries, I finally had something I could apply to the lock. With no apparent change to the mechanism, but with a trembling I could feel under my fingers, the lock clicked, and the door swung open the width of my palm.

			“Is it safe?” I was not going to insert my fingers into that gap without asking.

			“Was the last time I was here.” Arlyn answered my question by sliding his own fingers into the opening and curling them around the edge of the door. Not the thickest slab of wood I had ever seen, but very close.

			From the age of the wood, and the streaks of rust, I expected the hinges to be stiff and noisy. They opened smoothly and without a sound. The interior, windowless and dark, smelled faintly of earth and stone. Arlyn pulled the door open enough to step inside over the threshold. I followed him through, leading Terith by a grip on his bridle.

			“Would you make a light?”

			I clapped my hands and a small ball of light rose to the center of the timber ceiling. The inside of the tower was bigger than I had expected. Perhaps the wall was not as thick as it looked from the outside.

			“How is it so cold?” I asked, shivering. Considering the dirt floor, the temperature should have been warmer.

			“I’ve never been sure,” Arlyn said. “It’s always been this way.”

			This space was set up as a stable, with three proper wooden stalls to the left of the entry, and what would have been the equivalent of a tack room arranged to the right. Along with bits of harness and two large wooden wheels banded with metal, there were two saddles and tools for taking care of horses, brushes, knives to trim their hooves, and so forth. What had looked like a stone shelf proved to be the edging around a small wellhead. A gleam of water showed not too far down. A ladder led to a shallow loft and continued upward through an opening in the roof above. As the space gradually warmed from the heat of our bodies, I could smell fresh hay. Someone’s forran was still working.

			“We go up,” Arlyn said, with his hand on the ladder. “And I’ll bet the horse doesn’t climb ladders.”

			If Terith could roll his eyes, that would have been the moment. As it was, he tossed his head and snorted.

			“It’s almost as if he could understand me,” Arlyn said.

			“Yes, isn’t it.” I made sure that Terith had plenty of water, hay, and even a scoop of oats before I followed Arlyn up the ladder.

			The trapdoor opened into a fine lady’s sitting room, from at least the Fifth Mode, judging by the tapestry covering the closed shutters of the window. A hand-woven rug rested on fresh rushes. I could smell lavender. I sneezed. I have never liked lavender. The furniture consisted of heavy wood benches covered with hand-stitched pillows, some filled with straw, some with goose down. The work was exquisite, but I could not help wondering what it and indeed the whole room was doing here, only two Modes away from the City.

			No fire in the hearth, but the room felt considerably warmer than the stable space below it, warmer than it should have, considering the stable was empty. Normally, the body heat of the animals helped to warm the floors above. There were two doors in a wall to the left of the ladder. I saw no stairs to an upper story. There was, however, a door in the curved outer wall where sound judgment would say there could be nothing behind it. Just like Xandra’s workroom. I left Arlyn struggling with the window shutters and crossed over to the door. Maybe there were stairs, if you knew how to look for them. Whatever was behind the door, it generated heat.
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			Arlyn

			Hauling on the shutters, I didn’t immediately take in that the sounds I barely heard over the wrenching of the hinges were footsteps. Fenra’s footsteps. Going to the inner door. Turned fast, but her hand was already on the latch.

			“Fenra, stop!”

			Door swung open outward and a fierce wind sucked her off the threshold into the nothingness. Somehow she kept her grip on the latch handle, and I ran to her, hoping it wasn’t already too late. Fenra’s knuckles whitened under the pressure, and her wrist bent at an impossible angle. Wrapped my hand around it just as her fingers loosened. Muscles and tendons hard as steel cables under her skin. Braced against the lip of the threshold, threw myself backward with as much force as I could. If I fell and broke something, Fenra could heal me. So long as she was here to do it.

			At first nothing happened. The wind continued to suck at the doorway, its deafening howl enough to disorient me. Don’t let go. All I had to do was not let go. She wouldn’t let go. She wasn’t the same kind of fool as her friend Hal. Strained further, brought my practitioner’s hand to bear. Still leaning backward like a man rappelling down a steep cliff, moved my right foot a few inches back, dragging Fenra with me. Her hand, wrist, elbow were now inside the doorway. I managed another step. Her whole left arm, her shoulder, and her head jerked into our space and her right hand braced tight against the edge of the opening.

			“We have to shut the door!” I had no idea if she’d heard me. I couldn’t even hear myself.

			Another step. And then another. Fenra’s upper body came back into the room. Maybe she could have used a forran to pull herself further in, or even to begin shutting the door against the chaos of the void, but I was holding on to her practitioner’s hand and couldn’t risk letting go. Another six inches. Hands were damp with sweat, could feel her wrist slip ever so slightly. As if she could feel it too, Fenra twisted in midair and grasped my wrist in turn. Sliding stopped. Now she was pulling herself toward me. I had to brace myself even harder.

			Finally most of Fenra’s torso was on this side of the door. The suction of the void, the noise of it, hadn’t diminished. She twisted again, this time bringing one leg in through the doorway. First her knee and then her foot braced against the threshold jamb. With both feet in, she bent and reached for the bottom edge of the door, her arm flailing in her attempt to reach it.

			Terrified that one of us might slip, I moved sideways, drawing Fenra closer to the edge of the opening. My shoulders creaked. My elbows, wrists, and knees were on fire. I wasn’t sure I could feel my feet.

			Fenra hooked the edge of the door with her index and middle finger, inching it forward by will alone, until all her fingers were behind it and she could begin pulling it closed. Took a chance, moved a couple of inches closer, to improve the angle, give her more leverage. I could see her lips moving, though I couldn’t hear a sound over the wailing of the wind. The door inched further and further in until finally both of us stood on this side of it, pulling it shut with all our strength and weight.

			Latch clicked and the noise stopped so abruptly, I thought I’d gone deaf. Fenra lay collapsed on the floor, her eyes squeezed shut, her shoulders trembling with every shuddering breath. Might have been tears on her face. Might have been some on mine. Twice I opened my mouth to ask her if she was all right. Both times I shut my mouth without speaking.

			Finally she rolled over onto her side, grabbed my wrist with her practitioner’s hand.

			“What . . . was . . . that?”

			“A void.” Cleared my throat.

			“A void? Not the void?”

			“No. I don’t know.” Pushed my free hand through my hair. “Maybe it’s the only one, but I couldn’t prove it, one way or the other.”

			“What’s it doing there?” She waved with her free hand, then let it flop back to her side as if it was too heavy to hold up. Perhaps it was. “There shouldn’t be anything behind that wall.”

			“Inside of the building larger than it seems from the outside. Looks like a tower but there’s nothing above us.” Gestured upward. “The rooms go out, not up.”

			“But the rooms aren’t there any longer.” Her grip on my wrist tightened. “When were you planning to tell me?”

			“I just thought . . . I thought I’d open the shutters first, get some light. Only that door opens onto . . .” My turn to wave my arm at the door.

			She let go of my wrist and rubbed her face with both hands. Could see she was still trembling, as if the room, so warm a moment ago, had become too cold. “Come on.” She flinched away when I reached out to help her to her feet. I let my hands drop to my sides. “There’ll be firewood, maybe coal in the kitchen.” Moved toward the doors in the inner wall. “We can be warmer in there.”

			“Are you sure that door is safe?” Fenra waved me away, obviously intending me to go first. Led the way down the short passage to the kitchen, a wide, high-ceilinged room with a raised fire box against one wall, an open hearth against the other. The fire in the hearth was laid. All I had to do was find the tinderbox, get the thing lit.

			“This isn’t a Third Mode kitchen,” Fenra said. She stood hugging herself, elbows in the opposite hands. “Any more than the other room is a Third Mode sitting room.”

			“Yes, well. Once upon a time we would have found a better kitchen,” I said. “A better sitting room for that matter.”

			“And now there’s only . . . ?” Fenra’s gesture took in the two rooms we’d seen. “You had better tell me.”

			“The Godstone,” I said. Fenra kept her eyes steadily on me, waited. “I made the tower as a miniature version of the world, for experimental purposes. Here I could try various ideas without having any impact on the world outside. These few remaining rooms were once the City.”

			“You made a copy of the world?” Fenra rubbed at her forehead with her practitioner’s hand and shut her eyes. Without opening them she asked, “How?”

			I shrugged. “How do you think the ‘real’ world was made?”

			“Not by . . . ?”

			“No! No, not by me. But I think I’ve met the one who did. In fact, I think you’ve met it as well.”

			“I have?” She sat down on a three-legged stool and leaned back against the wall.

			“When you level me, do you ever feel that there’s something watching? A presence just on the edge of your vision that you can’t quite make out?”

			“Yes.” Her eyes narrowed.

			“Something so big your mind won’t hold it.” I shook my head, slowly. “When I made the Godstone, I felt it. It terrified me.” I moved closer to the fire. “I think that was the Maker—not just an outer Mode superstition. I’ve watched you speak and listen to animals and other natural things, and I think you’re really communicating with it, experiencing it. You don’t seem frightened of it.”

			She nodded, but she was staring off into the middle distance, as if she wasn’t really listening to me at all.

			“Where does the Godstone fit in all of this?”

			I waved around us. “You asked me if I made the world. I knew that I hadn’t, but I thought we had, practitioners. When I opened the gate into the other world, and I found that the practice worked there as well, I thought the first practitioners had taken a stable world like the New Zone, and turned it into what we have now, maybe just for an experiment, or maybe they thought traveling the Modes would increase their power, I don’t know. I thought this world was an experiment gone wrong, that it was meant to be stable as well. I thought I could turn it back, and that I could do it all myself. I made this replica to test my theories.”

			Fenra pointed toward the sitting room, and the closed door beyond it. “And you got that instead?”

			I looked away. “I already said I was wrong.” I walked over to the window in the southern side of the kitchen and opened the shutter. The sky looked like rain. “Removing the Modes, making them all the same . . .” I shrugged and turned around to face her. “Apparently all that would do is return this world to the chaos it was made from.”

			“But this is only a copy. What if it isn’t an accurate copy?”

			“Think I should have taken that chance? I didn’t. I don’t.”

			“And that’s why you locked the Godstone away.”

			Ran my hands through my hair. It was getting too long. “I tried to destroy it, but I couldn’t. Locking it away was the only thing I could do.”

			“And now?”

			“Now that it’s loose . . . now we try again. Or rather, you do.”
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			Eleven
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			Elvanyn

			ELVA LOOKED AROUND carefully as they left the City, but though Xandra had told him years ago which Road marker indicated the edge of the First Mode, he hadn’t seen anything different as they’d passed. He found himself touching his revolvers, and even his sword, again and again, but they were always the same. Or so he thought. Arlyn had told him that artifacts from the New Zone wouldn’t change here, but Elva didn’t know whether to believe it.

			He knew that the colors of practitioners’ clothing—the yellow trousers, the crimson waistcoat and black jacket—never changed, but did Metenari always wear those knee breeches? Those white hose? That long-tailed frocked coat? That powdered wig?

			Not for the first time he wished Fenra was with him. At the very least she could tell him whether his guns were still his guns. He couldn’t ask anyone he was with; he wasn’t supposed to know about the Modes.

			In the late afternoon they arrived at the inn where they were to spend the first night. He knew he should recognize it—and he did, in a way. It seemed to be in the right spot with regard to the Road, and the windmill was still there—but then how and why would anyone have moved it? The vanes were in good repair, however, when he remembered bare skeletal wood, and the sails were evidently brand-new canvas unbleached by the sun. There was even a small wooden cart with a large dog between the shafts waiting with several sacks that could be grain.

			None of this meant a change in Mode, he reminded himself. After all, these were really only repairs and renovations; prosperity was a likelier explanation.

			“You have a most peculiar look on your face.” Predax appeared beside him, leading Metenari’s and Noxyn’s horses by their reins. It hadn’t taken the young apprentice long to adjust to the idea that Elva was someone out of their past. The same couldn’t be said for Noxyn.

			“When I was here last,” Elva said, “this inn was a one-story building, half rough stone and half old timbers, and all of it stuccoed by someone who didn’t know how. This courtyard wasn’t enclosed, and the stables were just a couple of lean-tos and sheds.”

			Predax looked around, eyes narrowing as he considered Elva’s words. “I’ve never seen this place before today,” he said finally. “But I’m not surprised you see some changes.” He cleared his throat. “The world has moved onward since your time.” This last was said with the young apprentice looking sideways at Elva, his attempt at a smile offset by the nervous movement of his eyes.

			Elva clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Well, we’re bound to be more comfortable, in any case,” he said with the look he used to encourage his deputies at home. The smile he got in return was stronger.

			And that was Metenari’s failure as a teacher, he thought. Perhaps Predax wasn’t the brightest star in the sky, but he was still a practitioner. To make it so clear that Noxyn was the preferred apprentice, to the virtual exclusion of the other boys, had to be bad for their training in the long run. And worse for their morale.

			Not that it mattered much just now.

			Elva gave Predax another pat on the shoulder and followed the stable boy leading the horses away. He’d learned over the years always to check on the comfort of his horse himself. Even from the rear, the inn looked brighter and better kept. Stone might still be part of the construction of the lower level, but brick prevailed above, framing each window with decorative patterns. And the windows were glazed. He could see ripples in the glass when he squinted from an angle, which put the workmanship on a level with what he was used to at home.

			Home. He’d lived in the New Zone for such a long time—longer than he’d lived here—it shouldn’t be odd that he thought of the place as home. Even if he didn’t know whether he’d see it again. He wondered what Fenra would make of his house in Dundalk. Would she find it too cluttered?

			Entering the inn from the stableyard, Elva found a long hallway running down the center of the building. To his right, judging by the smells, was the kitchen, with wood for the fireplaces and ovens stacked against the hallway wall beside the open door. Beyond this was a dining room, where the ceilings were higher than he remembered, and what had been a roughly furnished room of trestle tables with stools and benches was now a more formal place, with polished plank floors, separate dining tables with individual chairs, and elaborate fire irons on the hearth.

			Across the hall from the dining room, in what would have been called a “parlor” in the Dundalk Territory, he found the Godstone, sitting comfortably on a settee to one side of a narrow brick fireplace, facing a similarly dressed but much older man on a matching settee. Elva had rarely seen a practitioner who looked that old. Nor was it just the man himself. The elbows and cuffs of his jacket showed wear, and his cravat was not as white as it could have been. Noxyn sat just behind his master to the left, on a less comfortable chair, holding a cup in his hand.

			“I’ve been stationed here most of my practical life,” the older practitioner was saying as Elva hesitated in the doorway. “I’ve heard rumors from the City, of course. But here I’ve always been treated with the greatest respect. Thank you, my boy.” Predax had come from a sideboard out of Elva’s line of sight with a tall, narrow copper pot to refill the elderly man’s coffee cup.

			The Godstone gestured Elva forward and pointed to a seat not far from its own, but not as close to the fire as Noxyn’s. Predax returned to his place at the sideboard. Evidently he didn’t merit a seat.

			“The chief of my guard,” the Godstone said when the older man glanced in Elva’s direction with lifted eyebrows.

			True, Elva thought, if only because at the moment there aren’t any others.

			“No,” it continued. “These rumors are nothing that need concern you. Public opinion ebbs and flows like the tides in the sea, and more so with attitudes toward the practice. I’ve seen our status—and the public’s attitude toward us—change several times. At the moment we’re at an ebb, but when things have gone too far we have only to effect some great cure, or some great rescue, preferably of a poor man’s child, to swing things round in our favor. These things are easy enough to arrange when needed. Then you’ll see the tide turn, and we’ll be heroes again until the next time the Red Court feels insecure.”

			Noxyn looked over as the Godstone spoke, his eyebrows drawing together, and Predax glanced from his mentor to Elva and back again, biting his lower lip. The older man merely raised his eyebrows and then lowered them to a frown, as if he was waiting for clarification. Clarification that never came. Apparently the Godstone wasn’t aware that it had said something unusual.

			Later, when the Godstone and Noxyn had gone to dine in private with the older practitioner, Predax brought his dish of lentils and chicken to sit across from Elva at one of the dining room tables. Elva smiled. At this point anything was better than being left to his own thoughts.

			“Looks like you’ve got something on your mind,” he said, watching the young apprentice stir his food without lifting his spoon from the dish.

			“It’s what Practitioner Metenari”—the boy never neglected the title—“said about the popularity of the White Court ebbing and flowing with public opinion.”

			“He’s quite right,” Elva said. “In the New Zone, the monarchy—like the Red Court,” he added when he could see Predax didn’t understand, “—and other forms of government go in and out of favor, depending on whether the people have been given the things they were promised.”

			“But how would the practitioner know this?”

			“He’ll have studied it, surely. It’s something every educated person knows, whether it happens in their lifetimes or not.”

			Predax shook his head. “I’m an educated person. I’ve never heard of anything like this, and I’ve studied all the history there is.”

			“Well, obviously not all the history,” Elva pointed out.

			Predax set his spoon down onto the tabletop. “Why wouldn’t the practitioner have told us this before? If it were commonly known, we apprentices would not have to be . . . we wouldn’t have to be . . .”

			“Afraid all the time? That might be part of your training.”

			Again the headshake. “But none of the other practitioners have told any of their apprentices. We compare notes, you know, and if even one of us had heard of this, we would all know.”

			That Elva could easily believe. “But what about all this has you scared? I would have thought that you’d be pleased knowing that your status could be secured so easily.”

			“It isn’t that.” The boy leaned forward, his sleeve dipping into his bowl. “It’s . . . how does Practitioner Metenari know this? And how has he never mentioned it before? The way he said it, the way . . . He speaks as though he’s seen this with his own eyes. As if he remembers something he couldn’t possibly remember. He’s not all that old, you know.” Predax must have seen something in Elva’s face, because he stopped, mouth hanging open. “You know something,” he said finally. “What is it?”

			“Remember we talked about how Metenari didn’t seem like himself?” Elva watched Predax’s eyes widen and his face pale.
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			Fenra

			I was not even aware of sitting down. I had no sense of the stool under me. I only knew that Arlyn had shoved a pillow behind my back when I no longer felt the cold of the wall.

			“You are insane,” I said. My throat hurt. “Your lowness has turned your head. If you, the great and powerful Xandra Albainil, could not destroy this thing, how can I do it? If the best I can accomplish is to contain it, you are asking me to do what you once did. To use all my power.”

			“But—”

			I lowered my head into my hands. If Arlyn continued speaking I did not hear him. All I felt at this moment was a smothering exhaustion. I did not know what kept me from collapsing to the floor. I welcomed the feeling, tried to sink into it thoroughly, tried to think of nothing except how heavy my bones were, how heavy my head, my hands, my skin.

			For an instant I felt a cool, damp breeze on my skin, smelled the sea, but my brain refused to stop circling the image of my facing the Godstone, of sealing it away. Of living without power for the rest of my life. Unable to help anyone, unable to heal them. What would I do? Who would I be? I began to see what might lie behind Arlyn’s lowness.

			Who would level Arlyn? If the lowness was a result of losing all power, who would level me?

			These were just surface thoughts. Under them, I knew that I was going to do this, or at least that I would try. I would make the same choice that Xandra Albainil had ultimately made.

			“Did you know?” My head felt as heavy as a block of carving stone.

			“What, specifically?”

			“Did you know what containing the Godstone would do to you?”

			I recognized the look he gave me. I had seen him use it on pieces of wood, on tools, even on his own drawings for furniture. Calculation. Weighing of options. Would this serve the purpose? He considered his answer just as carefully.

			“Not at first, but it became apparent.”

			“Would you have done it? If you had known before you started, I mean?”

			The shadow of a smile ghosted across his face, and he shrugged. “I knew what I had to do. Nothing could change that. I couldn’t let him destroy the world—I couldn’t even let him make the attempt.”

			“Him?”

			This he waved away. “I began to think of the Godstone as a part of myself I had to set aside, to put away. The part of me that thought it was worthwhile to risk the lives of every mundane living, just to find out whether I was right about something.”

			A part of himself. “You risked your own life.”

			Again the shadow smile. “Of course, that’s what makes it fun. And there was always the New Zone. Anyway.” He slapped his thighs and straightened to his feet. “That’s not what I’m asking you to do. You don’t have to contain it, all you have to do is help me shove it through the door.” He tilted his head toward the other room. I forced myself to look, the muscles in my neck protesting every degree of movement.

			I felt a ghost of a smile touch my own lips. “Shove it through the door.”

			“Just pushing him won’t take anything like the same amount of power as it would to contain him,” he pointed out.

			“If we can get him to open the door, we will not need to do much pushing,” I agreed. “But how will we manage it?”

			This time the smile shone in his eyes.

			“Arlyn—”

			“It’s me he wants.” He tapped his forehead. “What I have in here. I’m betting he’ll do practically anything to get it.”

			“You will go through the door?” My heart beat faster. Had he seen what I had seen?

			“If necessary, of course. Don’t look at me that way, Fenra. A minute ago you were gearing up to sacrifice yourself, and I have the feeling you’re far more valuable to this world and the people in it than one old cabinet maker who has to be saved from using his own tools to cut his throat.”

			“I thought you said that practitioners could not kill themselves.”

			“I did, and you’re changing the subject.” Now his face hardened, and I saw what Xandra Albainil might have looked like once. “Make no mistake, I will use whatever and whomever I can to rid our world of him once and for all. Me, you, Elva—whatever it takes.”

			A small part of my mind wondered if I should find the order of names significant.

			“That’s why you wanted to lure Metenari here, bringing the Godstone with him.”

			He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I’m hungry. Are you hungry? Let’s see if my food spells still work. They won’t be as good as the ones Medlyn Tierell used. I’ll be sorry I won’t get the chance to find out how he did that.”

			From which I understood that going through the door was actually part of his plan.
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			It’s a pity that none of this idiot’s forrans are any use to me. I know them, I see how they should work, but they don’t. The idiot has a very inflated opinion of his own abilities, his success, and therefore his value to the world at large. In fact, his only value to me is in the information he can provide about the world as it is today—not that the place has changed so very much really. Customs and attitudes can shift a little, as I tried to explain to that old graybeard last night, but mundane nature is mundane nature, and it doesn’t seem to have evolved much if at all in the time I was locked away.

			How Elva looks at me is far more interesting. Sometimes I’m sure he knows me and is just pretending he doesn’t, sometimes I don’t think he’s on to me at all. It’s strange to see him as a stranger might. To watch how he reacts and interacts with people when he thinks I’m not there. I’ve never had a chance to see this side of him, of course, since I’ve always been there.

			“How much longer to the next Mode?” I ask him.

			“Sorry, Practitioner, I don’t know what you mean.” He goes through that ritual he’s not aware of, where he touches his sword and then each pistol in turn.

			I watch his face carefully as I explain what the Modes are. I think I’d be able to tell whether he’s only pretending not to know, but if there’s a sign it’s too subtle for me to see.

			“So from what you’re telling me, I couldn’t know,” he says finally. “I wouldn’t even know whether my guns are still the same, or whether they just seem like it to me.”

			“They’re the same,” I say. “Do you want me to tell you if and when they change?”

			He looks thoughtful for a moment. “I’m not sure,” he says, shrugging. “Part of me thinks I’d rather know, and part of me doesn’t.”

			“You haven’t changed.” I laugh aloud. “Always looking at things from different angles. You should learn to make up your mind.” When I glance at him, he is looking at me with an examiner’s face, as if analyzing what he saw. “Do you know me?” I ask him again.

			His eyes narrow. He knows. Suddenly I’m sure of it. He has to know. Even the stupider of the two apprentices is starting to be suspicious. Why doesn’t Elva say something? Perhaps he thinks that I don’t know? Could that be it?

			“Very well,” I say. “Perhaps you can’t see where the next Mode begins, but you can tell me how much longer it will take us to get to Xandra’s tower.” I’ve never traveled there like this, as a flesh-and-blood person. Physical distances meant nothing to me before.

			“We won’t get there before nightfall,” he says. “We’ll want to stop for the night. Though there’s a waxing moon tonight if we want to press on.”

			I think about it. Arriving in the middle of the night would definitely be unexpected. It would catch them both completely off guard. On the other hand, I don’t need surprise to help me. Arlyn Albainil’s a mundane, and the little girl won’t be a problem either. She’s barely second level on her good days. She’s important to Elva, that’s clear, and so long as she stays out of my way he can have her.

			“You say there’s somewhere for us to stop?” I remember an inn, one story and a thatched roof, but perhaps I’m thinking of somewhere else. If Elva suspects who I am, my asking might make him uncertain.

			“Only a Wayfarer’s Rest,” Elva says. “It can be made comfortable enough for one night.”

			I think a bit. I’m sure I don’t need surprise to help me. “We’ll stop then. See to it.”

			Elva leaves me to ride ahead. Noxyn moves his horse up to take Elva’s place. “I’ve an idea that would help you.”

			“Do you?” I don’t trouble to keep the amusement out of my voice.

			“Metenari’s an idiot,” the boy continues. I almost smile, considering my thoughts of a moment ago. “Accomplished, learned, sure, but a fool in the way the world works.”

			“Who do you think you’re talking to, boy?” When I tilt my head to see him better, he’s looking me right in the eye.

			“You’re the Godstone,” he says. “Only a fool wouldn’t see it. Is there anything of him left?”

			I ignore the question. “And how do you think you can help me?”

			“I’m a better partner than Metenari.”

			“And how will you prevent me from erasing you, as I’ve erased him?”

			I think I scared him a little, but he only smiles. “First, Metenari didn’t know what you are, and I do. I’ll be prepared and ready. Second, I know that a practitioner’s power can contain you, and I’m much stronger than he ever was.”

			“Strong enough, do you think?” This is fun.

			“There’s always ways of getting more power. Doing all this research,” he shrugs, “I found a few useful forrans I didn’t tell Metenari about. Predax is fairly strong. If necessary, I’ll just take his power. He’ll never be missed.”

			I decide I like this boy. He keeps his eye on his goal and isn’t sidetracked by sentimental nonsense. Ambition is always easy to work with. He’s already proven that he is smarter than his mentor ever was. “How do you propose we explain it to Elva?”

			“Elva who?” He grins in a way that is unexpectedly familiar. “What do we need him for?”

			No sentiment. “He knew Xandra. He could still be useful.”

			Noxyn shakes his head like an adult indulging a small child. I feel a coil of heat in my guts. “How? Arlyn Albainil is one thing. He has the blood, and maybe even the forrans. Why would Xandra have told this mundane anything important?”

			Now I don’t like him so much after all. Elva is mine. Not someone to be discarded so lightly by someone else.
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			Arlyn

			When I went to help Fenra start a fire in the hearth of the old kitchen, she shooed me away.

			“Leave it,” she said. “It’s my fire, and it might take a dislike to you.”

			I couldn’t be sure she was joking.

			We found smoked bacon, bread, and even coffee in the containers I’d left here, and only slightly stale. I’d thought there should be eggs, but we couldn’t find any.

			“Do you think Elva will be able to convince the Godstone to follow us here?” Fenra sat back on her heels and watched the flames catch.

			“I’m certain of it,” I said. “I know how he thinks, remember, and that’s an advantage. He’s going to want the forrans I know, and faster than Metenari can find them by research.” All of which was true, but only part of my real reason. I couldn’t tell how, but I knew the Godstone would follow me anywhere. It wouldn’t take much to persuade him through the door. He’d never been afraid of the chaos, he always thought he could overcome it, or that I could, if I really wanted to. “What I’d like to know is whether Elva’s managed to be part of the expedition. I hope he has.”

			“You would want him so close to the Godstone?” She laid out slices of bacon in a cast-iron skillet heating on the fire grate.

			“If he’s here, that increases the odds that you—that both of you will escape.”

			The look on her face told me that she didn’t believe any of us would escape. Suddenly I wasn’t so sure she didn’t know exactly what I had in mind. “Will he know Elva, do you think?” she finally said, turning back to the fire and shaking the skillet before turning the bacon slices over with a large fork. The smell made my stomach growl. “If he has any of Xandra in him . . .”

			“That would be the only way.” I tried to remember how long after the creation of the stone I’d sent Elva away. Had the Godstone already been aware when Elva and I argued about the dangers, the risks in what I’d planned? I’d sent Elva to safety before the disaster with the tower, hadn’t I? I shook my head. “I can’t be sure. I don’t know when he stopped being merely a tool and became aware.”

			“We will have to hope that there isn’t enough of Xandra in the Godstone to recognize Elva,” she said.

			“If he does, if he thinks he can use Elva to control me somehow, I want you to know now that I can’t let that happen.”

			“I am sorry you thought it necessary to tell me.” She sat back after removing the skillet and pushing the coffee pot closer to the center of the fire. “Will the Godstone know you? What should we do if he does?”

			Fenra asked the question quietly, but it rang in my mind. “I don’t know.” I was saying that a lot. Maybe too much. “If he doesn’t, we should act as though we believe he’s Metenari. It won’t hurt if he thinks we’re stupid.”

			“Once we have eaten, you should rest. I will take the first watch.”

			“No need,” I said. “They won’t be arriving tonight.”

			She divvied the bacon onto two plates. “How can you be so sure?”

			“He’ll think he doesn’t need surprise on his side.”
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			Elvanyn

			The Godstone swung its leg over its horse’s head and jumped lightly to the ground. Elva didn’t need to see the surprise on Predax’s face to know that this was not the way Metenari ever got off a horse. Even his new slimness wouldn’t account for this easy movement. Unlike the apprentice, Elva did know who got off his horse that way. He made his own dismount in a less flamboyant manner.

			Noxyn appeared not to notice anything unusual. Of course, he and the Godstone had spent much of the previous night talking to each other in undertones, which could definitely account for it.

			“What do you think? Hasn’t changed much, has it?” The Godstone walked right up to the stone wall and laid its hand against it, almost in a caress. “No, not much at all.” It turned to Elva. “Do you remember where the entrance is?”

			Elva wasn’t sure how to answer. The Godstone wasn’t taking much trouble to pretend to be Metenari—maybe there wasn’t any of the practitioner left. “It’s around the other side, Practitioner. Facing the rising sun.” Curved windows ringed the upper stories of the tower. There would be sunlight shining in one window or another no matter the time of day.

			“That’s right.”

			The Godstone set off around the tower on foot, and Elva hung back, doing his best not to overtake it, though what he wanted most was to shoot it through the head. His hand even drifted across to touch the gun under his left arm. The sword would certainly be quieter, but he felt the sudden need to see the thing’s brains.

			Except that wouldn’t kill it, however satisfying it might be for a moment. The body would be dead, but the Godstone would just be free. Though he could hold that in reserve . . . He came up on the thing’s right side, the better to either shoot or stab, if distraction proved to be necessary. The Godstone stood with its palms on the weathered wood of the door, as if it could sense through this contact what was happening on the other side.

			For all Elva knew to the contrary, it could.

			“It’s worn.” An unexpected note of uncertainty underlaid the thing’s tone. “It’s not this old, surely.”

			“It might be the Mode, Practitioner.” How had Noxyn crept up so silently? A noise from behind them was Predax clearing his throat. Elva kept his eyes on the Godstone. Practitioners or no, the other two didn’t matter. As Fenra had said, you could kill apprentices if you took them by surprise. And these two were not suspicious by nature. Predax was too naïve, and Noxyn too blinded by his own cleverness.

			“Elva.” The Godstone beckoned him closer without looking at him. Elva stifled a grimace just the same. He didn’t like the thing using the diminutive of his name, whoever it thought it was. “Is it locked?”

			He put his hands on the latch and lifted it, swinging the door open. Inside, a horse nickered at him and tossed its head. Terith, he thought. Fenra is here. Although he knew he should wish her anywhere else, he felt a flush of warmth, and had to stifle a smile. When he turned around at the sound of the door swinging completely open, he found the Godstone frowning at Terith, its eyes narrowed.

			“They’ll be upstairs,” he told the thing. Fenra will kill me if I let it hurt Terith. The thing smiled and Elva gritted his teeth. It had never looked so inhuman as it did at that moment. Then its face relaxed and Metenari’s face was back. Except for the eyes.

			“After you, by all means,” the thing said.

			Elva turned toward the ladder, feeling as though he saw the moss on the cobblestones and the crack in the fifth rung for the first time. Well, he’d done his part, he’d brought the thing here. He had to hope that Arlyn and Fenra had come up with a plan.

			Standing on the seventh rung, Elva reached for the latch of the trapdoor and looked down at the Godstone, still at the foot of the ladder. He raised his eyebrows slightly, as if waiting for orders, and lifted the trap when the thing nodded to him. Trapdoors were a defender’s dream. Only one way to use it, and that put your enemy’s head right into your line of sight.

			Good thing I’m not their enemy.

			It was the smell that struck him first. The dried grasses and reeds that covered the floor, the lavender that had been strewn over them. The ashes of the fireplace, the scent of the beeswax candles, and even a faint trace of cooked bacon. And laid over this like a fine mist, almost undetectable, Fenra’s scent. One day he’d figure out what it reminded him of. If he had any more days. Only then did he fully take in that Fenra herself was standing off to his left, her hands clasped in front of her. He smiled at her, and drew in a breath when she smiled back. His smile faded when the Godstone came up out of the trap behind him.

			Fenra stood close to the kitchen door. She glanced away, and when Elva followed her gaze he saw Arlyn standing next to the door that opened to the other Modes. He understood at once that they wanted the Godstone to go through that door. Elva had used the second door himself, but all he’d ever seen on the other side was another sitting room.

			The Godstone stepped in front of him. “Xandra.” By its tone it was delighted. “I didn’t know you were still alive. These idiots thought you were someone called Arlyn. Why have you been running from me? I’m not angry—oh, maybe I was to start with, but I had a lot of time to think, and I want us to put all that behind us, and start again. Partners. Your knowledge, my strength. There’s nothing we couldn’t do.”

			Elva pulled both guns. Here it was, the moment for Arlyn to prove who he really was, and what he really meant to do.
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			Fenra

			“What, no hug?” The Godstone reached out Metenari’s arms for Arlyn, and in that moment, with that gesture, I knew that nothing of my classmate remained in the body before us.

			“Well, you did leave me for dead, back in the vault,” Arlyn said.

			The Godstone dropped his arms. “No, that was Metenari. I would never have left you if I’d known you were there.”

			When he turned to look at me, I saw coldness in his eyes. “Stay out of the way and you won’t get hurt.”

			Yet, is what I read on his face.

			The change was so obvious, I could not understand how his apprentices had not known this wasn’t their mentor any longer. But no, I realized watching them, they knew. Though Predax was the only one afraid.

			I felt Elva’s eyes find me and glanced to where he stood beside the still-open trapdoor. He had drawn both guns.

			“What’s happened to Metenari?” Arlyn said. At that moment it dawned on me that Arlyn had not said what we should do if the Godstone knew who he was.

			The Godstone laughed. “Come on! You don’t care.” The humor left its face. “I’d expected you to come for me, not that idiotic waste of space. But you didn’t come, did you?”

			“I know you realize why I couldn’t.” The calm in Arlyn’s voice astonished me. I could feel my heart thumping in my chest, the dryness of my mouth, and he sounded as if he were in his workshop planing a piece of wood.

			The Godstone nodded. “I do now. You knew how to reach me, but I see you aren’t able to do it yourself. That’s why you brought the little practitioner here.” He gestured at me and I found myself taking a half a step backward. I could have asserted my own power to hold myself in place, but the whole point of this charade was to keep the thing from knowing exactly how much I was capable of.

			Arlyn put the fingers of his practitioner’s hand on the latch that had taken us so much strength and trouble to close. I imagined I saw his hand shaking, but it could very easily have been me.

			“Let’s leave these children here to tend to things,” he said. “I’ve got coffee in the next Mode.”

			“Oh, coffee! Would you believe I forgot about coffee?” He hesitated. “Through there? Are you sure?”

			Arlyn managed to chuckle. “It’s the other door that’s dangerous.”

			If I had not already seen that this being was not Metenari, the ease and grace with which he crossed the room would have told me. In everything physical but his actual practice, Metenari had been no better than awkward, and more often clumsy. I wondered whether that accounted for his leaving the City so seldom. I wished I had liked the man better. I wondered why I was thinking of such irrelevant things.

			The Godstone stopped arm’s length from Arlyn and gestured at him to open the door. Smiling, Arlyn took a firmer grip on the latch. I knew that smile. He had smiled at Elva that way, and now that I thought of it, at me as well. I would have given anything in that moment to be able to stop him. He stumbled, and the Godstone took him by the arm, above the elbow, as if to steady him. I saw Arlyn take a sudden breath, almost a gasp, and I thought the being had hurt him somehow. Arlyn’s smile faded, and then grew warmer again.

			This was my moment. I moved to one side for a better angle on them. Arlyn acknowledged me with a twitch of an eyebrow. I signaled I was ready. He lifted the latch. Instantly the chaos sucked them off their feet and through the opening into the nothing that lay beyond. Arlyn did as planned, retaining his grip on the door latch while he kicked at the thing clinging to his arm. Bracing myself, I parted the hands I’d kept clasped and drew lines of power around Arlyn to steady him and strengthen his grip on the latch. At the same time, I directed energy against the Godstone, trying at once to loosen his grip and push him farther out the door. In that moment he looked at me, and I saw awareness and understanding in his eyes, and anger. Yes, and fear.

			Finally, when I thought I must stop or collapse, their hands slid apart, and Metenari’s body flew off into the nothing. I immediately reversed the flow of my power, pulling Arlyn back into the room and slamming the door shut.

			For a moment he stood with his forehead and his hands pressed against the surface of the door, his shoulders heaving as he drew in breath after breath.

			“Fenra,” he said. Without lifting his head, he reached his hand out toward me.
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			Twelve
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			Elvanyn

			ELVA WAS REACHING for Arlyn when Noxyn shoved him aside, almost knocking him off his feet. Arlyn still braced himself with his practitioner’s hand on the door, and when Noxyn took his free arm, Arlyn looked at him as though he didn’t know who he was.

			“Stop where you are.” The snap in Fenra’s voice would have been enough to freeze braver men than Noxyn. Elva grinned. “Let him go.”

			The apprentice whipped around, aiming a look at Fenra that was more than half sneer. “Stay out of this. You’re nothing but a third class and lucky to be that,” he said.

			“And you are an apprentice without a mentor,” she said coolly. “Metenari is gone, and I am the ranking practitioner in this room. Let Arlyn go.”

			Noxyn opened his mouth to argue, but something in Fenra’s face made him release Arlyn, who immediately sagged against the wall. The apprentice took a position Elva recognized, feet squared, hands open and rising. Fenra mirrored the stance almost exactly, rubbing her palms together slowly, deliberately. Elva put his left hand on the grip of the gun under his right arm, leaving his right hand free for his sword. Clearly Noxyn, pale with rage, intended to hurt, perhaps even fade Fenra, while she very obviously planned on stopping the apprentice without hurting him. A much dicier proposition. Elva drew his gun.

			“You tricked him,” Noxyn said, his cold eyes fixed on Fenra’s face. Elva wondered which “him” Noxyn meant. “You lured him through that door and now you will get him back.” Noxyn held his practitioner’s hand over Arlyn’s shoulder. “Or I will destroy this worthless piece of—”

			Bang!

			Elva blew smoke away from the end of his gun barrel. “Well, what do you know. They work fine here, just like at home.”

			Noxyn stared down at the spreading bloodstain on the front of his shirt, slowly pressing his practitioner’s hand against it. Fenra ran forward and caught him just as he fell against the wall, almost dragging Arlyn down with him. She tried to take hold of both of Noxyn’s hands, but he wouldn’t give her his practitioner’s hand. She touched his face, the muscles already gone slack, the eyes empty.

			“Elva . . .”

			This time Elva wasn’t exactly sure what the look on her face meant. “You couldn’t have stopped him,” he told her. “Not and be certain of saving Arlyn. Trust me, if we’d left him alive, we’d spend all our time watching our backs.”

			“Elva’s right. Nothing we said would have changed his mind.” Arlyn’s voice sounded as though he’d been screaming all night. He tried to sit down where he stood, his shoulders braced against the wall, but his knees wouldn’t unlock. Elva went to help him, but Fenra didn’t move aside to let him past. She held his gaze with hers for a moment before she glanced at Predax, standing well back with both hands pressed tight over his mouth, his eyes wide and staring.

			“Are you going to shoot that one as well?” Her voice cracked with anger.

			“No, I’m not.” Elva re-holstered his gun to prove it. “He’s not such a poisonous idiot as his schoolmate here.”

			“He’s right,” the boy said, lowering his hands. His voice was higher than usual, but steady. “I’m not. This is way over my head. I don’t want to know any more about it, I just want to get back to the City and never leave the White Court again in my life.”

			Fenra flicked her gaze back to Elva. “We can trust him,” he said. “Predax was already having second thoughts about Metenari before we ever arrived here.”

			“And he doesn’t want a shot in the heart like his friend.” Arlyn cleared his throat and pointed at Noxyn’s body with his thumb.

			“Noxyn was no friend of mine,” Predax said. The tone he used left no one in any doubt that he spoke the truth.

			“Fenra, I need to sit down.” Before Fenra could move, Elva wrapped Arlyn’s arm around his shoulder and led him slowly to the chair nearest the fireplace. He felt Arlyn trembling, and as soon as he was seated Elva covered the man’s lap with the heavy wool rug hanging over the arm of the chair.

			Arlyn sighed and rested his head against the chair’s high back, his eyes closed. “We’ll have to get the body out of here if we plan to spend the night,” he said.

			Elva glanced around to where Fenra still stood over the corpse. She hadn’t moved from her position at Noxyn’s side, not even to wipe the blood from her hand. Elva turned to her in concern. “Did the killing upset you?”

			Her face still stiff, she waved him away. “I have seen death before. I am not usually on the killing side of things, but I know all about having to remove bad tissue so that the good can live. I do not have to like it.” She looked at each of them in turn, wiping her hands on a handkerchief she pulled from a pocket of her waistcoat and then folding it carefully to dust off the sleeves of her jacket. Her hands trembled slightly, and it was obvious she was using these ordinary gestures to distance herself from the body at her feet. “I take it we are in agreement that he was bad tissue?”

			“If I may, Practitioner?” Predax took a short step forward, clearing his throat. “I think Noxyn hoped the Godstone would prefer him to Practitioner Metenari. He, my old mentor, he was ambitious, but a good man. He thought he was helping. I don’t think he would have welcomed the Godstone, if he’d known what would happen when he found it. Noxyn . . .” He shrugged. “Well, I heard them talking. Noxyn thought he could control it, even when it was obvious Metenari couldn’t. Maybe especially because.”

			“Just curious, was he? Metenari?” Elva found it ironic that Arlyn would say that.

			“Not just curiosity, but, well, yes.” Predax blinked and looked around at them. “If you tell me where to put him, I’ll, uh . . .” Predax gestured at the body.

			“Better let me.” Elva had rarely seen anyone look so relieved. He’s the one who’s never seen death before, he thought.

			“Take him all the way outside, if you would,” Fenra said. “Terith is not keen on dead bodies either.”

			Elva suddenly felt an overwhelming reluctance to leave Fenra with that look still on her face, but he shook it off and bent to grab the corpse by the ankles. “Hold the trapdoor for me, Predax.” He pulled the body over to the opening, and saved himself some trouble by pushing it through onto the hard-packed dirt of the floor below. Predax put his free hand over his mouth and turned away. Elva touched him on the shoulder and waited until the boy relaxed before turning to climb down the ladder. The horses snorted and shifted themselves to the other side of the stable. Though Terith moved with the others, he never took his eyes off the body.

			“Sorry, Terith,” Elva said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Next time I’ll call out first.” Elva didn’t know what surprised him more, that he meant what he’d said, or that Terith seemed to understand him.

			The warmth and the light of the early summer evening startled him. He felt like hours had passed. Birds still sang. The sun was just sinking behind the hills. The distant trees had leafed out, but the foliage wasn’t the dense canopy it would be later in the season. Elva dragged the body around to the far side of the tower and left it, taking his time to walk back round to the door. It felt odd just to leave it. At home—in the New Zone, he meant—he’d be complaining about wasting time digging a grave, but he’d be digging it. He should have asked Fenra if she had any corpse packets with her; most practitioners traveled with a couple. He’d wished for one often enough when he’d had a shovel in his hands. Just sprinkle the body thoroughly, say a few words of comfort to the bereaved, and walk away. Sunlight did the rest, though some swore by rain. In some ways it was better to be here.
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			Arlyn

			“I have never seen you like this. You are almost glowing with energy.”

			The woman sounds worried, and looks exhausted, so I take care to stay sitting down and breathing deeply.

			Fenra was smarter and more skilled than she let people know. As soon as I had that thought, I stifled it, before he could hear it and get ideas.

			“I feel so light,” I say. “I didn’t realize just how much this was all weighing on me. How relieved I’d be once it finally ended.”

			“Do Jordy and Konne know where we are?” I asked Predax, getting the question out before I could be stopped.

			“No sir, not exactly. Practitioner Metenari felt the fewer who knew exactly what was going on the better.” Predax starts at the sound of Elva’s feet on the ladder and looks away as Elva pulls himself through the opening. Clearly Predax doesn’t even want to think about what Elva has been doing. I might be able to use that.

			“I should set wards.” The woman, hands on her knees, pushes herself to her feet.

			“Is that necessary?” I ask her. “What could possibly be a danger to me here?”

			“If we plan to stay overnight it is.” She looks at me sideways. “We are far from the Road, and horseflesh is a great temptation, even when indoors.” She looks straight at me, frowns.

			“Of course, naturally,” I say.

			Listen, watch, listen, I said to myself, hoping somehow that Fenra would hear me—and that he wouldn’t know I was thinking at her.

			“Which means I’d better go too.” Elva rises to his feet, checks his guns, his sword. “Wouldn’t do for some varmint to get her before the wards are set.”

			I turn my attention inward. What is he trying to say?
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			Fenra

			“Arlyn feels . . . different.” I shivered, though the air still held the sun’s warmth. My eyes automatically scanned the ground around me for loose rocks, old seedpods or pinecones, and stray twigs. I did not know how much I wanted Elva to disagree with me until he did not answer.

			“He’s been through a lot,” Elva pointed out finally. “Not a surprise he’s so shaken.”

			I breathed on a handful of twigs and set them down in pairs, crossed over each other. “Do you know the names of Metenari’s junior apprentices?” I asked him.

			“Of course I do,” he said. “I’ve met them often enough in the last few days. He was always sending them on errands around the Court.”

			“I did not,” I pointed out. “I did not even know Predax’s name until you used it.” I looked at him over my shoulder, my practitioner’s hand hovering over a likely anchor rock. “When do you suppose Arlyn heard them?”

			“Maybe when they were using him to search the vault?”

			I hesitated. Arlyn had been very weak, close to death, but after all, if he had heard the names even once . . . practitioners had remarkable memories. I would have felt much better, however, if Elva had sounded more confident, and if the icy spot in my belly would go away. “So when he asks Predax whether Jordy and Konne know where we are, it is only to learn whether they can come after us? Why would that matter?”

			He waited too long to answer. I set down the final pinecone before turning to him. “What is it you do not want to say?”

			“I watched Metenari say and do things that only Xandra would have said or done. And now you’re telling me that Arlyn is showing the same symptoms?”

			“If I am right, if he knows things he should not know—”

			“That doesn’t make him Metenari,” Elva interrupted me. “It isn’t Metenari that we know can jump into a body. It’s Xandra.”

			“You mean the Godstone.”

			“The Godstone thought it was Xandra. I don’t know, maybe it was. All I know is Arlyn isn’t—wasn’t—much like my old friend Xandra, but the new Metenari was. And now . . .”

			“Now what?”

			Only long practice of disciplining my physical reactions saved me from jumping or even squeaking aloud at the voice from behind me. Elva apparently had the same kind of experience. I straightened slowly and dusted my hands off on my trousers before answering Arlyn.

			“Fenra was just saying that now’s a good time, now that the danger is passed, for her to return to the outer Modes, and I’m trying to convince her that a lady of her skills would be very useful back home.”

			“Home? You’re going back there? It’s home to you now?”

			“Well, yes.” Elva leaned against the stone wall, arms crossed. “I’ve been living there longer than I ever lived here. Except for you, there’s nothing left here for me. And you can always come to visit me.”

			“And how is it, precisely, that I’m to manage that when I have no power and can’t operate the forrans?” Arlyn smiled and my heart grew cold. “You’d better leave Fenra here with me, don’t you think?”

			Elva’s lips parted, but I could see his mouth was empty of words. “I expect he thinks of the forran in the doorway of your vault, the one that opens the dimensional gate—”

			“When someone tries to open the vault.” Arlyn nodded. “And how am I to do that without you, Fenra? Can you explain that? Do I convince one of the other practitioners to lend me their power? Do I give them access to my pattern? Do I reveal who I am?” He looked from me to Elva and back again. “Or is it that I’ve already done so?”

			I do not know what look appeared on our faces, but I was totally unprepared for his sudden laughter.

			“Oh, you should see your faces.” He scrubbed at his face with both hands, and the smile I saw when he lowered them slowed my heart rate. I knew that smile. It was Arlyn’s.

			“Yes,” he said, grinning. “I’m the same Arlyn that you’ve known all these years. And also, as Elva seems to have guessed, I’m not that same Arlyn anymore. But it isn’t what you fear—stop touching your gun, Elva. The Godstone went into the chaos with Metenari. What jumped from him to me was the part of me the stone stole in the moment I contained it. That part of me that was my, my fire, my . . . my joy of life.” He smiled at me in particular, and my heart thudded heavily. “Perhaps even my power.”

			“And now it’s back?” I confess that the muscles in my back eased. Arlyn’s regaining the parts of himself he had left behind with the Godstone—especially if that included his power—would explain everything that concerned Elva.

			“It’s early to be sure, but yes, at least I think so.” He lowered his eyes and looked away, but he did not seem uncertain to me, he seemed self-satisfied and clever.

			“Then there really can’t be any reason for Fenra not to come with me—unless, of course, she doesn’t want to.” Elva shifted over until he was standing closer to Arlyn than to me. I hoped he had no thoughts of protecting me.

			I gave Elva back a smile as good as the one he gave me. I did not know if he was serious, or what my answer might be if he were. “I have a responsibility to the people of the village. I will have to think more before I can make such a decision.” I thrust my hands into the pockets of my trousers. Now if the warmth could only stop them from trembling. I needed sleep.

			Arlyn clapped his hands together. “The brain needs fuel and rest if there’s going to be all this thinking going on. I could use some planning time, myself. I suggest we all go back inside before the rain begins, and see what there is to eat.”

			He took us each by an elbow, ushering us into the tower. As we stepped into the ground floor stable, I pulled away. For a moment Arlyn’s fingers tightened, and I thought he would not release me, but then he relaxed.

			“You’ll want to see to Terith, I take it.”

			All my relief vanished as a shiver ran up my spine. In all the years we had known each other, in all the years Arlyn had known Terith, he had only ever called him “the horse.” Never by name. He knew Terith’s name, but he had never bothered to use it. Arlyn had not been able to see Terith, or other living things for that matter, as persons in themselves.

			Be reasonable, I said to myself. After so long being uncertain and frightened, I had fallen into the habit of it. I needed to relax.

			As soon as the two men had climbed the ladder into the upper story, Terith began to nuzzle at me, blowing warm air into my face, my neck, my hair.

			“You are not helping me.” I ran my hands down his neck.

			He rubbed his long face against me like a cat, pushing me until I had to brace myself against the side of the stall.

			“All right,” I told him in a voice pitched for his ears alone. “You disagree. Fine, I will still be careful.” Terith’s instincts were worth listening to. “Will you be able to free yourself if things go bad for me?” At this he snorted, as I had known he would. Terith believed there was no stable that could hold him. I quietly unlatched the outer door, just in case. Without turning around I told him, “If you feel it necessary, go back to Ginglen’s Hotel. I know they will look after you.”

			I climbed the ladder to the upper floor slowly, buying myself time to think. If I could touch Arlyn even for just a few seconds, I would be able to tell who, or what, we were really dealing with.

			“Predax should return to the City,” Elva was saying as I opened the door to the upper floor.

			“But I’m still just an apprentice. I don’t have a mentor anymore,” the younger practitioner said. He had evidently given his earlier request more thought. He smiled at me, and I smiled back, stepping off the ladder. “I’ll be honest, I don’t look forward to explaining to the council what happened to Practitioner Metenari.”

			I knew exactly what he meant. It was one thing for mentors to lose apprentices—accidents can happen, and carelessness is a characteristic of many, teachers and students alike. But for an apprentice to lose a mentor . . . perhaps it had happened before, but if so I had certainly never heard it.

			“Easiest thing in the world,” Elva said. “The practitioner disappeared in a puff of smoke while showing you a new forran. As an apprentice you could hardly be expected to understand anything about it.”

			Arlyn’s laughter made my skin crawl. “That’s just like you, Elva, an answer for everything.”

			“Things are rarely as complicated as they appear.” Was I the only one who caught that note of caution in Elva’s voice?

			“Excuse me, Practitioner, Captain.” Predax cleared his throat, looking from Elva to Arlyn and back again, even sparing a second’s glance in my direction. “I was just thinking that if Practitioner Albainil’s power does return, he doesn’t have an apprentice and I don’t have a mentor and so . . .” His tone was a combination of diffidence and eagerness.

			Arlyn began to speak and Elva cut him off. “Practitioner Albainil doesn’t take apprentices. He never has.”

			“Don’t be so hasty, Elva. Times change, and people change with them, even practitioners.” Arlyn circled around Elva, reaching out toward Predax. Elva knew better than to try stopping him, but his glance at me had clear concern in it. I shifted to get a better angle on Arlyn’s face, and what I saw there made me interpose myself between him and Predax. As Arlyn swerved to go around me, I managed to snag his sleeve between the thumb and fingers of my practitioner’s hand.

			“Taking an apprentice is a serious step,” I said, when he fixed his eyes on me. I steeled myself not to look away. “Even if it’s only for making furniture, it’s nothing that’s done on the spur of the moment. The two people must be well matched, and well suited to one another in style, and in level of potential, examined and tested before a joining can take place. With no disrespect intended to you, Apprentice Predax, no such preparation has been made in this case.”

			“I am Xandra Albainil. I’ve forgotten more about the practice than you will ever know. I think I’m capable of choosing my own apprentice.” Arlyn pulled his sleeve free of my grasp with a sharp movement and reached out for Predax.

			“Fenra!”

			I did not need Elva’s warning. Simple common caution told me that whoever this was, he could not be allowed to touch Predax. I set my fingertips together, focused on my pattern, pulled my fingers apart, and grabbed Arlyn’s wrist with both hands.

			The wash of power pushed me to the floor, drowning me. I clung harder. I had expected something, but nothing as great as this. From far away I heard Elva’s voice— “Do you want to be consumed? Go! Take a horse and get as far away as you can”—and understood that he was speaking to Predax. I had a minute to think, If he takes Terith, that will get him back to the City.

			I focused on the fog, the beach, and stepped sideways into the other place, pulling Arlyn with me, and found my hands empty. On what I thought of as Arlyn’s rock, someone—something—sat. It flickered, and turned its face toward me. Arlyn’s face, younger, sharper, less worn, with eyes shining. A skull glowing bright and anonymous through the skin. I called on the fog and the wind to come to me. Rather than finding my way through them, I hoped to use them to push this person who was not Arlyn away. It was contrary entirely to the vow I had sworn to heal and help whenever I could, but when I considered the whole of the world, I knew I did the right thing. Sometimes it is necessary to excise poisoned tissue. Would it be possible to cut away only the Godstone?

			I might have succeeded, if I had not hesitated long enough for that thought. Fog rose up out of the ground around us, wind blowing it toward me rather than Arlyn. A thick mist, a sea mist, cold on the skin and leaving droplets of moisture behind it. A dull blow to my head and I was back in the tower room, my forearms raised to block another strike from Arlyn’s fist. We sometimes forget to guard against physical attack, we practitioners. I saw a muzzle flash, though I heard nothing more. Elva, I thought. He is trying to help me. I did not think he was succeeding.

			I felt Arlyn drag me across the floor. I made myself go limp, giving him a dead weight. I dug in my heels, striking at him as well as I could with my right hand, but nothing I did even slowed him down.

			“Thank you for teaching me this trick.”

			I heard the door open, felt the wind of chaos blowing past it, the vacuum it created pulling at my hair and clothes. I clung all the tighter to his arm, concentrating on calling the fog, on drawing power from him, to weaken him. Anything. But the noise and the drag of the wind made concentrating difficult. I felt two hands closing on my ankles, and for a moment I knew what it was like to be the rope in a tug of war. Then all I felt was the noise, the buffeting wind, the scrape of sand, dust, and gravel across my face.
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			Arlyn

			I yank the door shut on them just before I’m sucked through myself. I only meant to frighten her, to make her more compliant. I wasn’t afraid of her. Imagine thinking that she could drain power from me.

			“She could, though, that’s the thing,” I said. “She’s spent all her time as a practitioner healing—apart from the time she spent as a lorist’s apprentice, studying all the history she could find on healing people. Killing someone’s just the reverse of healing, you know.”

			“Spare me your platitudes,” I say. “You she might be able to affect, but not me. I have all your power as a practitioner and all Metenari’s as well. What could some youngster who’s barely a second level do to affect me?”

			I stayed quiet, trying not to give anything away.

			“What?”

			“You’re right,” I said finally. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			“You must have been thinking more clearly before,” I say. “Or you wouldn’t have been able to best me.”

			“That must have been it,” I agreed. It couldn’t have been that I felt so tired. Or not tired so much as . . . as . . . run down. No, that wasn’t the word. Listless. “I need to sit down,” I said to him.
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			Fenra

			At first the noise, and the wind, and the needle-prick pain of the flying grit distracted me so much I could not focus. I choked on the debris, and the wind sucked the breath from my body. But there was more than sand and grit. I had bonded with rock and bricks and mortar as if they were living things, and I felt the same kind of presence around me now. As if I tossed in the lungs of some vast creature, damp, hot, and intolerably noisy.

			What felt like a rough hand brushed the hair back from my face. I forced my hands up against the wind, but whatever it was had gone. I tried to cover my mouth and nose. Hands. Around my ankles. Metenari? He could not have survived. I flexed my foot and stopped immediately as I felt the hand shift. Elva. Elva had tried to save me, and he must have followed me in. My first thought a selfish one: I was not alone. My second thought equally selfish: now I had to save Elva as well as myself.

			I could not be proud of these thoughts, but on the other hand, it did not occur to me until Elva mentioned it later that I could have simply kicked him away.

			Instead I bent at the waist, covering mouth and nose with only my right hand, and reached down to tap his wrist with my practitioner’s hand. Immediately he released his hold on that ankle and transferred his grip to my forearm. I was so relieved I could have kissed him. If he had been slower to understand—slower to trust me—it could have killed us both. As soon as my practitioner’s hand closed on his forearm, Elva released his hold on my other ankle and, using his new grip as leverage, pulled himself up until we were both oriented in the same direction. Considering there still was no “up” or “down” this gave me a remarkable sense of accomplishment and, strangely, security. Only the change in my middle ears told me we were spinning. Otherwise we might have been floating suspended. If the wind would only die down a little, and take the noise with it, we could almost be comfortable.

			Elva kept his grip on the wrist of my practitioner’s hand and slipped his other arm around my waist until we were hip-to-hip and one of his revolvers pressed into my breast. I hooked a leg around one of his for greater security. He seemed to be trying to tell me something, his lips to my ear, but I could not hear anything over the clamor around us.

			Still, holding fast to Elva I felt anchored and even peaceful. The chaos still swirled around us, over us, through us, but somehow it felt calmer now, as if the impacts striking us were no longer random. I felt, very faintly, the sensation I would get when walking through woods, knowing that some animal watched me. We were not alone, something lived here. Something—no, someone—someone was trying to communicate with us. As if in response to that thought, the hand that had brushed my face before touched me on hip, elbow, shoulder, forehead, touched Elva the same way—I felt him flinch—and then traveled across to my ankle, my knee, and back to my hip. What breath I had caught in the back of my throat. This being lived here, in this chaos, perhaps was the chaos. My mouth dried and I squeezed my eyes shut, clinging to Elva as strongly as I could.

			As the touching began its second cycle, Elva loosened his hold around my waist and bent elbow and wrist awkwardly, reaching for the grip of the pistol on that same side. I hugged him closer, trapping his hand between our bodies. After a moment of resistance, he relaxed again. The being touching us had done us no harm so far.

			As soon as Elva relaxed, a warmth spread over us as if we had been slowly lowered into a carefully drawn bath, as if the chaos now approved of us. The wind supported us, the air around us clearing. I felt my tense muscles relax, and I did what I had not had the chance to do before. I reached into the front of my shirt and closed my hand around Medlyn’s locket.
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			Arlyn

			I should have been horrified, grief stricken, but to be honest what I felt was a kind of envy. Fenra and Elva—at least it was over for them. They didn’t have to keep trying, figuring out what to do next, hiding from him. They could just let it all go. If I hadn’t already known it wouldn’t work, I’d have been looking for a way to kill myself.

			“Elva was my best friend,” I reminded him. “That’s the second time I’ve lost him because of you. And now there’s Fenra.”

			“She’s the one I don’t understand. Why have her with you? She’s not what I’d call pretty.”

			“No.” I stifled my thoughts. Easier than I expected. Just let the same thought go round and round. Fenra working as a healer—no, too close, think about the horse, the horse didn’t like me.

			“Best you could find, out there on the perimeter, I suppose.”

			“Yes.”

			“Not as much use to you as you hoped, though.”

			I stood up. My arms swung back and forth. “As you say, best there was.”

			“Why didn’t you tell them who you were?” Clasped hands went up over my head and my back stretched out.

			My head shook. “It seemed like a good idea. I’m not sure it matters anymore.”

			“You’re right there.”

			Eating next. Not sure how I got there. Didn’t remember anything for a while.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			It’s strange how he still thinks of himself as apart from me. As if we are two different people. Perhaps he went mad while I was gone. The same thoughts seem to circle and circle. Do people do that? Go mad when they lose half of themselves? And the better half too, as far as I can see. If he sighs one more time I’ll have to slap myself in the face. I try again.

			“I tell you it’s because you tried to change the whole system at once. Do you think the world was created like that? It would have been done one Mode at a time. If we did the same, it would work. That’s just logic.”

			“Logic’s been wrong before.” He tries to draw in another breath but I cough instead. No more sighing. “I don’t know that this change is necessary any longer, in any case.”

			“Really?”

			“The City’s advanced far enough that even in the outer Modes people live comfortably.”

			I roll my eyes. “But then I’d never know—you’d never know. And stop trying to look at that door. What do you think? Your little class-three friend will find her way back from there? What? What is it?” I think he’s about to say something but whatever it is fades away unexpressed. I wish he’d stop sulking.

			“Here,” I say. “Let’s close up that door permanently. I’m surprised you haven’t already had someone do it.”

			I stand up, smiling, and take a deep breath. A relaxed focus, that’s the key. I feel the power bubbling up, eager to express itself. His—my—forrans float just below the surface of his mind, ready for use like underground springs just waiting for a well. I put my hands together, palm to palm, and bring the tips of my fingers up to touch my lips. Now. Another deep breath. Concentrate. Feel the power. I lower my hands from my face and pull them slowly apart. Now the pattern would emerge.

			Light blooms, solid, bright, almost too much for my eyes to bear without blinking. But it can’t blind me, it is me. I feel it wash over me. I feel him come to life. I turn my hands around each other, as if I opened a jar. Nothing. The light fades, dissolving away, leaving emptiness behind.

			“What are you doing?” I should be able to use these forrans. We’re using the same brain. We’re the same person.

			“Nothing.”

			“Well, stop it!”

			“I feel the power, but it slides away. I can’t concentrate,” he says to me, voice hard.

			“What’s wrong with you? Metenari was one thing, I can understand why I couldn’t get his forrans to work, but yours? Your patterns are my patterns. We’re the same.”

			“Are we? Are we the same? You’re not Xandra, you know, no matter what you feel. You’re just an artifact wearing an imprint you absorbed with my power. Like a mundane wearing a shirt.”

			“You think because we’re in the same body I won’t hurt you? Try harder. Concentrate. Focus.”

			“I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything. I don’t know. I’m tired, I guess. I must be having a low day.”
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			Thirteen
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			Fenra

			THE SILENCE AND the warmth, even the homely smell of the wood, told me we had reached Medlyn’s vault. I blinked away tears of relief. Elva held me by the elbows; otherwise I am sure I would have fallen. My brain could only think of irrelevant things. Elva’s mustache needed trimming. Had his eyes always been this dark? The bridge models on the shelf behind him weren’t dusty. My fingers closed around the leather straps of his gun holsters.

			“You’re warm,” I said. My voice sounded loud and rough in the silence of the room. Unrecognizable.

			“I thought that was you.” Elva’s voice I recognized immediately.

			To the left of where we stood, the sofa Arlyn had used beckoned and my knees trembled under me. “We could sit down,” I said.

			“Can you walk?”

			“Of course.”

			“Great, because I’m not so sure I can.” A ghost of his usual smile flitted over his face. Still clinging to each other like two people skating on a pond for the first time, we made our way over to the sofa and sat down. My breath left my body in a deep sigh. Elva’s hands floated across his pistols, and he frowned when his fingers brushed empty space instead of the hilt of his sword.

			“Do not worry,” I told him. “If you need one, there are three swords hanging on the wall.”

			He looked at the spot I pointed to with eyebrows raised. “Too bad I can’t see them.”

			I sighed again, my eyes falling shut. Only parts of my brain seemed to be working. There had been swords in Medlyn’s office, I remembered, but were they still there? I was reasonably sure they weren’t the kind of memento Practitioner Otwyn would have kept. On the other hand, Medlyn had moved his models into the vault; perhaps he had moved the swords as well. I did not even know why he kept them. “Here.” I laid my practitioner’s hand on Elva’s wrist and concentrated.

			He gave the smallest jerk and his eyes narrowed. “Ah. Are they really there, or did you create them?”

			“They’re really there,” I said.

			“And will they still be there when you let go of me?”

			Even my bones felt too tired to answer him. I forced myself to speak. “When Arlyn held things, they remained visible to him. As soon as I can stand, we will see if that is also true for you.” I squeezed my eyes tight. “Metenari—” I began.

			“We’re not going back into that place for him.”

			I frowned. “He is not there,” I said. “What was left of him was absorbed by the chaos. I meant to say the Godstone.”

			Elva started to get to his feet, struggling to stand at the same time that he pulled out both guns. “It can’t come after us? We’re safe here?”

			My brain seemed to take a great deal of time to find the answer. “There is no ‘here,’ as the word is commonly used.” I closed my hand around the cool bit of gold hanging around my neck. “Without the locket, perhaps there would be no ‘here’ at all.”

			“And no one can use the locket but you?” He settled back again. Apparently I was not the only one too tired to stand.

			I nodded. Frowned. Shook my head.

			“Xandra can’t find his way here?”

			“No.”

			“Then let’s get some sleep.”

			“I am too tired to sleep.” But I let him scoop up my legs and pull me into his arms as he lay back on the cushions, rested my head against his shoulder, and let the weariness float me away.

			It may have been hours or only a moment later when I awoke. Elva’s breathing, slow and steady, told me he still slept. A part of me was proud that I had managed—with Medlyn’s help—to rescue both of us from a place so unlike any other, but I remembered with clarity the sense of another life, just beyond my mental grasp, a living being in the chaos, watching us. Examining us. I wondered if it was the same being I sometimes felt on the beach. I wondered if the locket would have worked if it had not decided to let us go.

			I wondered how I knew it had done exactly that.

			Elva’s breathing changed and without moving I asked him, “Why did you follow me through the door? Why did you not let go when you saw you could not hold me back?”

			“Where I come from a gentleman doesn’t let a lady go into danger alone.” I could hear a smile in his voice. I almost smiled myself.

			“That’s nonsense,” I said. “And you do not come from there, in any case.”

			I felt him shrug. “I’ve lived there longer than I’ve lived anywhere else.”

			Before I could think of any response, my stomach growled, and Elva laughed, sitting us both up, and holstering the gun I had not noticed in his right hand. “It’s good to know some things don’t change. I’m hungry myself. But it looks to me like the cupboard is bare.”

			I stretched, moving first one shoulder and then the other. I felt as though I had been lifting rocks. “There is food here,” I told him. “And drink. But I will have to get it.” Elva released me from his arms slowly as I rose, and watched me cross the room to the cupboards against the far wall. He was right—regardless of our own predicament, the world moved on. At least for now.

			The selection of food had changed. Chicken stew with parsnips and potatoes in a small stoneware pot, onion buns, fresh apples and plums. I wondered if I had to return the pot to the cupboard when we were done, and what would happen if I did not. I laid everything out on the round table. Elva gave a hopeful smile as he took his seat across from me.

			“You look like you’re setting a table,” he said.

			I reached out for his hands. “Here is bread,” I said, setting his left hand down on the basket holding the buns. “Here is a spoon, and here a pot of stew, chicken judging by the smell.” I set his right hand down on the handle of the pitcher. “And here is wine. At least it is right now.”

			He closed his right hand around the pitcher’s handle, lifted it and inhaled with appreciation. “What do you mean, ‘now’?”

			I explained the nature of the jug and the baskets. “I would not have expected wine,” I said. “But I trust my old mentor, and through him, his pitcher.”

			“Good enough for me.”

			Lucky, I thought. I would not have known what to do if Elva had not been able to see the food. At what point would the cup, the plates, and the jug disappear for him, I wondered? When he finished the meal? Or would he always see them now? After a few moments of silent eating, Elva swallowed and cleared his throat.

			“If nothing else,” he said, “we’ll have surprise on our side. It won’t dream in a million years that we escaped that chaos. It won’t be expecting us at all.”

			I looked at him over the rim of my wine cup before putting it down on the table between us. “My brain feels like an old rag that’s been washed too often. One more effort and it will simply pull apart into loose threads.” I massaged my temples, but even my practitioner’s hand felt stiff. There was still a question I wanted to ask. “Had you stayed, could you have killed him?”

			Elva hesitated long enough that I thought he was not going to answer at all. “That wasn’t Arlyn,” he said. “Not entirely, anyway. Arlyn would never have tried to kill you.”

			“Which doesn’t answer my question.” I picked up my wine cup and set it down without drinking.

			“Let me finish. I’m fairly certain I could have killed the body—that’s what I mean by ‘Arlyn.’ But I’m equally sure bullets wouldn’t have killed the Godstone. What if it jumped again, with you the only practitioner around?”

			“Then it would have gone through the door with me.” I decided I was not hungry anymore.

			“Then it might be sitting here right now, though I’ve got the feeling I wouldn’t be.”

			“I am not so sure,” I said, pushing my spoon away. “Arlyn knows about the locket, but does Xandra?”

			Frowning, Elva moved all the items on the table, lining them up along the edge to his right and then distributing them again. For some reason I thought of cards. “Do you remember when I told you what the Godstone looked like?”

			I had to think. “You told me it was like a crystal, about this big.” I held my hands a foot apart.

			Elva’s sad smile took me by surprise. “Did I tell you that when Xandra was working on it, I couldn’t look directly at it? It gave off more light than my eyes could take—or maybe it was the light, I was never sure which. Xandra gave me goggles to wear, made specially for me. It did look like a piece of crystal then, a prism, painting colors on the air, but it was still too bright. Even with the goggles I couldn’t focus on the shape.” He poured himself more wine, still smiling. “I never saw Xandra touch it, but it responded to him somehow. That much I could tell.”

			“Pure energy,” I said aloud. That made sense. Energy could go wherever it wished. That’s why we used forrans. Without a pattern energy was just . . . chaos. “If somehow Xandra gave a kind of form to pure energy . . . Metenari could not have known what it was—no matter what documents he found. He would have had no way to control it.”

			“No, it controlled him. At first I think Metenari was still there, but the Godstone wore him away, like erasing the printing on a page. We know now that when he sealed it away Arlyn left an imprint of himself—of Xandra anyway—along with his power. Though I think what it has of Xandra is a crude copy, like when a child copies an adult’s drawing. It’s Xandra, but certainly not all of him, not the quiet, thoughtful part of him.”

			“So what we have here is both—no, all three of them? The Godstone, plus the distorted imprint of the Xandra you knew, with both of these imposed on the Arlyn I know?”

			“Something like that, yes.” He smoothed his mustaches with his thumb and forefinger. “So I think we have to figure that what Arlyn knew, the Godstone knows too. Including the locket.”

			I stared at the tabletop, turning my spoon over and over in my fingers, finally gripping it until my knuckles grew white. “How long?” I said. “How long until the Godstone erases Arlyn as he did Metenari? How long before he wipes away the part that in the end decided not to risk destroying the world?” I looked up into his bright blue eyes. “We cannot leave this. We will still have to stop him.”

			“We’ve been doing great so far.” Elva moved his wine cup to one side and leaned forward, putting his hand on top of mine. “Tell me, can you still open Xandra’s vault?”

			I considered the question. Could I? Practitioners had excellent memories. If I concentrated, I could see Arlyn’s pattern as clearly as if I had his drawing in my hand. “I believe so. Why?”

			“To get to the New Zone—no, wait, hear me out.” His hand closed tighter on mine as I tried to move it away. “What if we can’t stop it? Would we be able to at least save ourselves?” He grinned. “I’d hate to lose you.”

			I would hate to be lost. For a moment I was tempted. I would still be a practitioner, though perhaps I would have to act the part of a physician, or a scientist, as practitioners did in the City. I went so far as to ask him, “Are you certain we have no chance? No chance at all?”

			He released my hand and threw himself back in his seat. “Certain? Of course I’m not certain. Anything’s possible. But it’s not what you’d call probable.”

			“What of the people here? If there is a chance, however small . . .”

			Elva crossed his arms, shrugged, but nodded, reluctantly. “The risk . . . if we fail . . .”

			“Consider the outcomes,” I said. “One: Xandra tries his new approach and is successful, leaving a world that to mundanes seems exactly the same. Two: he tries and is unsuccessful, destroying the world—”

			“A fifty-fifty chance,” Elva said. I ignored him.

			“Three: if we attempt to stop him and fail, the first two outcomes still remain possible—a fifty-fifty chance, as you say. If we succeed, then the world continues in its present form. The only thing we really risk in trying to stop him is ourselves, against the chance of saving everyone, without changing the nature of the world. Surely that’s worth it?”

			He shifted and the candlelight flickered on his face. “At home we have a saying, ‘When you run out of bullets, use a sword.’ ” His voice lost its intensity. “Do you have an idea of how we could stop it?”

			“We will think of one. At least we know the chaos won’t kill us. We may find a solution to that instead.”

			“Good thing I didn’t kill the monster, then.”

			“I do not think it was a monster,” I said, thinking of the soft brush against my cheek. “Unlike others we could name, it did not try to kill us.”

			His teeth flashed. “Where do you think it’s gone now?”

			I knew he did not mean the monster.
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			Arlyn

			“This body doesn’t require more rest. Why are we sitting down?”

			Voice didn’t sound much like mine, surprising, all things considered. “I’m frustrated.” Watched my hands tremble, then stop.

			“There’s no reason for this not to work. Not now. I can feel the forrans. You’re hiding something from me.”

			“How?” That shut him up.

			“Then why isn’t the forran working?”

			“I don’t know. You tell me. You’re in charge.”

			My practitioner’s hand formed a fist tight enough to hurt. “That’s just what I am. So you’ll tell me why this isn’t working.”

			Took too much energy to laugh. “Why? What’ll you do to me?” Keep him distracted, I thought. Don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

			“You have no fear of death. Why is that? If you can’t die by your own hand, I wonder if you could die by mine?”

			“I’d love to see you try it. Really, I would.”

			“Ah. Yes. I see what you mean. I don’t think I’d be destroyed myself, but I’d be back at the starting gate again, wouldn’t I? Still, there must be something you want.”

			“Can’t think of a thing.” Really couldn’t.

			“What if I could get your friends back?”

			Heart skipped a beat, ears buzzed.

			“Wow. I guess that answers my question, doesn’t it?”

			“No. They’ll just die along . . . with . . . everyone else.”

			“We’d wait until I was successful—wait, you’ve thought of something. What is it?”

			Would have laughed out loud. Couldn’t kill myself, but I’d be destroyed along with everyone else. Temptation. Saw myself doing it. Would it really be so bad? Everyone dies anyway. Felt like a weight disappeared. Then it was back.

			“You’re thinking something.” My fists pounded my head. “Gahh! It’s like an itch. Stop it.”

			Couldn’t face it. Fighting it. How long? Just wait for lowness to be complete. How long had it taken? Couldn’t remember. Too long. Too slow. Too difficult. Stall.

			“What about start at one end,” I said. “Not here, not the middle.”

			“The end?”

			“Or the beginning, if you want to go Mode by Mode.”

			My body moved to the window and looked out. “Which is closest?”

			I thought again about not telling him. Problem was, he knew I had an answer. He couldn’t see what it was, but he knew one was there.

			“I’m fond of you, but don’t test me too far.”

			Tired. What difference would it make? “The City,” I said finally.

			“So the City’s the beginning. Where’s the other end?”

			“Nowhere. Keeps on going.”

			He smiled. “As if we create it with our presence. That makes a great deal of sense.”

			If he thought so.

			“We’ll go back to the City then, and we’ll see which of us was right.”

			I closed my eyes. Appalled. Was the horse still in the stable? Any horse? Would we have to walk? How long would it take? Forever? Found myself on my feet without any intention of being there.
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			Elvanyn

			He hadn’t known why Fenra had stopped him from killing the creature touching them. He just knew that in these matters he trusted her instincts more than he did his own. And he remembered how the horses reacted to her back home. Though to be honest, he’d have felt better if he’d been able to shoot something. Preferably Xandra, even though it wouldn’t have killed the Godstone.

			Suddenly he felt a floor under his feet and Fenra’s weight sagged against him. He still couldn’t see anything, but after a moment his hearing adjusted. Somewhere nearby he could hear wind rippling through the leaves of trees. He felt her lips close to his ear.

			“Follow me. Do not let go of my hand.”

			He grinned, safe in the knowledge that she couldn’t see him. The last time a woman had said that to him, events had turned out very pleasantly indeed. This time, however, Fenra just led him through what his ears told him was a stone corridor. A familiar size, he thought. There must be dozens like this one in the White Court. He almost spoke, but thought again and shut his mouth. He knew the locket had brought them back to the Court, though evidently not to her old mentor’s office. Elva felt he should be able to place these corridors, even in the dark; for years it had been his job to patrol them.

			“Where are we?” he said finally.

			“Down the corridor from Lorist Medlyn’s private rooms in the Watchmaker’s Tower.”

			As if her words were a forran, his sight cleared and he saw moonlight coming in a nearby window. Someone had left the shutter open to catch the night breeze. Ah, now he knew where they were.

			“If we live through this,” Fenra said. “The first thing I do is find a way to go somewhere else, and not just to Medlyn’s places. It’s like going back to the beginning every time.”

			“It’s a safe beginning, you have to admit that.”

			“Compared to what? What do you think will happen to us if we’re caught here? You’re supposed to be with Metenari, what will you tell your Guard captain?”

			Don’t answer, Elva thought. These aren’t the questions she wants answered.

			They descended one staircase and then another before passing through the left half of a large door swinging wide but silently open into the Moonlight Patio. Suddenly he heard voices and before they could hide—if there had been somewhere to hide—three apprentices walked into the patio from under the arcade on the far side. Elva braced his feet and reached for the sword Fenra had found for him, but just as his hand closed around the hilt, Fenra hissed and jerked him over a small curb into a hedge of thorny bushes.

			Though they were no more than ten feet away, across the narrow width of one of the long pools, the apprentices passed them by without reacting at all. Elva would have sworn one of the trio looked right at them. Once they turned a far corner, Elva waited until the sounds of their footfalls died away before asking her.

			“How long have you been able to make yourself invisible?”

			“Since early in my training. I was always the one sent to steal food in the middle of the night.”

			“And why haven’t I seen this skill before?”

			“Because it takes a great deal of energy, and it only works in the middle of the night. And best when my feet are touching actual earth.” She stepped back onto the path and slipped her arm through his, now that they were walking on stone. Sucking on a scratch on the back of his free hand, he thought about walking this way with Xandra, holding each other up when they’d had a little too much to drink, or when Xandra was giddy with some revelation or success. Fenra led him down to the far end of the patio, through the beam of moonlight trapped by the lilies in the pool. Fenra’s arm stiffened in his, tightening her hold, and when they were back under the concealing darkness of the arcade she drew him further into the shadow.

			“We may be too late.” Her voice was hardly more than a shifting of air. If they hadn’t still been arm in arm, Elva doubted he would have heard her. “The Godstone has already tried something.”

			“What’s gone wrong?”

			For an answer she ran her fingers lightly over his cartridge belts, finally resting them on his revolvers. Her breath caught as she drew it in.

			“Something wrong with my guns?”

			“No, not that.” She sounded relieved, but not as relieved as he felt.

			“What, then?”

			“In the moonlight I could see our clothing. It’s changed. We are both wearing knee breeches now, not fitted trousers, and you have clogs where you had boots.”

			At first Elva had no idea what she was talking about. What was wrong with knee breeches and clogs? Then the significance of her words sank in, and cold shivered his skin.

			“But we haven’t left the City,” he said. “You’re saying the Mode is different, but we haven’t left . . .”

			“The Modes are tied together. If one changes, they all change.”

			“I know that.” Fear made him impatient. “But change comes from the City. And it doesn’t move backward, does it?” he added when she didn’t respond right away.

			“Never before, that I know of. Last time the Godstone was used, things jumped forward, at least that’s what Arlyn said.”

			“What now?” Would this change her mind? Evidently the Godstone had tried changing things, and the world hadn’t been destroyed.

			“Without checking another Mode, we don’t know exactly what’s happened. Is it just the White Court precincts? The whole City? The world?”

			The guard at the East Bridge merely saluted them as they passed. Their job wasn’t to keep mundanes in. The gate itself stood open, another change. They hesitated in the face of the unexpected darkness of the streets.

			“Light your way, good sirs? Oh, sorry, Dom, I didn’t see you there.”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			A rasp, a spark, and they shielded their eyes.

			The lampee proved to be a boy of about thirteen, his grin more confident than his voice. He leaned against his lamp pole, neatly dressed but plainly, open collar showing under a short jacket, neat breeches, worn but decent-looking clogs. The stocking on his right leg sagged, but he didn’t seem aware of it. Not so well dressed as someone’s private servant would be, not livery. The boy clearly made his living by picking up customers on the streets. He must have just brought someone this way.

			“Do you know the way to Ginglen’s Inn?”

			“Lady,” the tone chided her. “It’s my job to know that, don’t you worry.”

			“Which wasn’t a ‘yes,’ ” Elva murmured in her ear as they set off after the boy.
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			Fourteen
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			Fenra

			I DUG THROUGH MY pockets and finally found a coin for the lampee. He tossed it into the air so that it passed through the golden light of his torch before he caught it, gave me a shallow bow, and saluted us both with a finger to his forehead.

			“Any time you need me, ask for Oleander,” he said, whistling as he walked away.

			Elva had instructed Oleander to drop us at the corner where our street entered the square. It took a few minutes for our eyes to adjust to the relative obscurity of the newly risen moon. We were finally able to make out the outline of roofs against the night sky. The trees and plantings along the walkway were rough masses of darkness, indistinguishable except for their scent, and the whispering of their leaves moving in the breeze.

			I stepped toward the circle of lamplight around the hotel’s front door and Elva grabbed me by the arm.

			“Don’t hurt me,” he murmured.

			Before I could ask him what he meant, he had backed me around into a darker niche between a wall and a yew hedge and taken me in his arms, pressing his cheek against mine. “We’re hiding,” he breathed against my ear.

			“We have done this before,” I said.

			“And it worked.”

			For a moment all I could hear was his heart beating in time with mine. Then I heard what had startled Elva in the first place, the opening of the inn’s door, and voices. But what had we to be afraid of, here in the street? It wasn’t as though we were still in the White Court, and likely to be questioned. And then I realized that we could hear two sets of voices walking down the street toward us, and only one set of footsteps.

			This alone would not have been enough to spook a veteran like Elvanyn Karamisk, nor me, for that matter. People have been talking to themselves for the entire history of humankind. However, they do not usually use two different voices. Nor does one of the voices usually belong to Arlyn Albainil.

			So I hugged Elva close, burying my face against his neck, trying not to tremble as his breathing moved the hair around my face. The man we had been listening to walked past us without even glancing in our direction. Proof we had disguised ourselves well? Or that he, or they, simply had no interest in others? That would certainly fit what we knew of Xandra. We remained holding one another until we heard the footsteps stop. I peeked around Elva and saw Arlyn’s familiar silhouette standing between us and the door lamp.

			Arlyn turned slightly, and I froze. “Do not move,” I whispered to Elva.

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he whispered back.

			But Arlyn only looked up to the lamp, as if examining the color of the flame. I had seen that expression on his face before, the muscles slack, the lips hanging just barely open, mouth turning down at the corners. Everyone has a “resting face,” an expression their face falls into in moments of abstraction, or when one believes oneself alone. Arlyn had two such faces. One when he was level: alert, interested, and on the verge of a smile, and one when he was low. It was his low face I saw turned up toward the light.

			Once more he turned toward us, and this time I thought he would see us, recognize us. Now there was no time for the forran that would make us invisible. Too bad I cannot call the fog here, I thought. Just as it seemed he had to see us, a cat ran across the road, tagged Arlyn on the ankle, and dashed off down the sidewalk. His head turned to follow it, and he forgot he was going to look in our direction. Instead, he set off once again down the street.

			“That was a lucky cat. What are the odds he’d go to the same inn we’re heading for?” Elva loosened his grip but kept one arm around me.

			“Good, I would have thought,” I said. I did not move away from him either. “It’s the only hotel he knows. A better question is how long were we in the chaos, that Arlyn is here before us.”

			We both straightened, but still neither of us let go of the other, as if we needed the human warmth. “Do you know of any other place?” I asked.

			“Well.” I saw by the light that Elva was smiling. “I know of a place he’d never think to look for us—if ever he doubts we’re dead.” He turned to me, lifting his eyebrows and tilting his head toward Ginglen’s Hotel.

			“You are insane,” I said.

			“Insane, or ingenious?”

			“Is there a difference?”

			“All right, all right, I admit I was joking. Where else can we go?”

			“Wait.” I looked into the dark around us. Nothing. I could have sworn I had heard something more than the wind in the hedges. I glanced at the oil lamp at the hotel’s entrance. It looked to be burning brighter. Like a beacon. “We need to go in.” I set off before Elva could stop me.

			“Hang on.” He caught up and was beside me by the time I reached the front door. “I was joking, I didn’t mean we should go in.”

			“We are not going to stay,” I said. I had never seen the door closed, and it worried me. I hoped it wasn’t locked. Catching my mood, Elva pulled out one of his revolvers. When he nodded I turned the handle, the latch clicked, and the door swung slowly open.

			At first I saw nothing wrong in the entry hall. Dom Ginglen Locast stood behind the desk, and the footman—Itzen—just off to one side. I waited several seconds before I realized they were not going to acknowledge us. Elva cleared his throat and advanced into the hall, drawing his second gun. Still, the two men did not move.

			“Watch the door,” I said to Elva. “Let no one in.”

			“Teach your grandmother,” he said under his breath. He swung the door almost completely closed, leaving himself a crack just wide enough to let him see the street outside, and leaned his shoulder against the wall.

			As I approached the two men, I could see they were breathing, but shallowly. Though the hall had an oil lamp matching the one outside, both Ginglen and Itzen appeared pale—no, not pale, I decided as I looked more closely, faded. In fact, now that I looked around me, the whole hall had the same washed-out look, even the lamplight.

			“What’s wrong with them?” Elva whispered, without taking his eyes from the door.

			“Something has sucked most of the energy from the room and everything in it.”

			“Can you help them?”

			“I can try,” I said, rubbing the palms of my hands together. “It’s more or less what I do when I’m healing people.”

			I braced my feet, pulled my hands apart, and smiled when I saw the rose pink lines of light between my fingertips. I twisted and stretched them as though they were taffy, finally breaking my hands apart and flicking the net of light at the two faded men. At first there was no change, and then I saw their faces flush lightly with color.

			“That’s it?” I could tell Elva was not much impressed.

			“From here they should be able to recover on their own, but it would take time they may not have. And you should be watching the door, not me.” I examined them more closely. Lips and eyes were just barely open. I often put people into a deep sleep to allow their bodies time and energy to heal before I woke them again. Ginglen and Itzen had that same look. I had given them energy, but they were still asleep.

			I repeated my preparation and called a wakening forran, humming the sound of bees, and of birdsong at daylight. The light between my fingertips was gold this time, with an undercurrent of green. When I flung the light, Itzen blinked and took a deep breath. He immediately crossed behind the desk and put his arms around the other man. Ginglen took a few minutes more to come completely awake, but this time I waited for nature to finish what I had started.

			Finally both men were awake, and breathing normally, though they kept their arms around one another. They looked around as if not sure exactly where they were, but once they saw me Itzen at least relaxed and turned to face me. Ginglen’s face remained stiff.

			“Your friend was just here,” he said, his tone only a little more neutral than his face.

			“Not my friend any longer, I’m afraid.” I kept my own tone as warm as possible. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Elva holster his guns.

			“Not anyone’s friend, if it comes to that,” Elva said. His calm tone and ready smile did more to relax Ginglen and Itzen than anything I had said. I had the feeling they were giving me the benefit of the doubt only because I had helped the little girl.

			“Are they coming back, do you know? Is there somewhere you can go?”

			Ginglen shook his head. He turned away from Itzen, but kept one arm around the other man’s waist. “I don’t remember,” he said. “Why is that?”

			“He practiced you,” I said. “It’s hardly ever done on mundanes, but he must have been running low on energy, and he took some of yours. Not all of it, luckily,” I added when they both paled again. “If there is any chance he is coming back, you must leave now, and tell any guests you have to go as well. He will not trouble to look for you if you are not here.”

			The two men exchanged glances and both nodded at the same time. “Shall we take your horse with us?”

			“Terith? Is he here?” Could that be why I had felt compelled to enter the hotel?

			“In the stable, where we had him before. Just turned up by himself the day before yesterday.”

			I hesitated. More than anything in the world I wanted to go and see him, but . . . No. I had to clear my throat to speak. “Please, keep him with you. You will keep each other safe.” I had no idea where we might go from here, and if there was a chance to keep Terith safe from the Godstone, I had to take it.

			“Can you recommend somewhere out of the way?” Elva said from his position at the door. “Preferably where a high-level practitioner wouldn’t think to look?”

			“You won’t be coming with us?”

			I shook my head, wishing my answer was different. “We have something we must do.”

			“There are always rooms to be found closer to the docks,” Itzen said. “You’ll find plenty of inns among the warehouses. Only apprentices on assignment go there now, and probably not at this time of night.”

			“Try the Seamaiden’s Tail,” Ginglen said. He began opening drawers in the desk, taking out papers and small leather bags that chinked faintly as he set them down on the top.

			“Thank you,” I said. “Go quickly.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			If anything, the lighting down by the docks was worse than in the rest of the city, with only riding lights on the tops of masts and here and there candle lanterns in front of shops or ale houses. The place was busy, with a ship at every pier, but there were few people to be seen. Practitioners do not need a great deal of light to see by, but even I was stumbling over uneven cobbles in the streets as we turned away from the water. Finally we reached the area of streets behind the warehouses, where more light spilled out of open doorways, along with warmth, the smell of frying onions and, from one door, singing.

			“There, in the next block.”

			I looked where Elva pointed and saw a sign hanging over the street. The Seamaiden’s Tale. Tale. There was a story there, I thought. It was a decent enough place, if a little shabbier than I expected.

			As soon as we were inside, I saw why Ginglen had recommended it. For the most part the tables held couples, not solitary drinkers. In one corner five students shared a table, a jug of beer, and a bowl of fried potatoes. The couple behind the bar were obviously partners in more than one sense. The place showed wear, certainly, but was scrupulously clean. And there weren’t many places that would have welcomed poor students, and allowed them to take up a table for so little custom.

			The innkeepers gave us friendly, interested glances, but without excessive warmth, acknowledging that we were strangers, but looked respectable. In their way, they were just like Ginglen and Itzen. They had the same look of being able to size us up quickly and without judgment. Elva led me directly to the bar counter and waited his turn to be served. After setting a bowl of what smelled like oxtail stew down in front of an elderly man not very well balanced on a barstool, the male of the pair turned to us.

			“How can I serve you?”

			“That stew smells awfully good,” Elva said, returning the man’s smile with a carefully calculated one of his own. While the man ladled out two bowls of stew from the pot simmering on the side of the fireplace, Elva asked the woman whether they had any rooms available, and stood dickering with her while I carried our bowls to a table as far as possible from everyone else, especially the group of noisy students. I hoped he had money to pay them. I had given Oleander my last coin.

			A couple of people examined me out of the corners of their eyes as I settled down in front of my stew, but no one spoke to me. I realized that except for the people who were here together, no one paid any attention to anyone else.

			“I do not remember this place from when I was apprenticing,” I said to Elva as he sat down across from me, setting a plate of thick slices of coarse bread on the table between us. The innkeeper followed him with two big mugs of ale and Elva waited until the man left us before responding.

			“Judging by the way Predax was treated when I escorted him to the Red Court, I’m surprised they let you wander around down here.” He tore off a chunk of bread and dipped it into his stew.

			“We weren’t in any danger then,” I said, picking up my spoon.

			We chatted about unimportant things, even though no one paid us any attention. Elva asked me about my now-nonexistent limp, and I told him the same story I had told Arlyn, all those weeks ago when we were first on the Road to the City.

			“So your leg is not really injured?” he said. Which is more than Arlyn had guessed.

			“No,” I admitted. “But I learned early that I preferred to be underestimated.”

			“So what class of practitioner are you really?”

			I shrugged. “Hard to say. Medlyn advised me not to take any more of the exams. He could tell I was not happy, and he wanted me to have the option of leaving the City—something that’s easier the less important you are.”

			Elva waited, spoon in hand, until he saw that I had said all I meant to say for now. This small handful of minutes felt like we sat in the eye of a hurricane, knowing that soon the winds would come. Finally we carried a teapot and two cups up to our room, where I could use the leaves—along with two mice I found in the walls—to set wards. For a piece of biscuit each they were happy to wait in the dark corners outside our door. Any practitioner would know the wards were there, but they would not know why, nor would they be able to cross them. Mundanes would avoid our door without being aware of it, and could not hear us speaking.

			“Now that we’re safely behind wards, what was it that occurred to you while we were hiding outside the hotel?” Elva sprawled with a sigh on the small room’s only bed. Big enough for two, but only just. I sat on a low wooden stool, its hard oak seat softened by a worn embroidered cushion.

			It took a minute for my slow brain to know what Elva was talking about. I wondered how he had guessed that an idea had come to me. Then I remembered that we had been standing with our arms tight around one another. Apparently I was not as impassive as I thought.

			“Arlyn is low,” I said. The look on his face invited me to explain. “Not just low in energy like the men in the hotel. That’s not what causes it. In fact, it’s the other way around. The lowness drains him of energy. It’s not unhappiness,” I explained. “That’s temporary, it passes. If not treated, the lowness is permanent. It develops into a despair that deepens and deepens. In the early phases, Arlyn might fly into a rage, or begin to cry—either or both for little or no reason. Eventually he becomes unable to summon the energy to do the simplest things. Nothing seems worth the effort. Suicide begins to seem reasonable, death welcome.”

			“How is it he didn’t kill himself before now?” Elva rose to his feet and paced in the small space between my stool and the window.

			“He tried,” I said. “Apparently suicide is not an option for practitioners. Then I came to his village, and I have kept him level ever since.” Elva stood still and I watched his face as he sorted through what I had told him. I could almost tell what ideas occurred to him as they passed through his mind.

			“Does this mean that the Godstone is low as well?” He sat down on the bed again.

			“I do not know, but I believe I can find out.”

			I described to Elva how I leveled Arlyn. “I’ve never done it without touching him, but I have treated him so many times it may have created the right kind of bond between us. I should be able to reach him. In any case it’s worth a try. If he is low, and I can find him in the fog, we might be able to communicate without the Godstone knowing.”

			“And if you’re wrong?”

			“Would we be in any worse position than we are right now?”

			“Are you joking? He’ll know we’re alive. That pretty much ensures he’ll come after us, don’t you think?”

			“I see it as a chance I—we—have to take.”

			He studied my face, his brows drawn together and his lips parted as though he meant to speak. Finally he nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

			“Watch over me. Make sure I wake up again. Call my name if I sleep too long.”

			I wondered how Elva would react to the idea of such a passive role, but I did him an injustice. He had been a guard for years in his first life. Then a soldier and sheriff in his second. Young as he appeared, he was no boy who needed action to prove himself. He left me the bed, and took the room’s small stool for himself, sitting with his knees almost touching the rough wool blanket. He set one of his pistols on the edge of the straw-stuffed mattress, near to hand, and made sure the other was loose and ready in its holster.

			“Just wake me up, do not shoot me.” I was rewarded by a slight quirk to his lips. I lay down in the center of the bed. “A good thing we were not planning to sleep here,” I said. “The bed is just barely wide enough for two of us.”

			“We called it a wedding bed when I was young,” he said. “Perfect for those first few months when a married couple find it easy to sleep closely together. Before children and the rest of life’s interruptions change their sleeping habits. As a practitioner you probably called it something different.”

			“I would have called it too small,” I said. Smiling, I closed my eyes and began to breathe deeply, tying my breathing to the rhythm of the forran I chanted to myself.

			It took me so long to find Arlyn that I began to doubt whether my idea would work. When finally I arrived at the beach, I found that instead of the familiar white sand, the beach was now pebbled with small black, cream, and brown stones, rounded smooth by time, water, and each other. They compacted well, and made for comfortable walking, more comfortable, in a way, than dry sand. As much as I looked around me, however, I could not see any fog. To my right lay the sea; the view to my left was blocked by cliffs I had never seen before. A salt line on the rock face showed where the water would be when the tide came in. I would be swimming if I stayed here long enough.

			There were no clouds, and yet I could not see the sun. The sky was a dull, even silver-gray as though I stood under a huge pewter bowl.

			I followed the cliff around a jumble of black and jagged rocks. In the distance, I saw Arlyn sitting on an upthrust rock, his feet flat on the pebbled beach in front of him, his hands palm down on his thighs. Though we were still some way apart, I could not be wrong in my identification. The leveling forran connected me only to him. For the longest time my walking did not bring Arlyn any closer, and I began to worry. Some quality of sea, light, rock, or beach combined to distort my perspective. I had never spent so long a time in this place, and I wondered how much time was passing for Elva.

			It grew harder to walk, my feet slipping back slightly with each step I took. Finally I stopped and crouched down, placing my palms flat on the pebbles. They were damp and cool, and for a moment I felt I should lie down. I sang a forran of greeting and unity until that feeling passed. A wind arose, blowing my hair to one side and then the other as I straightened to my feet, arms spread wide to the salty air. When I set off once again, my feet moved swiftly, the pebbles no longer shifting under them, until I finally stood next to Arlyn.

			He looked older than I had ever seen him, drawn as if he had lost more weight than was healthy. His eyes were closed, but I could see them moving behind the lids, as though I had come upon him dreaming.

			“Arlyn, can you hear me?”

			At first I thought he could not, or that perhaps he had chosen not to answer me. Or feared to. “You may speak to me,” I assured him. “It is Fenra.”

			“I’m dreaming,” he said without opening his eyes. “He’s asleep, but I’m dreaming. He doesn’t dream, so he can’t follow me here.”

			“Arlyn, can you see me?” I thought he would open his eyes, but he only turned toward the sound of my voice. His face changed, however, as if he saw me.

			“Fenra. I’m so sorry.” He turned his face down and away, letting his head hang. “I should have stayed away. I thought I could fix it. I always thought I could fix it. Even the things that never needed fixing in the first place.” He looked at me again, with his closed eyes. “I meant to use you to fix it. I’m sorry.”

			“I knew, and I agreed,” I reminded him.

			“Sacrifice anything,” is what he said, as if he had not heard me. “Anyone. The destination is more important than the journey.”

			“That’s contrary to the general philosophy,” I said. I sat down cross-legged in front of him on the damp pebbles. They were surprisingly comfortable. I wondered if the tide would stay away while we were here. So much depended on whether “here” was in my mind or in Arlyn’s.

			“I knew better,” he said. “I knew better, I know better, I know best. I don’t make mistakes, I didn’t make mistakes, I never make mistakes. Others do but not me. I never do.”

			It seemed he would go on saying this forever, round and round, if I did not stop him. I took his right wrist in my practitioner’s hand and held firmly when he tried to pull away. “Arlyn. Listen to me. You know better now. You are trying to fix the damage you have done. We must go on trying. That is the important thing.”

			“But how? You’re dead. You can’t help me kill him.” He sat straighter, the different expression flashing across his face and disappearing again. I had seen that look before. He had thought of something.

			“Tell me.”

			He had slumped again. “I thought for a minute that you could kill me. I think that would kill him as well. But you’re already dead, so that won’t work.”

			“I am not dead, Arlyn. I escaped the chaos.”

			“I know that’s what I’d wish for, if I had my wish. This is only a dream. I can’t bear it and yet I don’t want to wake up.”

			“In that case I would like you to wish for some drier place.” He did not react. “Does he know you are dreaming?”

			“This is too much.” The words and the tone were such that you would expect the person uttering them to bury their head in their hands, but except for the restless eyes behind their lids, Arlyn never moved.

			“Arlyn, you are low. Let me level you.”

			“No!” So little was I expecting it that he was able to pull his hands away from mine before I could stop him. “No,” he said again, more quietly. “I can bear it. It slows him down. He doesn’t know it, but it slows him down.”

			“How is it the lowness came so suddenly?” I doubted he knew the answer, but I had to ask.

			A faded version of his grin appeared on his face. “You did it,” he said. “When he was pushing you, and you were trying to save yourself. You tried to make him too weak to hold you, and you made me low instead.”

			“Arlyn, does he feel the lowness? Does he know what it is?”

			“No. I don’t know. I think—run! Fenra, run! He’s waking up.”
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			Elvanyn

			Normally Elva found cleaning his guns soothing, restful. Like a meditation. Now, however, though he’d cleaned both of them, he didn’t feel any of the calm he usually did. He thought about doing it again.

			“Don’t be an idiot,” he said aloud. He’d already learned speaking wouldn’t break into Fenra’s forran. He hoped it was working, whatever it was she was doing. He hoped he’d be able to wake her up if she was in there too long. He wished she’d told him how long “too long” actually was. Maybe he should wake her now.

			Fenra gasped as if in response to his thought, eyes flying open, panting as though she’d been running. Elva re-holstered the guns he’d drawn in reflex and helped her sit up, holding the cup of water for her until she was steady enough to hold it herself.

			“Did you find him?” She nodded without speaking. “And?”

			She held up a hand, palm out, and Elva sat back on his heels, waiting as patiently as he could for her breathing to slow to normal. “He believes he is dreaming. He does not know I was really there.”

			“Where ‘there’ means a place that doesn’t exist.”

			She cuffed him and he grinned at her. “You know perfectly well what I mean,” she said.

			“How much did this tire you?” He had never seen her skin so ashy. Even her hair looked limp.

			“Does that window open? Fresh air should help.”

			No one wasted glass on an attic window. Come to think of it, Elva doubted he’d find a glazed window in the whole place. The whole block if it came to that. He turned the wooden toggle holding the shutters closed and tugged at them. Nothing moved. At first he thought the shutters had been nailed shut, but he couldn’t find any nail heads.

			“The wood’s all swollen and warped,” Fenra said from behind him. He looked over his shoulder. She sat gripping the edge of the bed with her eyes closed. “It’s the damp air coming off the sea,” she added, her eyes still shut. “We’re very close to the water here.”

			Elva glanced around the room but saw nothing he could use to pry open the swollen wood. Grimacing, he pulled free the pistol hanging on his right side. He hated to use a gun this way, but he didn’t see another option. Reversing his hold, he hammered at the shutters with the grip until he’d chipped off enough wood to force one open.

			Fenra was already standing, and he helped her position the stool under the open window so she could put her face directly into the cool breeze that blew through the narrow opening. The air smelled of salt, and fish, and faintly of rot. She held onto the edge of the windowsill with both hands, finally stretching her practitioner’s hand out into the air.

			“It’s raining.” She pulled her cupped hand back in and wiped the rain she’d collected onto her face. The air must be doing her good, he thought. She was looking better already.
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			Arlyn

			Phoenix Plaza looks much the same as always, eating places, private clubs, a couple of private homes in the streets immediately around the huge square. Late, but still horses and carriages, private and for hire. I think about taking one, almost raise my hand, but where would I go?

			“Here now, fellow, had a bit too much, have we?”

			A grip on my arm, holding me up. Voice friendly, half amused. I struggle to get my feet under me, stop myself from brushing him away. There’s a darkness, a blank in my memory. I don’t remember sitting down. I nod at the man who helps me, convince him I’m well enough to leave. He doesn’t want to stay, just to help.

			“What was that?” I ask as soon as the other man rejoins his friends.

			“Told you, body needs rest.”

			“And I told you I wanted to see the stars.”

			“Now you’ve seen them, can we rest?”

			I take a deep breath, look around to check my bearings, freeze.

			“It’s different,” I say.

			“It’s the City,” I said.

			“Yes, but a moment ago there were carriages for hire, and gas lamps. Look.” I point, he looks up, simultaneously. “There are cords strung across the streets, oil lanterns hanging from them.”

			“Different,” I said, craning upward to see. “I didn’t do this.”

			“No, we didn’t.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Fenra

			“Elva,” I said.

			“Yes, I’m getting up, don’t worry.”

			“No, look at me.”

			He rolled over and swung his feet onto the floor. “You look fine, why?”

			I felt like an idiot. Of course I looked “fine” to him now that I was rested. “My clothing has changed again,” I told him. “The cut is very similar, but the lapels and cuffs are wider, and look, the waistcoat is single-breasted.” I held out the garment for his inspection.

			“My guns?” he asked me.

			“Unchanged.” The look of relief on his face made me touch him on the shoulder. “Your clothes also,” I added. “At least, the ones you brought from the New Zone.”

			“What happened?”

			I pulled on my waistcoat and began doing up the—single-breasted—buttons. “The Mode changed sometime in the night,” I told him.

			“His—its doing?”

			I sat down on the bed a little more heavily than I planned. This had shaken me more than I realized. “He meant to bring everything up to the same level as the City, not the other way around.” He had not destroyed the world, but things were getting worse, not better.

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			The boy had said his name was Oleander, which I doubted very much. He neither dressed nor spoke in such a way to persuade me his parents would have chosen such a name.

			“Maybe,” he informed me when I asked him about it, “but it’s my name now.”

			As far as I could see, his clothing hadn’t changed significantly from the night before, but then, servants’ clothing lags behind changes in fashion. He had put his lamp away, now that it wasn’t needed, and stood ready to run any message or deliver any parcel—or carry it behind someone while they shopped. He was neatly enough dressed for that.

			“He were up early,” he said around a huge mouthful of the turnover stuffed with cooked egg and onion we had given him for breakfast. I made a sign that he should swallow before continuing. I did not want him choking on our account. “Wanted a horse and all. He comes out to the stable yard and stands around, but no one comes to serve him, so I goes in and he tells me to fetch him out a horse and saddle it.”

			“You should never have done that,” I said, my heart pounding. “You could have been killed.”

			“I’m here, ain’t I? So calm yourself.” The child had the nerve to smile at me. “I ask him if he needs a guide, or a lunch packed for him—see, I was trying to get him to say where he was going.”

			I shook my head. Only the young were brave—or foolhardy—enough to take this kind of risk.

			“Get to the point, ragamuffin, or there’s no second breakfast for you.”

			Oleander shot Elvanyn a grin that showed a bit of egg caught in his teeth. “So he says never mind, he figures he can find his way to the next county by himself.” “County” is what mundanes call the Modes.

			“Did he mention any particular place?” Elva asked.

			The boy shrugged, licked his fingertip and blotted up the crumbs on his plate with it. He looked at Elva with eyebrows raised and he gave a nod to the woman behind the bar counter. Oleander waited until another egg turnover was on its way before continuing. “I figure it’s to the town, where else?”

			“How do you figure that?” I asked before Elva could.

			“No luggage, no food,” the boy said smugly. “Not going to sleep rough, is he? ‘Gentleman’ like him can’t be planning to go much further without a change of clothes, so’s likely to be heading for a place where he won’t need them, or he can buy more.”

			“Sound enough reasoning,” Elva said.

			The boy sat back, satisfaction on his face along with a smear of butter from the pastry in his hand. I hoped he was not still hungry; Elva could not have many coins left, and I had no more letters of credit. I thought with regret of the basket in Medlyn’s vault.

			“You’ve thought of something,” Elva said.

			“Someone has to,” Oleander murmured under his breath.

			“We must go.” I got to my feet.

			Oleander crammed in the last mouthful of turnover and stood up, dusting the crumbs off his hands onto his trousers.

			“We will no longer require your services,” I said while he was still trying to swallow.

			As the boy choked on his food, Elva thumped him on the back, looking at me with raised eyebrows. I shook my head minutely and touched my cravat. Elva gave the merest shrug and sat the boy down, handing him the dregs of the beer in his mug.

			“Don’t worry, partner. We need help again, we’re not going to use someone else, now are we? We’ve made an investment in you,” he tapped the boy’s full belly, “and we’re not likely to forget it.”

			Though I would not have expected it, Elva’s gruffness, along with his blatant self-interest, seemed to be what reassured the boy most. It amused me that Oleander would take the word of a man of the street. Each relies most on its own kind.

			I opened the locket the moment we were alone.

			“Didn’t think we’d be back here so soon,” Elva said.

			“There may be a secret here that will help us get to Arlyn quickly. If it’s where I think it is, and if I can use the forran.” I left him standing in the middle of the room while I went to the section of the shelves that held Medlyn’s newest books. These would have been the theories he had worked on after I had left for the outer Modes. I began where the books and papers were strange to me.

			Almost immediately I found a book with my own name on the spine. My excitement died away when I saw the names of other apprentices lined up on the same shelf. Not left particularly for me, then.

			“What makes you think there’s something here to find?” Elva tossed his hat onto the table where we had been eating, sat down, and swung one leg over the arm of his chair.

			“Medlyn used to visit me regularly, every month or so. He would come and spend a few days, teach me a new forran, help me to make one of mine general so anyone could use it. One visit, a young man was dying. He had gone boar hunting, and had the bad luck to get slashed on the thigh. By the time they got him home, the wound was infected and he was delirious with fever. I took care of the physical wound,” I said, “but the delirium would not respond to any forran I knew. Medlyn thought he had heard of one that could help, but he had to go to the City for it. Of course I let him go, though he could not possibly return in time.”

			“What happened?” Elva said when I fell silent remembering.

			“Medlyn left and was back the same day.”

			“The locket, do you think?”

			“Perhaps. But I thought he must have finally created a forran to move from Mode to Mode without using the Road. When I finished my apprenticeship, he was still in the theoretical stage of the research, but I realized that day he must have finished it.”

			Elva remained admirably silent, but as I was rereading a particular page I grew aware of his breathing. When I looked round at him, I found him practicing sword movements with his eyes closed. His balance was remarkable, his movements graceful, almost like a dance, if you could overlook the weapon in his hand. As a rule practitioners do not learn the martial arts, but I knew enough to recognize that Elva performed the standard movements and patterns of fighting with a sword, over and over again, with a slight increase in speed at every repetition. As if he could feel my gaze, he drew slowly to a standstill facing me exactly and opened his eyes.

			“Did you find it?”
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			Fifteen
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			Arlyn

			AS LONG AS I didn’t know, he couldn’t know. Lucky. Wanted so much for Fenra to be alive, must have hallucinated speaking with her. Maybe the chaos hadn’t consumed her. Maybe she’d used the locket. Maybe not everything I touched got destroyed.

			Maybe—maybe what? Mentally I shook myself. Maybe she was coming to my rescue? Maybe we would all live through this? At least with Fenra and Elva gone I could stop worrying about them.

			“I can feel you thinking,” I say. “Like a buzzing. What are you doing? Why does the body feel so tired?”

			“I’m old, you know.”
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			Elvanyn

			With one hand resting on the hilt of his sword, Elva examined the whole room again, squinting from time to time, secretly hoping he’d be able to see something where he hadn’t before. “Too much to hope for,” he said under his breath.

			“What was that?” Fenra asked without turning to face him. She looked like she was running her fingers along the spines of books that weren’t there.

			“I said, ‘Is a fire too much to hope for?’ ”

			Now she did turn around. “Are you cold?”

			He brushed this off with a wave of his hand. “It might make the place a bit homier, is all.” He gestured at the walls around him. “All these empty shelves. Gets a bit depressing after a while.”

			“Are you hungry?” Without waiting for an answer, she glanced at the basket and pitcher still on the table at the far end of the room. He could see those all right. And every shelf, basket, chest, pitcher, bowl, and plate. He just couldn’t see what they contained. When he turned back to her she’d gone back to the shelves as if he wasn’t there. His stomach growled, loudly, and she didn’t even turn around. Maybe she was concentrating too hard. Five more minutes, and then I’ll ask her to stop and get me something to eat. Elva sat down on the sofa and spread his arms out along the back. Told himself his guns didn’t need cleaning.

			Fenra stopped moving, and Elva sat up straight, automatically checking his weapons. He’d seen that frown before. From the look of it, she was reading from a small book, her practitioner’s hand half-folded in the air, her right poised to turn a page. She turned it. Her brows lifted, and she began to nod short, shallow movements. When her lips formed a smile, Elva stood up. She’d found it.

			She glanced at him and her smile broadened. “I’ve found it,” she said. “But it may take all my strength. We had better eat. I hope you’re hungry.”

			They both laughed when his stomach growled again.

			“The difficulty is I cannot tell from the work journal whether this is the final version of Medlyn’s forran. There must be one, I know he used it, but is it the one I found?” Fenra said, once she’d fetched warm venison stew, soft rolls that smelled of saffron, and apples from one of the cupboards.

			“Can you use it anyway?”

			She shrugged. “At first the forran made no sense, but I finally realized that, unlike most of Medlyn’s other forrans, this one wasn’t designed for general use.”

			“How do you mean?” Elva asked.

			“All forrans begin as something unique to their creators,” she said as she tore a roll in half. “Then they’re reworked and refined until they can be used by others—if that’s the creator’s intention. Only a few of my healing forrans have been reworked, for example, since I have always worked alone, without even an apprentice.”

			“But you know how to fix this one so you can use it?”

			She paused, spoon halfway to her mouth. “If I had not already experienced what the locket can do, not to mention the self-filling containers . . . I was a good apprentice. I spent many hours studying my mentor’s forrans, and he gave me the key to his vault.” She touched the locket through the thin cloth of her shirt. “His pattern recognizes me. So yes, I should be able to adapt this forran for my own use.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			Now they’d been together so long, Elva thought he could tell what Fenra was thinking, even though her expressions—like all practitioners’—didn’t change very much. But there, the sudden obscuring of her right eye as the lid flickered down and up again.

			“You’ve done it?” He wished, not for the first time, that he could help her. She smiled, her teeth ivory white against the darkness of her skin. Her hands moved as if she was shutting the book he couldn’t see.

			Then she was gone.

			His sharp intake of breath sounded as though it came from someone else.

			“I’ll be damned.” He hoped the locket still worked wherever it was she’d disappeared to. He knew that people could last quite a time without food, but he’d feel the lack of water much sooner. He looked around, lips pursed in a silent whistle. Empty shelves. Empty pitcher on the table. Empty baskets. He checked the cupboard where Fenra had returned the stew pot. Empty.

			At least Arlyn had abandoned him in a place he could survive.

			That thought should have made him feel worse, but instead a smile formed on his lips. Fenra wasn’t Arlyn, or Xandra, or anyone else but herself. And Fenra Lowens wouldn’t leave him here alone if there was anything she could do about it.

			A whoosh of air and Fenra stood dripping on the carpet exactly where she’d disappeared, smelling of lilies and green water. She held up one hand just in time to stop him from hugging her.

			“I am soaking wet,” she said unnecessarily. “And I stink.”

			“Swamp?” Elva knew brackish water when he smelled it.

			“A round pool, at least that’s what it looked like,” she said. “Wherever it is, there’s no movement to the water. Achhh!” With the very tips of her fingers, Fenra picked up something he couldn’t see, shook it carefully, and set it on the nearest flat surface. She then pulled the fronts of her jacket away from her body with a squelching sound. Elva took hold of the collar and pulled it down off her arms, careful not to strain the seams. Cufflinks and narrower sleeves made the shirt trickier.

			“Maybe I’d better make sure there’s something for me to change into before I go any further,” she said, wringing the shirt out as Elva shook out the jacket and hung it carefully over the back of the chair. Water dripped off the sleeves onto the floor. Where it disappeared.

			“Perfect.” Fenra straightened up from looking into one of the chests against the wall. She had green trousers and a cream-colored shirt in her hands. She tossed the fresh clothing onto the next chest and dove in again, coming up with vest, socks, and cravat. Under other circumstances he’d enjoy watching things appear out of the air.

			“Where does everything go, when you’re not touching it?” he asked her as she pulled the silk shirt over her head and tucked it into the trousers.

			“If I had to guess—and I do—I’d say nowhere,” she said. “I think it doesn’t exist until it’s needed, and then it’s always here, like the food. You did not find yourself suddenly hungry when we left the vault, did you? The food didn’t disappear from your stomach?”

			He waved his hand around the room. “But what about the books, and the other things on the shelves? Why can’t I see them, even when you have one in your hands? Is it like the changes in the Modes that commoners can’t see?”

			Her eyes narrowed and she turned around once, scanning the empty shelves. Finally she nodded. “It could be . . . or, unlike the items in containers, the books and artifacts are always here—unchanging,” she said. “Their invisibility could be a forran, either laid on any mundane who enters, or laid on the contents themselves.”

			“Can you undo it?” Things would sure be easier if he could see what she saw. He might even be able to help her.

			“I have only just now considered the forran’s existence. There is no estimating the amount of time it might take to undo it—if I could. As you can see,” she indicated the pile of wet clothes, “I have an imperfect grasp of Medlyn’s work, even when I have read the forrans and notes myself.”

			“What about laying one of your own forrans on me? One that would counteract this one without trying to undo it?”

			She tapped her pursed lips with the index finger of her practitioner’s hand. “I can try.”
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			Fenra

			It hadn’t even occurred to me to draw over Medlyn’s forran with one of my own. That changed the nature of the problem entirely—modify, do not destroy. The endeavor struck me as being similar to some aspects of healing. If I could adapt one of my own forrans—say that which allowed me to isolate or enclose foreign matter in an ailing body . . . could my forran treat Medlyn’s like matter foreign to Elva’s body? I began to concentrate.

			The basic pattern of my healing forran appeared quickly between my hands, and I set it in place to examine it as closely as I had done when I first created it. I walked around it, turned and spun it, examining it from all sides. Not that it had sides, but thinking of it as three-dimensional helped me to come at the thing from a new direction. Eventually I thought I could see how to modify it. I had frequently used this forran with good results to isolate infection. As any good healer knows, infections are caused by tiny, minute bits of matter, tangible, but too small for the unaided eye to see, though not too small for the practicing mind. It was only one step from there to using the forran to isolate intangible matter—also, in its way, too small for the eye to see.

			When I was ready, I opened my eyes and almost lost control over my forran.

			Medlyn’s pattern hovered around Elva. I could see it now, like dust particles in a ray of sunshine. Except that these particles formed a specific shape.

			“What is it?” Elva said. “You have a funny look on your face and you’re smiling.”

			“I can see Medlyn’s forran. Using the locket so frequently must have fine-tuned my sensitivity to his work.” I felt lighthearted, as if I had performed some test well and my mentor had praised me.

			“So you can take it away?”

			I shook my head, lower lip between my teeth. “If I had more time, I think I could. I can see, for example, that it is a forran that overlies you, it is not part of you. It’s like a garment that, in a way, you step into when you enter the vault. And like the garment, it can be removed.” Unlike my own healing forrans. When I healed someone, a small part of my pattern remained within them. They could develop some other illness, but never the same one again.

			“So it’s back to the first plan? Neutralize it somehow?”

			I nodded without answering. I walked around Elva and watched carefully as my modified healing forran settled around Medlyn’s, connecting here and there with tiny flashes of light that made me blink. Finally my forran began to shrink, pulling softly at Medlyn’s, tucking in here, folding over there, until it became so small that I saw it only because I knew it was there. At this point, in healing, I would reach in and pull my forran out, taking the infection with it, leaving a tiny piece of pattern behind. As it was, I felt I could not attempt that now. Medlyn’s forran was not an illness. What if it would not come out? What if I injured Elva somehow in the attempt?

			His lips curled into a smile as he turned from one side to another. Clearly he could now see what I had been seeing all along. Though perhaps not all, I thought. He was so delighted that though his hands moved, they forgot to go through his touching ritual.

			“This is marvelous,” he said, approaching the shelves holding the models of bridges.

			“Do not touch those artifacts!” I moved fast enough to catch him by the elbow before he got any closer. “You do not know what any of them do.”

			“If they do something.” His face told me he was not disagreeing with me. “Anything here could be like the locket, couldn’t it? It could take us somewhere else.”

			“Wait.” His words triggered a thought and I laid a finger on the nearest shelf. All of the models were either of fountains or of bridges. Medlyn had started making these in the last year of my apprenticeship—I should have known they weren’t just a hobby; he would not have brought them to the vault unless they had more than a personal significance. But none of them opened, or appeared functional in any way.

			I turned to Elva, sliding my practitioner’s hand from his elbow to his upper arm. Hard muscle tensed and then loosened. “Now that you can see everything, and can find food and drink, it’s safe for me to leave you here.”

			He pulled his arm away. “Leave me? Are you insane?” His right hand actually shifted as though he would pull out one of his guns.

			“You would be so much safer.” I could not believe he would argue with me. “You could have been lost—I almost lost you in the chaos.” I could feel my face grow hot.

			“I was trying to help you!”

			“Your trying to help me could get both of us killed. And stop yelling at me.”

			He closed his mouth on what he was about to say and took a breath. In a much calmer and quieter voice he said, “What if you don’t come back?”

			“Why would I not—” I stopped talking when he raised an index finger to me.

			“I know you would, but what if you can’t? I’d be alone here. I won’t even know what happened to you. How long do you think I can last?”

			“But there would be food and . . .” I subsided again. Evidently I had not thought this through to the logical conclusion.

			“And how long before I blow my brains out? Never mind food and drink, how long can I last in here alone?”

			I heard the words he did not say aloud. In the other world at least there had been people, animals, things to do and places to go. Crossing my arms, I leaned against the shelves behind me, the wooden edges digging into my shoulder blades. I tried to imagine what it would be like for Elva to be alone here. Here there was nothing. How long before the jug that always provided the drink most needed gave Elva poisoned wine? A year? A month? A week?

			Finally I raised my eyes to meet his. I had no answer, and he knew it.

			“I’m a soldier, a sheriff,” he said finally. “I know the world is dangerous, and that my job could get me killed—most likely to, in fact. I can face the danger. What I can’t face . . .” He gestured around him with his hands.

			I found myself looking into Elva’s dark eyes, reading everything in them. “It is better not to be alone,” I told him. “For me as well. But,” I added as a smile returned to his lips, “we go as partners. You are not my bodyguard and I am not yours. We are each able to protect ourselves, and we will act accordingly.”

			He shrugged and touched his pistols and sword hilt. “Well, I hope you’ll save me, if you should see the need. Practitioner,” he added. “We’ll be like a posse, with you the sheriff and me the deputy.” This time his smile reached his eyes. “You tell me what to shoot, and I’ll shoot it. Now what, boss?”

			“We eat.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			It was a restless meal. Elva kept getting up to examine some item on the shelves that caught his eye, careful always to keep his hands off. There were weapons in one section, another sword, short with a simple hilt; an elaborately inlaid crossbow, so delicate it would surely break if used; an axe that looked more appropriate for cutting wood. Two muskets, seven pistols, and four boxes of shot. Once or twice he stopped to read the titles on the spines of a few of the books.

			Nor could I sit as quietly as I should have. I kept being drawn to the exquisite models of fountains and bridges. I smiled when I found one that matched the crude stone fountain where we fetched water in the village. There was one in particular . . .

			“Elva.” He straightened with alacrity and came to stand at my right elbow. “Does this look familiar to you?” I pointed to a fountain with a wide, flat bowl, surmounted by a smaller one. A column of three human figures rose from the center of the smaller bowl and held yet another, much smaller one above their heads. This smallest bowl had what appeared to be large fruits, showing florets at the blossom ends. It was impossible for me to tell from where the water came, whether it sprang upward from spouts at the edges of the widest level or spilled down from above, pouring bowl to bowl.

			Elva drew down his brows, mouth twisted to one side. His face cleared and he nodded, tapping the edge of the shelf with his fingers. “I know it,” he said. “I remember it from my earlier life, but I saw it again just lately. It used to be in a public square, in the old part of the City. Now it’s been swallowed up by the Red Court.”

			“It must be from before my time,” I told him. “I do not remember anything like that.”

			“I swear it’s the same fountain. What are you thinking?”

			I laid a careful right-hand finger on the outermost edge of the model. “I was facing in this direction when I disappeared. An old, disused fountain might well contain water lilies.”

			“This one did.”

			I nodded, stepped back, and picked up Medlyn’s book from where I had set it on the table. “It might explain something here,” I added when Elva looked at me for more. “There’s a section where the forran appears to describe two separate components. I took it to mean the forran itself and the practitioner. Now I wonder whether the two parts are the forran and a model, where each model would lead to a separate place.” I approached the model fountain, book in hand.

			“That book has your name on it.”

			“No it doesn’t . . .” I turned the book over and Elva was right. It did have my name on it. “I swear it had another title when I first picked it up.” I looked up and smiled. “Evidently I am doing something right.”

			“Well, we’d be wrong to try using that fountain again.” Elva nodded toward the model. “If you’re right, and it’s the target, we’ll end up smack in the middle of the Red Court. We need to find one less public.”

			“But if I am right, we know that we can both reach it, and come back from it.” Changing only one variable at a time is one of the basics of experimenting in the practice.

			“Exactly. If anyone saw you just now—saw anything at all—they’ll have set someone to watching. Remember what Predax told me—the tension between the two Courts is high just now, and the sudden appearance of what could only be a practitioner might look like some kind of attack to them.”

			I try not to be annoyed when I am wrong and someone else is right. I try very hard.

			It turned out the trickiest part was finding a model we could both agree on. Partners, that is what I had said, so I could not simply overrule him. There was one bridge I was certain I recognized, but Elva did not know it. Another he swore he had seen, and that Xandra had told him was in the Fourth Mode, but which I had never seen. Between us we tentatively identified seventeen models, though we only had four of these in common. And if we were right, each model corresponded to a different Mode.

			“Seventeen. Are there really that many counties? I mean Modes?”

			I nodded, still focused on what looked like a plain olivewood bowl, painstakingly carved by hand. Only its position on the shelves told us that it was included in the collection of models. “Probably more, if each of these is from a different Mode. They don’t exist anymore, but they may have once. Medlyn was not as old as Arlyn, but he was old. There are books, very old books, that describe practitioners reaching a previously unknown area, in effect, a new Mode. No one travels in that fashion anymore, so maybe those Modes disappeared. I am likely the one who has been the farthest out.”

			“One day I’m going to want to hear all about this, but right now it’s not helpful.”

			I nodded again. I wanted to try the fountain in the village. However, I knew that to be nothing but homesickness, and I could not indulge at this moment.

			“We need to know where to go.”

			That drew my attention. “The last we saw, the Godstone was in the City. We have already agreed that the fountain in the Red Court is too dangerous a destination.”

			“Maybe it’s there, maybe it isn’t. But I bet you can find it.” Elva sounded assured. “Arlyn said you can find anything natural, and whatever the Godstone is, the body it’s in—Arlyn’s body—is natural. If there’s any of Arlyn left, then you can find him. If it turns out he’s still in the City, fine, we know how to get there. If we know for sure he isn’t, that’s the time to figure out which model to use.”

			I sat down, palms resting on my thighs, and shut my eyes. I knew I could find Arlyn, and only Arlyn, on the beach, if he was asleep. But would that help me find where his actual body was? In truth, I thought it might. I had leveled Arlyn so many times, it should be much easier for me to find him than it had been to find help in Elva’s world.

			Of course, then I had been in Elva’s world. And when I had found Arlyn on the beach, we had both been in the City. Would I be able to find him from Medlyn’s vault?

			I pushed out the breath I was holding and began breathing slowly, regularly, centering myself, feeling for my memory of Arlyn’s pattern. I had seen it drawn on a piece of paper, pen and ink. I had given it color. I had seen it alive, so to speak, in Arlyn’s workshop. A small part of me that was not engaged in this search felt Elva take my right hand.

			“You’re pointing. Fenra.”

			I opened my eyes and saw that I was pointing quite clearly at a model of a bridge.

			“That is a bridge over the Daura,” Elva said. “I’ve gone hunting in that county.”

			“At least we will not get wet,” I said.

			“So long as we land on the bridge.”
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			Arlyn

			“You aren’t helping,” I say.

			I looked out the window. What had been a nice stone bridge, arched across the river just downstream, was now mostly wood. And the three-story hotel we’d gone to sleep in had turned overnight into a single-story inn. We hadn’t done this. Not on purpose anyway. Out of our hands. “This was never my idea,” I said.

			“Still not helping.”

			I feel his agitation, and I try to control our breathing, but he prevents it. “Let me,” I say. “Emotion gets in the way of rational thought and planning.” Don’t know why I bother.

			Maybe I could fall asleep, dream of Fenra again.

			“We need to try something else,” I say, but I breathe more slowly. Pulse slows down.

			“Bad way to experiment,” I said. “Stabilize first, then change variables.”

			I feel a hot rush of anger, more me than him. Surprises me. “Stable is what we’re trying to do,” I say. “These are your forrans. You’re the one who said start in the City and where did that get us?”

			“Uh-huh.” Wondered was he getting low. “Now that we’re here, any new ideas?”
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			Elvanyn

			Fenra gave him a look that plainly told him she wasn’t amused. He thought she looked tired, but then, after all they’d been through, had Elva ever seen her well-rested? She was thinner, he thought, than when they’d met. How long ago had that been? He rubbed at his eyes. Maybe he was the tired one.

			Or maybe he was just trying to stall. Now that he could see everything in the vault, the prospect of staying here felt like a good idea. It was hard to think about leaving what felt like the safest place on earth. Fenra stood with her arms crossed, index finger of her practitioner’s hand tapping against her right upper arm. She glanced at him.

			“How soon can you be ready?” she asked.

			So much for stalling. “What’s to prepare?” he asked her. “I’m already carrying all the weapons and ammunition I’ve got.”

			“There’s nothing here you can use?” She tilted her head toward the shelves holding weapons.

			“That’s all shot for pistols, no bullets.” He paused. “I’ve taken a second knife. Maybe you want one too.”

			He waited for her to tell him she wouldn’t need it, but instead, after a moment for thought, she picked one of the knives off the shelf and studied it, eyebrows drawn down.

			“Not that one,” he said, taking it from her hand. Her fingers were icy. “Here, this one’s got a better grip, and a belt.” He strapped it around her waist and adjusted the knife to hang handy for her practitioner’s hand. She smelled of almonds. Toasted almonds.

			“This ruins the hang of my trousers,” she said.

			“Yes, that’s what’s important right now.” But she had made him smile.

			She took a few more minutes to prepare, touching the locket lying between her breasts over and over, as if she communicated with her dead mentor. For all Elva knew to the contrary, she did. It was well known—at least it had been in his time—that different practitioners had different powers, and that some were stronger than others. He’d seen Fenra do things he’d never seen anybody else do, even Xandra.

			He hoped that was going to be enough.

			Finally she finished whatever meditations she’d been doing and gestured him to come closer to her.

			“Put your arms around me,” she said, waving him even closer. “Hug me as tight as you can, grip your own wrists. Whatever happens, do not let go of me.”

			“Not a chance.”

			This time he thought he could feel the transition, a sudden wash of icy cold, then burning hot, then a sensation as if tiny insects crawled over his skin. Each took fragments of seconds to happen, and finally his heels and feet struck heavily down on what felt like a wooden floor, with a sound like a blow to an empty barrel. This bridge wasn’t stone.

			His arms were empty.

			“What happened to not letting go?”
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			Fenra

			I could smell the sea. I saw nothing, heard nothing. But I smelled the sea. Slow as a sunrise, the darkness around me grew lighter, and I was standing on the beach once more. It was then I realized Elva was not with me.

			My breath caught in my throat and my chest tightened until I had to force myself to inhale, deliberately drawing in air and pushing it back out. He must have been left in the vault. Reaching into the top of my collar, I pulled out the chain that held the locket. My fingers shook as I fumbled at the catch, but not as much as they did a moment later.

			Nothing happened. Wait, I thought. Was I even here? Perhaps my body had remained in the vault? When I reached into this place to level Arlyn, neither of us was physically “here,” if that word had any concrete meaning. Our bodies remained in the real world. If those words had any concrete meaning.

			“Sometimes other people go away, but I’m always right here,” I said aloud. My voice sounded exactly as it should sound in the open air. My friend Hal used to say that when Medlyn was trying to teach us moving forrans—which actually meant finding out if we could. It’s a rarely found power, and my old mentor was the only practitioner who taught it. Hal’s observation was his way of saying that you had to keep focused on yourself, to not lose yourself in the move. Some did get lost, we heard, though we were never told what happened to them.

			Me? I could use someone else’s moving forran, but I could not write one myself. Healing was my strong power. Ironic, considering the twisted leg that had brought me to the City in the first place.

			I began walking with the sea in the direction I always took when looking for Arlyn, alert to any change in light or wind, expecting the fog at any moment. After walking until my legs and back were tired and sore, I sat down. The nearby arm of the bay appeared no nearer. “I must really be here.” My voice still sounded normal, and I wanted something to listen to besides the sounds of the water. “Otherwise how could my back ache?” There was a flaw in that logic, but I was too tired to find it.

			Ione Miller, back in the village, used to sing when she was bored, or doing some repetitive task. It gave her something to do, she used to say, along with letting her feel that time was passing. No one wanted to hear me sing. Not even me.

			After a while I began to feel I was not alone. I reached out with the power I use to find or call animals—and help, and Arlyn—but I could detect nothing living. Not even in the sea. Yet something was here, I knew it. I shot fast glances over my shoulders, hoping to catch some movement, anything that could explain the feeling that I was being watched.

			“Would you show yourself, please? Do you need my help?”

			As if in answer, a wave rose up the beach and didn’t return to the sea. In fact, a portion of it came further up than the old water line, rattling pebbles and pushing worn empty shells and other debris before it. I scrambled to my feet, though the water stopped at least two feet away. As I watched, it filled a small hollow, pooling without draining away through the pebbles.

			The surface of the pool bulged upward, as if air was blowing into it from below. A large bubble formed, a shimmering iridescence, not unlike blown glass, marking where it shivered in the air. It moved abruptly, roughly, as if it wanted to be a different shape. I took a few slow steps toward it, my hands raised. The bubble immediately disappeared, though the water remained. I retraced my steps. Perhaps my movement had frightened it.

			As I had this thought, the beach before me erupted into the air. I threw up my arms to protect my face. Water, sand, shells, and pebbles swirled as though caught up in a waterspout. The force of the wind increased and I fell to my knees, covering my head as best I could. It had been a little like this in the chaos, I thought, but there I had not been alone. Finally the noise and wind eased, and I was able to peer between my forearms and look. What had been a shapeless cloud of debris had solidified somewhat, but it was lumpy and grotesque, as though a child had been trying to make a sculpture of an animal she had never seen. Though I could not imagine the size of the child who could play with what I saw before me.

			Movement slowed, and quickened. Just as I thought I could see a shape, it was gone, replaced with another. Finally, moving as though it was stiff and in pain, the debris began to take a human shape, deformed, I thought, until I realized the lower half of the being remained below the surface of the beach. Though it seemed to be moving still.

			I scrabbled backward like a crab, pushing myself with hands and heels. The being placed the palms of its hands on the beach in front of it, as if it leaned forward on a table.

			“Please don’t,” I whispered, unsure what I asked for. In my imagination I saw the being pushing itself upward, and pulling its unseen lower torso and legs out of the beach. Was it human-shaped all the way down? And if it wasn’t? Which would be worse? I covered my mouth with my right hand to stop my teeth chattering and I believe I may have lost consciousness. When I became aware again, I was lying on my side, still with my hand over my mouth, and the being was still in front of me.

			It was looking at me now. Before it hadn’t been, but it was now. I lowered my hands and pushed myself into a sitting position.

			“Are you the Maker?” I asked. I wished I had not made fun of Arlyn when he suggested that one existed.

			The being tilted its head as if considering my words.

			“No.” Its mouth did not open, its lips never moved. Its voice was the sound of rock rubbing against rock, of waves, of drifting sand, and, strangely, of the wind in the trees.

			My own mouth was dry. “May I ask what—who you are?” A living being, definitely, though without gender.

			As if it had heard and understood my thoughts, this time the mouth opened and the lips formed words. “I am here. This is me.”

			“You are . . .” I cleared my throat again to loosen my vocal chords. “Was it you who examined us in the chaos?” I gestured around me with my right hand. “Is that where home is for you?” Perhaps it had pulled this place from my mind.

			“No,” it said again.

			I squeezed my eyes tight shut. I had not spoken aloud. “Not my mind,” I said, determined to speak my thoughts aloud rather than have them plucked from my brain. Ah, it would have heard that. “Is this place in your mind?”

			“All places. Reach you. Difficult. My child.”

			“You look for your child?” What kind of child could it possibly have?

			“No. You. My child.”

			All the fine hairs on my arms stood up. “Me? I am your child?”

			“All.”

			“All people?”

			“No. My people,” and it held up its left hand.

			The air froze in my lungs. “Practitioners,” I breathed.

			“Yes.”

			The air carried an overwhelming feeling of relief, that I understood.

			“Yes. Slow. It will come. Patience.”

			I hoped it meant explanations were coming.

			“Yes.”

			At first I thought it had difficulty speaking our language, but I realized suddenly that it was both more simple and more complicated than that. It had never before created a part of itself that could speak. It had reshaped the pebbles of the beach into a sort of mouth and tongue.

			“Is there something I can do for you?” A weird thought occurred. “Are you hurt? Do you need healing?” How long had it been trying to attract my attention? Years?

			“Yes.”

			Then it opened its eyes. “Come,” it said, holding out a hand large enough for me to step onto.

			I could hear my heart thumping in my ears, feel it hammer in my chest. “You want me to come with you?” I repeated.

			“Be with me, join me.” It held out both hands.

			But I was already a part of it, isn’t that what it had said? If I went—or joined—would I come back? What about Elva? I pushed that thought away.

			“Safe,” it said. “Both. Come.”

			It said it was injured. I had offered to help, to heal it. I had to at least try.

			“Only way,” it said, once again not quite answering a question I had not quite asked.

			I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to regain control over the beating of my heart. I knew that I would help it. I did not understand what was happening, and this might be a way to find out.

			“Yes!” it said, with obvious enthusiasm.

			Licking my lips, I approached it with my hands held out. Its form became more solid and I lay both hands on the index finger of its practitioner’s hand. I blacked out again.

			When I came to, I was sitting cross-legged with my hands resting on my knees. I sat on the same beach, but it wasn’t the same. A blue sky dotted with a few white clouds arched overhead, seagulls called to each other, and the sun was warm on my face.

			“Can you hear me better now?”

			I blinked, and it was sitting cross-legged in front of me. Now there were feathers and tendrils of seaweed mixed into its body of pebbles and sand and shell. It was smaller, though still much larger than I, and less daunting. The bits and scraps that made it up still moved, but smoothly, calmly.

			“I can,” I finally managed to croak. I cleared my throat. “How?”

			“This is real space, not the space between. At first, I could only reach you there. Once there, here becomes easier.”

			If you say so, I thought. “What it is you need?” I asked. I could see no injury.

			“I am the World,” it said.

			“You . . .” I swallowed. “You are the world. Our world.” I wanted to ask about the other dimension, but this wasn’t the time. “Everything, the Modes, the people, this place,” I waved around me, “are all parts of you?”

			“Everything you experience, even yourself, even Elva.”

			Everything around me tilted and began to spin. For a moment I thought I would faint, and I put my hands down on the pebbles to prop myself up. I took several deep breaths, waiting until everything settled down again. I was speaking with the world of which I myself was a tiny part. So small, so unimportant that it had never bothered to bring itself to my notice before.

			What could it want from me?

			“I must be made whole.”

			A shiver swept through the being, as if it would crumble apart, and for the first time I feared for it. I reached out, but before I could touch it the shivering stopped, and every bit of debris settled back into place. I rubbed at my face. It waited until I looked up to continue with its explanation, and though its language skills had improved, I still could not fully believe what I was hearing.

			“Let me see if I understand you,” I said. It was not impatient with me, yet I felt a sense of urgency. “You are the incarnation—if that’s not too pointed a word—of the world I live in.”

			“Yes, an incarnation. But not where you live. You are a part of me. Every who, every where, every when, all are parts.”

			My stomach gurgled with nausea. “Everything that exists?”

			“Yes. You know healing. You know how the body works. Many parts make the whole.”

			A basic principle of the practice. The whole can be greater than the sum of its parts. Like a practitioner’s pattern.

			The being nodded. “Yes. You are the pattern. Practitioners are. My pattern.”

			I waited for it to say something more and then realized that the last two statements were in fact one. “We are your pattern?” It nodded again. “We are what you use to make forrans for the world—for yourself?”

			“You travel through me, Mode to Mode, and I grow, I heal, I move. Injured now. I grow weaker and weaker. You, my children, no longer strengthen the pattern. I no longer heal and grow.”

			“The White Court,” I said. “Most practitioners do not leave it anymore. Now only apprentices travel, and even then as little as possible. You need practitioners to travel again.”

			“Yes,” it agreed. “But there is more.”

			The Godstone. “Is it the Godstone? Is it injuring you?”

			“Yes. No. Yes.”

			That was helpful.

			It was apparent that the being understood even unvoiced sarcasm. “Yes, it is Godstone. No, it is not injuring me. It is the injury.”

			I held my forehead between my palms, speechless as the meaning of the words suddenly struck me. “The Godstone’s a part of you like everything else. When Xandra Albainil thought he made it, he really tore it from you.” When I looked up, I was relieved to see the being had shut its eyes. “Trying to stabilize the Modes, is that injuring you?”

			“Yes. Must be movement, growth, change. Practitioners have the power to maintain, to clean, to fix, to heal.”

			“We’re the forrans that keep you healthy.” I nodded again. “That’s why we can see the Modes. When Xandra broke off the Godstone piece, and tried to stop the Modes from changing . . . you have been ill, all this time?”

			“Since the Godstone’s time. Yes.”

			How horrible. All my life the world had been injured, suffering, and I had not even noticed.

			“You noticed. You did not understand. Bring all of me here.”

			“You want me to bring the Godstone here? To, uh, re-attach it?”

			“Bring it here. I will do the rest.”

			“How do I get it here?” I was not even sure I knew how I had arrived here myself.

			“You know. Take its power.”

			“That I most definitely do not know how to do.”

			“Yes. You do know. Make it low.”
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			Sixteen
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			Elvanyn

			HOW DID YOU get here?”

			Elva spun around, both guns out and cocked. The Godstone stood at the near end of the bridge, one foot braced on the parapet, leaning forward over its knee. It looked more like Xandra now, leaner, sharper of feature and with darker hair than the Arlyn he’d first met with Fenra. Even the mouth was flatter, as if it should have been smiling, but wasn’t.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Are you really here?”

			“Don’t you see me?”

			“You were swallowed by the chaos beyond the door, you and that little third-class girl.” The Godstone straightened and looked around. “Is she here too? I could use her.”

			“I don’t know where she is.” Elva had never been happier to tell the truth. At least the hollow empty space in his chest distracted him from his fear. “I’m not even sure I know where I am.”

			The timbers under his feet shivered. He looked down but didn’t see anything unusual. The river was quiet.

			“Didn’t see that, did you? Or did you?”

			“See what? I felt a little tremor, that’s all.”

			“Ah, that’s interesting.” Just for a second Elva saw an expression he’d seen a lot in the old days, Xandra wondering about something. Then it was gone. “The Mode just changed,” it said. “You know what I mean, even if you can’t see it.”

			Elva glanced around, but no, everything looked just the same as it had moments before.

			“Did you do it?” he asked.

			“Well, yes, in a manner of speaking.” Elva winced. He’d never seen that toothy smile before, and with luck he’d never see it again. “At least I started it all going.”

			“And is it working?” Elva walked toward the Godstone. He wasn’t any safer further away, and closer he’d have a better chance of killing it before it could move. “What you wanted to do. Is everything becoming the same now?”

			All expression left its face suddenly, and just as suddenly the teeth gritted in anger. “You don’t understand anything about it. You wouldn’t even know what questions to ask.”

			Elva hoped his smile didn’t look as fake as it felt. “I never did. That’s what you liked most about me.” Absolutely true, Elva realized as he followed the Godstone off the bridge across a cobbled yard and into the inn’s wide main room. Xandra had been too suspicious of his fellow practitioners. At least he could be sure Elva wasn’t trying to steal any ideas.

			“Well, I can ask this question, at least. What happens next?”

			The Godstone stood in front of the fireplace in the west wall of the room, staring down into the flames. What could it see in there? “You see? A stupid question. What do you think I’ll do? Continue, of course, finish the experiment.”

			“But if it’s out of your control—”

			It took a step toward him, the fireplace poker suddenly in its practitioner’s hand, raised in a white-knuckled fist. “Who said that? Who told you that? Was it that third-class girl? Is she here too? What do you know? Tell me!” It spun around and flung the poker across the room, narrowly missing a servant girl who dropped the tray of dishes she carried into the room.

			Elva jerked his head at her, though she didn’t need any encouragement to run, and drew his left-hand pistol, aiming for the back of the Godstone’s head.

			“Hold still a minute, would you?”
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			Fenra

			At first I could see nothing, and I feared I had somehow lost my sight between the beach where I spoke with the World and this new place. A chill breeze touched my cheek, lifting the hair that had slipped free from my braid. At this touch all my senses snapped awake. Above me the sky full of stars, around me the sounds of the wind in trees and bushes, an owl hooting nearby, the rustle of small animals through grass and hedges. The air smelled of recent rain, and the sound of moving water was beneath my feet.

			A bridge. I stood on a bridge. Though made from timbers, and not the stone I expected, I knew it for the bridge over the Daura that Elva and I had tried to reach together. I had no doubt that he had arrived without me; the World had said he was safe. It had diverted only me. But what had happened to him in the meantime? How long had I been on the beach? Hours? Days? I took myself firmly in hand. I had been given my instructions, and I could not allow thoughts of Elva to distract me.

			Even so, I kept thinking of the time he insisted that he stay behind in Medlyn’s old office. He had wanted to make sure that the guard, Rontin, was well, and would not be punished for failing in her duty by allowing us to escape. I had told him then we had larger concerns, and he had told me there were no larger concerns.

			I pressed the palms of my hands together and felt for the connection I had with Arlyn. After a moment it led me toward the bank of the river on my left. Despite the trees, there remained sufficient light for me to make out the dark outline of buildings with here and there the soft light of lamps or candles showing through cracks in the shutters. Walking as softly as I could on the uneven timbers, I reached the end of the bridge and stepped off onto a roughly cobbled stretch of roadway. There were buildings on both sides, but the larger one on the right, where the lights were, looked most like an inn. In the City, even in a town, I would have expected a lamp at the entrance, but no one here would waste an outside light after the household had gone to bed. The silence told me that the night was well advanced. Earlier, and there would have been people still in the common room.

			This inn was not on the Road, though if I followed the Daura downstream it would bring me there. It seemed that all of Xandra’s hidey-holes were off the Road.

			I approached the building, humming softly in the back of my throat to calm any animal within hearing. I walked through the stableyard without disturbing the horses, the dog, or the boy asleep on a pallet near the wall under a pile of old horse blankets. I needed to find Arlyn and get him out of the inn, into some open space where there would be less danger to others, and I could be in direct contact with the World. It struck me that my forrans had always worked better when I was standing on earth. In the village I was often barefoot. I would have to remember that if I had a future to remember it in.

			I pushed the main door open and stopped in the doorway of the first room, my hand lightly on the latch. I could smell gunpowder. Someone had fired a gun nearby, and not too long before. At what stage was this Mode? Would there be guns? Muskets were known in all but the outermost Modes, but this did not smell like that kind of powder to me. There was a more metallic tang to the odor.

			Elva, I said to myself. He has shot someone. Perhaps more than once.
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			Arlyn

			As soon as the bullet hit me I was completely myself again, as though the pain and the heat drove him out. I wish I’d known that before. My knees hit the wooden floor with a crack and I thought, That’s going to be a bad bruise, and just before I stopped having any thoughts at all, I felt familiar hands on my shoulders, heard a familiar voice.

			“What have you done?” Fenra. That was Fenra.

			“I shot him. I should have done it ages ago. Hey, don’t fix him!”

			“Really? A bullet will only kill Arlyn, remember? Only the body.” I’d heard Fenra use that tone before. Nice it was being aimed at someone else for a change. “It will free the Godstone, unharmed and capable of transiting to someone else.”

			“The someone else being you, since you’re the only practitioner here? I’ll just point out that you weren’t here when I pulled the trigger and I had no reason to think you would be.” The tension drained out of his voice. He’d been so afraid he had lost her, I realized, and that fear had turned to relief, and the relief to anger. “Where were you?”

			Would she answer him? Had she heard the question?

			“I met the World.” I heard the truth in her voice. I didn’t understand it, but I heard it.

			“You’d better explain,” Elva said.

			Good idea, I thought. I blinked. I could see again. I wasn’t alone. I could feel him now, but he was stunned.

			“This—” her hand left my shoulder to gesture, “—all of this is a living being, the City, the Road, the Modes, all parts of its body.”

			“And we’re the fleas?” Elva. Skepticism.

			“Not at all. We are like blood, circulating through the body, moving needed elements from place to place. Arlyn did not create the Godstone, as he believed—”

			My ears perk(ed) up a little here.

			“He broke off a piece of the World.”

			“That’s why it can affect the Modes?”

			“Exactly, and the World wants it back. Needs it back, in fact, to return to perfect health. Without it, it is going to die. If it dies, we die with it.”

			“Not true.” Wasn’t me speaking. I didn’t know. Might be so, or not. More wrong than I thought, then. “I’m not a part of anything,” I say. “What are you trying to do? It wasn’t the world you spoke to, silly girl. It’s the Maker of the world.”

			“No,” I said. “Listen to her.” I struggled and Fenra helped me sit up. “This is part of her special connection. She knows.”

			I wave this away. “What difference does it make?” I ask. “Look how long it’s taken to get to the state we’re in now. How much longer do you think it would take for the thing you met to actually die?” I cough to clear my throat. I’m breathing easier now. “Generations. More. You’ll all be long gone. But I’ll still be here. I’m not a part of it!”

			I felt hot, could feel the blood in my face. Not my rage, though. I sighed. “Lowness will get you long before the World dies.”

			Felt Fenra looking at me. Me, not him. Careful not to meet her eyes.

			“Is that what’s happening to you? Why the body is so tired?”

			“Yes. And it’s happening to you too, apparently.”

			“If this lowness is so strong that it can affect you even when I’m here, why hasn’t it killed you before now?”

			That was my opening. “Fenra.” I tried to shrug, show my indifference. Couldn’t manage. Made sure he noticed. Weak.

			“What? She’s been keeping you alive?”

			Managed to nod. “Yes.” Explanation took too long.

			“So she’s good for something.” Now I turned to look at her. I hoped she understood. Not like I could kill myself. He reached out for her, hesitated. “She doesn’t have this lowness?”

			“Shall I shoot him again?” Elva asks. I hear a metallic click.

			“You have said it yourself,” Fenra says. I know she’s speaking to me. “I could not carry you any more than this mundane could. I am not strong enough. It must be a first-class practitioner. Like Xandra. I may have a talent for healing, but I am only a third-class practitioner.”

			“Then fix him. Fix us now.”
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			Fenra

			“Fenra, don’t do this.” Elva gripped my wrist. I knew why he protested. He believed that if I did not level Arlyn he would eventually shut down, trapping the Godstone. But the World had not given me “eventually” as an option. The World wanted him now. This might be our only chance.

			“I must keep him alive,” I said. “While he is, the World still has hope.”

			“Ironic, isn’t it?” The Godstone laughed. “You need me, so you have to keep me alive, even though my being alive is the last thing you need.”

			“You know, Xandra, you didn’t used to be so much of a shit. I used to like you.”

			“I could make you like me again, don’t think I can’t.”

			Elva’s face lost color and his lips pressed into a thin line.

			“He does not mean what he appears to mean,” I assured him. I hated to see even the touch of fear on Elva’s face. I had not hated the Godstone before now. “This temper and nastiness is part of the lowness,” I said. I helped the Godstone to its feet. “Come, sit here and let us begin.”

			I lowered him into one of the armchairs and moved the other closer, facing it squarely. When I was settled, I held out my hands. He hesitated, watching me through slitted eyelids, but finally put his hands in mine.

			“Relax,” I said. “I am the one doing all the work.”

			At first I could not concentrate. I hoped he could not feel my rapid pulse. My hands felt like ice. I hoped he would think that normal. I thought I heard Elva speak again, felt his hand on my shoulder. I wanted him to stand well back from us, beyond the effect of the transition. I wished I had been able to warn him without alerting the Godstone.

			Once I began, the familiarity of what I did relaxed me. In the blink of an eye, we were standing on the beach, surrounded by fog.

			“Relax,” I told the Godstone again. “This is how I level him. Ask if you do not believe me.” It must have done so, as I felt the tension in its hands release. I began by feeding him a little trickle of power, enough to convince the Godstone that I was doing what he expected me to do, not so much as to make him doubt I was a third class. Under the mask of this little outgoing stream of power, however, I began to pull a larger stream back to me, further hiding what I did with images of the tide, and the wind in the trees. The fog began to clear just around us and I relaxed even further, until I realized that we were in the wrong place. This was not the beach of pebbles where I had met with the World, but the sandy beach where I usually found Arlyn. Which meant that our physical bodies were still in the sitting room of the inn. Had I used too much of my own power when I had healed Arlyn’s bullet wound?

			Dismayed, I clenched my hands, unable to stifle the movement before the Godstone noticed it.

			“What are you doing?” He dragged me to my feet by my upper arms and shook me. His chair fell backward to the floor. We were still touching, and so the power continued to drain from him to me, but now the covering, outgoing trickle had stopped. The Godstone raised his practitioner’s hand into the air above my head, fingers stiffened, ready to strike me with a forran.

			Suddenly Elva seized the thing’s wrist, pulling its arm down and twisting the hand to one side. I swept aside my horror that he touched the thing and took advantage of the Godstone’s distraction to pull more power from him, faster than I had before. Good, I was one step closer, but I had no time to rejoice. As much as I had taken, there was still more, perhaps even enough to overwhelm me. Xandra Albainil was much stronger than I had guessed—unless what I felt now was the Godstone itself.

			“Hang on, Fenra!”

			I wanted Elva to be somewhere, anywhere, else, but his voice, his touch, his presence, anchored me. I clenched my teeth and forced an image of my pattern into my mind, making it brighter, stronger, drawing as much power out of the Godstone as I could. In the space of a breath I felt lighter, larger, steadier. I had reached the turning point, and while the Godstone was still dangerous, our power levels were almost even.

			I felt his sudden surge of triumph as he pulled at me. Had he tricked me? I saw the shadowy image of the inn room, felt the warmth of the fire. I remembered something Medlyn had taught me, early in my apprenticeship. Use your opponent’s strength against him. I stopped resisting the pull of the Godstone’s power and instead thrust mine at him like a spear, using his own exertion to stab deeper than I could have on my own. I dragged my pattern with me, felt him falter and waver under my surprise attack.

			Suddenly the beach rose up around us again and this time I saw the pebbled sand, the rock, smelled the sea and the faint air of rot. The image stabilized, the inn room disappeared, and we stood alone on the beach. Or, not exactly alone. Elva was there, one hand still clinging to the Godstone’s wrist, the other hand wrapped around mine.

			But there was no sign of the World. It needed more time to form, I thought, remembering how long it had taken before. Hurry. I was afraid I would not be able to keep the Godstone distracted very much longer.

			“What were you hoping to accomplish with this?” The Godstone tore itself free of me and I rubbed my hands together, preparing for his attack. Instead, he turned on Elva, swinging his clenched fist and striking him like a hammer on the side of the head. Elva dropped like a bird shot from the sky and my heart stopped beating. There was no blood, but I could see a dent in his skull.

			“What are you going to do now, little practitioner? You’ve siphoned off enough of my power to put up a good fight—too bad you don’t know how. And even if you did, your friend will be dead by the time you finish with me. Or maybe you’d like to leave me be, and save your friend instead? Which shall it be?”

			The image of Hal falling away from me flashed across my mind. I could not have saved him, but I had wanted to. What had Elva said? There are no larger things. If I let my friend die to save the World, could I live with myself? The World had told me that every part was important to the whole. I laid my fingers along the ridge of bone in Elva’s skull. It was not too late. Limp as he was, there was still life here.

			The Godstone’s laughter had triumph in it, but I blocked it away. I forced myself to concentrate on Elva, on the way the bones of his skull felt, and how they should truly be. On the nerves and fibers and sinews of his neck, shoulders, and spine. How each and every part of him formed the body that both was and was not Elvanyn Karamisk.

			The World was like this, I thought, as I straightened pieces of bone, smoothed muscles in the scalp and face. This is what it had meant.

			The Godstone had stopped laughing, but I did not turn toward him until I felt that Elva was out of danger. I straightened to my feet, hands trembling.

			“So, that’s it for you then, little practitioner. Look at your hands! It’s like you’ve got a palsy. I’ll bet if you tried to walk you’d be lame. And for what? For a mundane, someone of no importance whatsoever.”

			Behind him, a wave had collected into a pool and began to take form. The Godstone had kept its attention on me as I healed Elva, and the World had taken advantage. I kept the Godstone’s focus on me, as the avatar of the World took shape behind him. I took a step forward, holding my trembling hands in front of me, as if reaching for his help. I looked into eyes that held nothing of Arlyn Albainil in them. Nothing of the furniture maker, the craftsman, the man the children liked.

			“You are wrong,” I said. I did not step closer, but I knew that I could. And without limping either. “Each and every part of the World is important. The loss of any piece out of its time diminishes it. Even so small a piece as Elva. Or me. Or you.” My fingers shook with the need to seize him and suck away his power, to kill this thing.

			Perhaps something in my face alerted him, for it spun around, freezing into stillness when he saw the World. His expression spoke of arrogance and frustration, but there was no fear. No awe and no wonder. Not even when the World held out its massive hand.

			“What’s this? Am I supposed to be frightened?”

			It was then I understood that the World could not re-absorb him automatically. Perhaps they had been separated too long. Perhaps I had not drained enough of its power.

			“Fenra.”

			Elva looked up at me with a pale face. He let me pull him to his feet. “What happened?”

			“No time,” I said.

			“Go,” he said, pushing me away.

			I ran to where the World and the Godstone were reaching out to one another. Even though the World was so much larger, I felt with horror that the contest might be an even one. It was damaged and hurting—perhaps more so due to the activity of the Godstone in recent days. It had been injured for so long, and this might very well be its last chance to heal.

			I held back, waiting for some sign. They touched, and the beach around us shimmered, the colors fading and deepening several times and then stabilizing once again. I would have been reassured, but I thought the World looked smaller. A moment later I was sure of it. The Godstone wasn’t being absorbed. The World was not winning. The part was too diseased to rejoin the whole—it would only poison it.
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			Elvanyn

			Fenra ran from him toward the Godstone and the creature that could only be the World, but he stayed where he was, swaying just a little, a little off balance. There wasn’t anything he could do to help. His mouth was dry, but he blinked back what felt like tears. He was no practitioner, but he could see the cloud of sand and pebbles and shells and air whirling around the Godstone—sometimes clearly a human shape, sometimes just a dizzying swirl of movement—and he could feel power as if the air was saturated with it. He had an itchy spot on his scalp just above his left ear and he rubbed at it, wincing at what felt like a bad bruise. Something must have knocked him on the head. Gritting his teeth against the unexpected pain, he pulled both guns free of their holsters. He’d always felt more relaxed with them in his hands.

			Fenra had reached the combatants and grabbed the Godstone by the shoulders from behind. It shrugged her off and she staggered back, lunged at it again, this time managing to get an arm around its neck. She couldn’t bring up her other hand; it was too tall for her to get leverage for a chokehold. Elva moved until he flanked them, looking for the best angle to take a shot without hitting Fenra. That was the most important thing. He wasn’t worried about hitting the World, he was sure the bullets would pass right through.

			He wished that Fenra hadn’t saved Arlyn, though he knew why she thought she had to. He knew all about the big picture; it just wasn’t the picture he cared about right now.

			Fenra was growing pale, her breath coming short. She looked like she might faint, and while the Godstone was pretty shaky looking itself, Elva figured it was by no means down for the count. He edged closer. Fenra must have caught sight of him out of the corner of her eye, because she turned and looked straight at him. She smiled, pulling stiff lips away from clenched teeth, and moved her head sharply up and down.

			Elva thought he understood, and lifted his guns.

			In the last moment the thing moved and he missed the head shot, catching Fenra under the right armpit instead. The missile must have passed right through her—the Godstone cried out and its hands dropped from their grip on her forearm. Elva holstered one gun to have a hand free and ran to where Fenra lay on the pebbles, biting her lower lip in pain.

			“Wait, wait,” she gasped. The wound in her side had stopped bleeding. The Godstone dropped to its knees beside her, and reached for her. Elva took aim. He couldn’t read the look on its face. The World stretched out and took hold of the thing with its hand of pebbles and water and sand and air and the Godstone began to scream.

			Elva took Fenra into his arms, pressing as hard as he could against her wounds. The screaming continued as the Godstone was torn free of its host and reabsorbed by the World. The towering image brightened unbearably, light making every scrap of stone and shell stand out sharp and clear. Elva curled over Fenra, raising his arm to shield his eyes. One of the great hands reached down toward him and he turned Fenra away. The back of his neck stung with sand and he shivered.

			Abruptly everything stopped. He could hear the movement of the water as the waves ran up the beach, but that was all. He opened his eyes and without looking behind him felt for Fenra’s wound.

			“I am not hurt,” she said, but she clung to him all the same. Her hair smelled of clean salt spray.

			“Arlyn,” she said. Elva helped her to her feet and together they staggered over to the body. Blood trailed from its eyes and ears.

			“Is he there?”

			Still holding tight to his arm, Fenra lowered herself to her knees, cradled Arlyn’s head in her lap, and wiped off the blood with the edge of her hand. “Arlyn,” she said, but not as if she was asking. Elva sank to his haunches and took hold of his old friend’s right hand.

			“He’s gone?” Just a whisper of sound out of barely parted lips, almost drowned out by the wind and the waves.

			“He is, Arlyn, he is gone.”

			“Fenra, can you . . .” Elva had to ask, even though he was sure he knew the answer.

			She shook her head, her face looking just like the World’s did, calm and impassive.

			“Elva.” Arlyn changed the angle of his eyes so that he was looking at Elva, the corner of his mouth twitching as if he tried to smile. “A person gets too far gone,” he said, “until they can’t be saved. Not even if Fenra uses all her strength, and then you’d be stuck here, wouldn’t you?” This time the smile formed, showing blood on his teeth. “Leave me. I’m part of the World now, just like him. Just like you.”
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			Fenra

			Of course we did not leave him.

			“He is part of the World now,” I said, repeating his words as I brushed Arlyn’s hair back from his face, watching the tiny movements that showed he still breathed. “He was not before, but he is now.”

			“Sure, but he was a part of us, too. Both of us.” Elva slipped his arm around my shoulders and I leaned against him. “Turned out I didn’t like Xandra very much after all. But I kind of liked Arlyn. I think we could have been friends.”

			I nodded. “You would have liked watching him work. He will be a great loss to the village, in more ways than one.” I smiled, remembering Ione Miller’s last words to me. “The children liked him.”

			We stayed until we knew that our friend was gone, and then we stayed some more, unable to tear ourselves away. Twice I touched the locket under my shirt. I was sure that it would work, now that the World no longer needed me.

			“The tide is coming in,” Elva said finally, lifting me to my feet. “What about Arlyn?”

			“We’ll leave him here,” I said, still looking down. “Where he belongs.”

			

			
				•   •   •

			

			After the beach, Medlyn’s vault—mine now, I supposed—felt like home, warm, comfortable, smelling of wood polish, fresh-baked biscuits, wine and cheese. I was pleased to learn that the forran I had used on Elva to allow him to see the contents of the vault still worked. A small victory compared with what we had done, but I felt it pointed us forward, telling me we had somewhere to go from here.

			“What will you do now?” Elva asked. He picked up the pitcher and refilled our wineglasses. He was trying not to look at me.

			“I will have to go back to the village,” I said. “At least for a while, once I have collected Terith. I left unfinished business there, and now, without Arlyn, I may need to do something more for the place, to make sure it doesn’t fade away.”

			“And then?”

			I shrugged. “Now that the World is healed, there will be great changes—possibly even the creation of new Modes. I would love to see how that happens.” I picked up a cherry, turned it over in my fingers, and popped it into my mouth. I spat the seed back into my hand. “First, however, I should go to the White Court. I have a great deal to tell them, and they will have changes to make once they understand what the World requires of them.”

			Elva took a swallow of wine and set down his glass. Turning it in his fingers, he finally looked up and met my eyes. “Why don’t I come with you? Always good to have a witness.”

			I was momentarily speechless, my mouth dry. “You said you would go back to the New Zone. You would live longer there,” I added when he did not respond.

			“Maybe.” His smile warmed me right through. “I’d go back if you came with me.”

			For a moment I could see the lives we would lead. Elva would be the High Sheriff again, I would be the town doctor. We would live together in the same house. But it was only a dream. “I must stay here.”

			Elva reached across the table and took my hand. “If you stay, I stay.”

		

	
		About the Author

		Violette Malan is the author of the epic fantasy Dhulyn and Parno novels. Born in Canada, Violette's cultural background is half Spanish and half Polish, which makes it interesting at meal times. She has worked as a teacher of creative writing, English as a second language, Spanish, and beginner's French. On occasion she's been an administrative assistant and a carpenter's helper.

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

	
OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
DAW





OEBPS/images/page_6.jpg






OEBPS/9780756416294_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Violette Malan


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Acknowledgments


						Chapter One


						Chapter Two


						Chapter Three


						Chapter Four


						Chapter Five


						Chapter Six


						Chapter Seven


						Chapter Eight


						Chapter Nine


						Chapter Ten


						Chapter Eleven


						Chapter Twelve


						Chapter Thirteen


						Chapter Fourteen


						Chapter Fifteen


						Chapter Sixteen


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Start


						Copyright


						Table of Contents


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/page_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_1_2.jpg






OEBPS/images/DAW_CR_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780756416294_cover.jpg
7003 ™






OEBPS/images/9780756416294_title_page.jpg
THE

LI

A NOVEL

VIDLETTE MALAN

DAW BOOKS, INC.

DONALD A. WOLLHEIM, FOUNDER
1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019
ELIZABETH R. WOLLHEIM

SHEILA E. GILBERT
PUBLISHERS
www.dawbooks.com





