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CHAPTER ONE

Leo had no idea where his father could be, but in his heart, he knew his father was still alive. After his father’s disappearance, Leo had gone through the day with strength and courage, arriving at the Bookbinding Guild at sunrise, ready to work. By sunset however, he had no strength left.
On the way back to his home, two realizations came that scared him so much they halted his steps. One was that he might never see his father again. But that did not scare him as much as the other. His small abode, where he had lived all ten years of his life with his brother, might not be their home any longer.
Their neighbor Rygen worked beside Leo at the Bookbinding Guild. Leo had not seen courage in her eyes that day, only a sadness that seemed so strong that Leo worried he would never see Rygen smile again. She had watched her mother die last night when the soldiers came. It had been a terrible, bloody death.
She would stay with Leo and his older brother from now on. The three of them would have to take care of one another.
Andar was home when Leo and Rygen arrived. Leo hugged his brother, clinging to Andar as Leo’s legs threatened to collapse.
“It’s all right,” Andar soothed. “You made it through the hardest day.”
That was true. They just had to prepare supper, then they could finally rest and put this day behind them.
The three of them combined what they had acquired from the market, making a stew that didn’t taste very good. No one complained, however. They had purchased only what they’d deemed to be sold at a good price, except for Andar, who had stolen a large potato from someone who didn’t need it as much as the three of them did.
It was mostly a quiet meal until the door to their home banged open and a soldier stumbled into the kitchen. Leo had recently learned what he could about the king’s army. A soldier’s rank was always obvious upon first gaze from what he wore; the fancier the uniform or armor, the higher the rank. This man’s uniform was in the simple style of all the low-ranking footmen, with no buttons or stars, only the sigil of the king sewn into its front.
Leo had already grown to hate that sigil, especially because the design itself was beautiful. It was complicated, reminding Leo of a diamond. The scene it seemed to depict was a cloaked figure with an oversized crown above his head. A shield representing the army outlined the figure. It seemed to say that the crown and army were designed to protect him. But this cloaked figure no longer resembled the common man to Leo, not after soldiers had come and destroyed much of the city without showing a hint of regard for the people’s lives they’d ruined. The cloaked figure could only be the king now. He and his royal family were the only ones protected.
A soldier barging in could mean that the army had found out finally that Leo and Andar’s father, who had gone by the name of Darren Litxer, was someone far more important than the brothers had claimed yesterday during questioning. But instead of speaking, the soldier glared at them as if he owned this house and they should be the ones to leave.
Andar was the first to stand. “You’re drunk. This isn’t your home.”
Leo noticed him swaying then. What was he here for?
The drunken soldier ignored Andar as he walked around the table and grabbed Rygen by the collar of her shirt. He lifted her up. There was something in his eyes that Leo had never seen before. He was about to jump on the soldier’s back, but he knew doing so could mean not only his death but everyone’s here. Leo froze instead, like his brother had.
Rygen looked so small in the man’s grasp, like a terrified mouse. The man seemed large for a grown adult, with a bulky body and massive arms. Leo didn’t know exactly what the soldier was looking for as his gaze traveled up and down Rygen’s body, but Leo knew enough to tell that it was something heinous.
“She’s only ten,” Andar said, his hands up as if ready to use them.
Leo couldn’t stand around any longer. He ran outside through the open door. There were soldiers all around Jatn now, so it should be easy to find another one. Tens of thousands of them had entered the city yesterday to drive out the rebels, Leo’s father probably among them. Leo might never know that for sure, though. It’s not as if a rebel would come back to tell them that Darren Litxer had joined Erisena and the others and that he was still alive. Leo was surprised the worry was potent enough to pierce his fear for Rygen, even as he ran his fastest to look for help.
He found a soldier quickly, this one leaving a neighboring house while rolling up a scroll. He didn’t appear to be drunk, thankfully. In fact, the way he glanced over at Leo with a spark in his eyes made him seem keenly aware of a problem that he might need to solve.
“A drunk soldier just entered our home and grabbed my sister!” Leo hadn’t planned to lie about his relation to Rygen. It just seemed easier, or perhaps faster. That’s all that mattered now.
“Lead me.” The man spoke with a voice that told Leo he would resolve this matter.
Leo’s heart lifted with hope as he ran with the older man. They returned to the kitchen to a scene that filled Leo with horror. His brother was entangled with the guard of the king’s army. It did not matter the reason. Everyone knew it was treason to fight a soldier. That meant a hanging. Leo was on the verge of weeping as he imagined his brother swinging.
Andar was merely thirteen. He still had years of growth left. Not only did he lack height, but he most certainly lacked the girth and strength needed to have any hope of overpowering the larger man. But then he surprised Leo as Andar squirmed out of the soldier’s hold and shoved the man back hard enough to separate them by a few steps.
“You need to leave!” Andar yelled, neither aware of Leo nor the other man in uniform.
The drunken soldier drew his sword. Andar started toward the counter where they kept a long knife, but the other man finally spoke.
“Halt!” he yelled.
“Commander,” the drunk soldier muttered, the redness draining from his face. He tried to put his sword back in its sheath as quickly as he could, as if hoping his leader hadn’t seen it yet. But the sword dropped to the wooden floor with a loud clank. Rather than pick it up, the soldier stood straight as if awaiting orders. But his drunkenness seemed to pull him backward by his shoulders, forcing him to stumble quicker with each thumping step until he hit a wall. He grumbled a curse Leo knew to be one of the worst ones as the soldier fell to his knees and crawled toward his sword.
The commander waited with his arms folded as he watched the man finally get his hands around the hilt of his sword. He stood with a wobble, then sloppily put the weapon back in its sheath.
Having seen this drunken intruder take out the deadly weapon in preparation to stab Andar, Leo felt an onset of rage that ground his teeth together. Why were men like this allowed such power? Someone had not only put a sword in this man’s hand, they had put him in a uniform with a symbol on it that said no one could stop him no matter what he did.
No one but his commanding officer, at least.
Now that his panic had dissolved, Leo noticed the difference between the two. While the rank-and-file soldier had on a gray coat of long sleeves with buttons down its center, the commander wore a chest plate. It was made of leather, not steel, though it was certainly fancy. There was an extra layer of padding across the chest and stomach that was bolted to its under layer with bright silver pins of some kind. It made the commander appear like a true swordsman, not just some drunkard who had managed to fit his fat arms through some armor.
“What’s your name?” the commander asked his underling.
“Marcus Dowl,” he answered sheepishly.
The commander made a note on a scroll, then checked over some of the other scrolls. He didn’t seem to find anything of interest. He looked back up with disapproving eyes.
“This better be the first and last time you enter someone’s home without permission, or I will find out. I don’t care how poor the people are here. The laws apply to them and protect them just as they do the rich. Now find your own bed, Marcus, and stay there until you realize how lucky you are that this young man came and fetched me when he did.” He gestured at Leo.
“Yes sir.” The soldier hurried out.
Andar put himself in front of the commander and held out his hand. “Thank you.”
But the commander ignored his hand, looking him in the eyes instead. “Sit. I have questions for you.”
Andar slowly retracted his hand. He sat in front of his unfinished bowl of stew. Leo never saw his brother nervous or scared, not even now, his breathing even as he waited for the commander to begin.
“What’s your name?” the commander asked first.
He took a moment before answering. “Andar Litxer.” It was the name on his identification papers, but there was so much more to it that Leo hoped this man would not find out.
“You are clearly the oldest here in this moment,” the commander said, “and it’s too late for anyone else to still be out. Who is your guardian?”
“My father, Darren Litxer. He works for the Digging Guild.” Andar showed a face of worry that seemed surprisingly genuine to Leo. “He didn’t come home yesterday. We don’t know where he is.” Leo supposed that was true, actually.
Unfortunately, the commander seemed to sense there was more to the story as he leaned over Andar with a scowl. “What do you know about his disappearance?”
“What do you mean?” Andar asked, in his typical way of buying himself time.
The commander sucked in a breath as he leaned closer to Andar. He was large, his chest like a barrel. He had a wide face with high cheekbones. His eyes were slits beneath thin eyebrows. His mouth seemed to be set in his face, incapable of arcing enough to ever be called either a smile or a frown.
“I will take your withholding of the truth as a lie,” he informed Andar somewhat calmly, his voice a contrast to his expression. “And if you lie under interrogation, you’re subject to punishment. So now you will speak and tell me everything you know of your father.”
“There is nothing to tell,” Andar answered quickly. “We didn’t see him yesterday after the morning. Soldiers came into our home in the evening and we told them the truth. We hadn’t seen our father. I asked for their help to find him, but they didn’t care. No one does. We still haven’t seen him. We have no idea where he is.” Andar’s face twisted as if he might cry, but Leo suspected he was forcing it. His brother always had control over his tears. It was his urge to talk back to authority that he had the most difficulty stopping.
Andar continued with his voice shaking, “We barely slept a wink last night as we waited for him. Meanwhile, her mother was killed by a beast that one of your summoners unleashed into this area.” He gestured at Rygen, who had held a face of fear until just now, when she hung her head over her still steaming stew.
“The creature broke into her home,” Andar went on. “It would’ve killed her after it killed her mother if it wasn’t for my brother, who was brave enough to run next door and fight it. He’s only ten!” Andar had steeled his voice, anger pushing through. “We worked all day today just to make enough for this lousy stew. Besides this food here, we have nothing. No coin. No food. No other family. Nothing!”
The commander put his palms on the table and leaned even closer. Andar didn’t lean away, though Leo found himself shrinking back. He felt smothered by this commander, caged. Leo could feel his brother’s instincts to shove the man away. Even though the three of them had each other, they were still so very alone. It was up to them to protect each other. They were wounded animals, scared yet dangerous. Especially Andar.
“Let me explain something to you,” the commander lectured. “A group of rebels was found here in Jatn. Many of them were killed, while the rest escaped. But there still must be some who reside here, their true identities still a secret to us. Are you following so far? This next part is very important.”
Andar nodded reluctantly.
The commander continued, “A few innocent citizens were injured yesterday when my army took the city, but I have not yet heard of one innocent citizen who has gone missing. Not one. Now I am not calling you a liar, yet. Instead, I have a question for you. What possible scenario could cause your father to go missing if he is indeed innocent? I ask you because you know your father and I do not. I’m giving you the chance to provide a reason for his disappearance before I mark that he is likely a rebel.”
Leo had always told the truth and dealt with the repercussions, and he had always wished Andar would do the same. But their father had met with the leader of the rebels before the attack. Even if he was merely speaking with Erisena to tell her once and for all that he and his family would not be joining her, no one would believe that. His meeting with her would make him a rebel to the king even if he wasn’t one.
What’s worse was that he had probably been swept up and forced to fight alongside the rebels in the heat of the battle. Leo figured his father must’ve escaped because of his talent with a sword. Hopefully he was unharmed, but that didn’t seem likely. There were just too many soldiers to fight through.
Darren Litxer was really DVend Quim, a hero known as the strongest swordsmen in the world. But where was he now? Telling even some of the truth to the commander would only make it harder for Leo’s father to ever come back, and it certainly wouldn’t make life easier for Leo or his brother. Their father had told them that the offspring of rebels, especially males, were often arrested or hung so they would not one day avenge their fathers.
Fortunately, Leo knew his brother to be a skilled liar. His mind was quick. He would figure a way out of this line of questioning.
But Leo worried more the longer Andar went without speaking. He stared back at the commander with big eyes, silently asking for mercy.
“I will not give you time to think of excuses or lies,” the commander said. “You will answer right now.”
But still Andar would not speak. Fear stole Leo’s breath. Was there no lie that would get them out of this? Leo had put too much responsibility on his brother. He tried to think of something himself.
“Answer me!” demanded the commander.
“I don’t know.” Andar stood. “Our father always went to the Digging Guild in the morning and came back here in the evening, but he didn’t last night! That’s all I know! A man like him does not have time to rebel. Like the rest of us, he works, he eats, and he sleeps.”
The commander let out his breath. “I’m sure he did not return home at the same time every evening.”
“He did!” Andar lied. “He can’t be a rebel. He cares too much about my safety and my brother’s to risk everything. And what would he gain from joining the rebels? We have nothing to show for rebel support, can’t you see that? Go ahead and search the house. You will find no coins. Here, look.” Andar turned his pockets inside out. “Show him,” he told Leo and Rygen.
They stood and turned their own pockets inside out.
“Look for coin anywhere else!” Andar continued. “You will find none.”
The commander straightened his back and put up his hand. “All right. You can calm down.”
It was silent except for Andar’s loud breaths.
“You have convinced me…for now,” the commander said.
Leo’s next breath was of relief. He felt as if his lungs had been holding in air. The three of them sat, but tension filled the air with the commander’s next word.
“However…” He paused, gesturing at Andar’s seat and waiting until Andar sat before continuing. “There is one other thing I have tasked myself with that you need to hear. I’m telling everyone in Jatn the same message, which is I’m not leaving this city until I have done everything I can for it. I will have every man, woman, and child working so long as they are able. None are to beg or thieve.” He eyed Andar specifically before letting his gaze drift between the three of them again.
“I will have all the laws followed,” the commander continued, “including by my own men. Marcus will be punished in the same way that you will, Andar, if I catch you lying or thieving.”
Leo felt his eyes go wide, wondering if this man already knew something about Andar. Leo made sure to fix his expression as the commander glanced his way. He didn’t want to give up that his brother was a thief. Maybe it was just that the commander suspected Andar stole because of his impassioned speech about how little they possessed.
“Now give me your papers, all of you. And tell me of your work.”
They went to fetch their rolled up papers that were sitting on the beds in the other room. There seemed little point in storing them elsewhere when soldiers were rampant in the town.
“Be careful of what we say to him,” Andar whispered to the two of them.
“We will,” Leo answered as Rygen nodded. Leo worried that the incident with Marcus, so soon after losing her mother, had stolen her voice.
But she surprised him by being the first to address the commander and hand over the single scroll that had her name, birthplace, and the names of her parents. “I live in the neighboring house to this one, but my mother…is gone like Andar explained. I work at the Bookbinding Guild.”
“And your father?” the commander asked as he glanced over her papers.
“He died before I was born.”
“Fine.” He pointed at Leo. “You. Where do you work?”
“The Bookbinding Guild as well, sir.”
The commander directed his attention back to Andar. “So that must mean you work on a farm, for this is a house provided by the Farmers’ Guild.”
Andar had a blank look as he stared at the commander. But even though his expression revealed nothing, Leo could feel his brother’s anger.
Leo seemed to be experiencing more of Andar’s emotions lately. Sometimes Leo felt them so strongly that he wondered if it was more than just empathy. Perhaps there was something related to Artistry that caused this. Their father had discovered something about them soon before he disappeared, but he hadn’t explained what it was. It was worry that Andar should’ve felt now, not anger, for Andar had been banned from all farm work.
“I was recently excused from my work at Rhenol’s farm, the farm closest to here,” Andar answered. There was confidence to his words, though Leo didn’t know where it was coming from. “He’s the farm master there. He’s always tried to embarrass me, but he did something truly heinous recently. He paid an Ascendant to link a golden plate to a golden vase, then he told me to clean the plate. He planned for me to break the vase so he could take my hand, but I figured out there was a link. I confronted him about it and left his mansion, but he announced for others to hear that I was stealing from him! He told me not to come back. He even said no Litxer would work on a farm again. It was un-just! He deserves punishment like Marcus does.”
The commander seemed to ponder that for a moment. He no longer leaned over Andar, though he still towered over the thirteen-year-old boy.
“Tell me everything of what happened in full detail, from the beginning to the end.”
Andar gladly obliged, speaking until the commander put up his hand toward the end of the story.
“I see. Well, the laws of this city favor men like your farm master. What you described may be unjust, but nothing can be done about it.”
“But he would’ve taken my hand!”
“That cannot be proven, and he did not hurt you.”
“What of the king’s laws?” Andar argued. “Don’t they apply everywhere in the human kingdom?”
Leo couldn’t tell what laws Andar might be referring to, or even if Andar actually knew of something that applied to this situation. But what Leo did know was that his brother would seek justice no matter how slim the chances might be.
“Yes, the king’s laws apply,” the commander said. He had begun to sound tired, seemingly ready to end this. “But farm masters still have the right to ban anyone from working on any farm they control. It does not matter if they provide a reason or not. There are no laws here to protect you. In fact, there is one rule of Jatn of which you are well aware, I’m sure. If you wish to stay here, someone must work on a farm and at least one member of the household must be an adult, fourteen or older. I can see from your papers, Andar, that you are only thirteen. Now, Rygen Nexi would be allowed to stay here with the rest of you, but only if Rygen started work on a farm and Darren Litxer returned before a week is up. I know that’s the maximum time the Farmers’ Guild allots to families in your situation.”
Although Leo already knew this, along with the rest of them, it was still depressing to hear it aloud. They really would be losing their home.
“When was your dismissal from the farm?” the commander asked Andar.
He let his head fall slightly to glare out from the tops of his eyes as if the man before him might be his enemy.
“Yesterday.”
“Then you still have six days and nights. I don’t want to see the three of you become beggars on the street.”
“Then help us,” Leo said as he stood. “You must have the means. We all work, every day. We do not beg.” He swallowed before lying. “We do not steal. Our parents are gone, but Andar will be a man in a few months.” It was another lie, for Andar’s birthday wasn’t for about half a year.
Rygen stood and spoke with a quiet voice that made Leo miss her old one. “I will start work on a farm. Please, sir. We cannot be without a home.”
The commander, with a long mouth, cast a heavy gaze upon Rygen. “I’ve tasked myself with personally discovering the situation of every poor family in this part of Jatn. I’ve only gone to half the homes like yours, but I can already tell that there are many who have as little as you do. I can’t give everyone what they need.”
A fierce sadness took away Leo’s strength. He had gone so long without sleep since his father’s disappearance yesterday that now he felt as if rocks had been heaped on his shoulders. He could stand no longer, collapsing into the chair. He didn’t know how he was supposed to go on.
Was any of this his fault? He had been the one to fetch the commander. No, this was inevitable. Was there anything they could do before they lost their walls and roof? The wood of the walls was discolored and scratched. The roof leaked during a storm. But everything Leo and his brother owned was in this wretched place. Andar had even brought all of Rygen’s belongings here. Life would be difficult, but they would make it. They had each other. They just needed shelter. If that was to be taken away, then Leo didn’t see the point of going on.
He felt tears coming to his eyes. He was ashamed when he noticed his brother’s gaze, especially when Andar took on a look of pity and turned to the commander to say something, only for nothing came out. Andar’s head hung and his shoulder slumped.
“I do apologize for your situation,” the commander said. “For now, keep up your work. If your house is taken away by the Farmers’ Guild, then you must report to the orphanage. They will find a place for you.”
“Orphans of Jatn are better off on the street,” Andar grumbled with some bite to his words. When the commander looked over, Andar spoke up. “Those children are passed around like slaves, used until they can offer nothing more or until they disobey their master, I mean their ‘guardian.’ Then they are sent back to the orphanage, if they are lucky. The unlucky ones are beaten or behanded. Everyone with any power lords that power over the poor. The rich are so eager to take our hands, thinking of them as trophies. I saw a beggar on the streets with a hand missing, a boy as young as my brother! What could he possibly have done to deserve to lose his hand? That will plague him for the rest of his life! And while he begs and misses his limb, men like Rhenol just get richer.”
“I know how things are,” the commander said, but Andar wasn’t finished.
“He gloated as he banned me. He relished the fact that he knew this would destroy my family. And why? Because I was a difficult worker. I talked back. I made fun. But I always did as much work as anyone else. I never stole from him. I never slacked. Now you tell me that we will lose our house because of him and there is nothing you can do about it. But I know there is. You are a commander of the most powerful army in the world.” Andar took a deep breath and seemed to calm. “You have let me speak so far. You listen. You are different than the overseer of the farm. I would never beg a man like Rhenol, and I have never begged anyone else…”
Andar got down on his knees, his eyes glistening with burgeoning tears. “Please, sir. All we ask is to stay here. This isn’t even a good house. We deserve better than these walls and this roof, but it’s still all we ask for. I will do anything so long as it’s fair.”
Andar really had never begged; that was the truth. It made Leo feel sick to his stomach to have to watch his brother do something that Andar would be ashamed of for a long time.
The commander couldn’t seem to handle it either, motioning with his hand for Andar to stand up.
“Enough of that. Here’s the only thing that I can do at this moment. It is fair, as you’ve said, but that doesn’t mean it will be pleasant.”
Andar nodded as he wiped his eyes.
“You said your father was a digger, and you seem strong in both mind and body. You can be a digger as well, but I have to be able to trust you.”
“If obeying your orders means keeping our home, then you can trust me with anything,” Andar said proudly. “But I must be able to trust you to keep to your word. We will have a shelter, all three of us, if I do as you say.”
“Yes, but I will not be doing you a favor. Your salary will go to the Farmers’ Guild to pay for this house. You will be fed every meal, but you will not see any coin. This benefits both of us, which is the only reason I can agree to it. It might not sound fair to you at first, but I guarantee you that it is. The payment to the Farmers’ Guild for this house should equal your salary as well as the other things provided to you. Do you understand?”
“Yes, except for one thing. I will gladly dig in the caverns, but doesn’t the Diggers’ Guild control the Tisary there? And that guild is owned by the Farmers’ Guild.”
“Tomorrow my army takes over the Tisary, and you won’t just be digging through the cavern. Your task will be much more difficult.”
Leo could not hold back his question. “Why does his task have to be more difficult than others?”
“It doesn’t have to be. It just is. It’s something that must be done, and I have no one else assigned for it yet. Your brother seems willing, so I see no reason to force one of my soldiers to do it.”
“I am, sir,” Andar said with a nod.
“And you’re desperate as well.” The commander spoke as if it were a compliment. “Which should mean that I can trust you, but we will see. Meet me outside the cavern tomorrow. Do you know where it is?”
“I do.”
Rygen asked, “He won’t be fighting, will he?”
“I have many men, older and more suited for fighting, my dear. What I don’t have are many men I can trust who are not fully grown.” He returned his focus to Andar. “Am I right to assume that you don’t frighten easily?”
Andar nodded his head. “Yes sir,” he answered proudly. “Nothing scares me.”
Except poverty, Leo thought. No one can embrace that without fear.
“Good,” the commander said. “I will see you at the cavern just after sunrise. If there is a rebellion when my men take control, then you will stay back until it is finished. You do realize that this means you will be working for the king’s army now?”
Andar didn’t reply.
The army commander prodded, “Change your mind?”
“For how long am I to do this work?” Andar asked.
“That depends on many questions I cannot answer right now.” The man waited for Andar to reply, but still Andar said nothing.
“It has become quite late,” the commander said.
Andar looked as if he wanted to ask more questions, but soon he gave a resigned sigh. “I will be at the cavern tomorrow.”
The commander turned to leave.
Andar called after him, “I expect breakfast will be provided because you said I will be fed every meal.”
The commander spun around. “Boy, I might have to end the lives of hundreds of men who are likely to rebel when we take over the Tisary, and I’m supposed to worry about your breakfast as well?”
“But you said…”
“I know what I said, but you will provide your own breakfast tomorrow, understood?” The change in the commander’s attitude came as a surprise to Leo.
“Yes sir,” Andar said with a frown.
The commander left and closed the door after him. Leo had the urge to hug his brother, though Andar didn’t seem to be in the mood as he stared at their door with a longing look.
“Why was he so different all of a sudden?” Leo asked. Andar understood people better than Leo did. He would have the answer.
“Because I’m no longer his citizen. I’m his worker now, nothing more.”
“But he still cares,” Rygen said.
“In a different way than before.” Andar adjusted his chair at the table. “Come on, we have to eat and get to sleep.”
Leo and Rygen shared a look of concern. Andar might’ve just given over his life to the same powerful army that had an order out for the arrest of DVend Quim, the birth name of their father. This same army might even kill their father one day.
“At least now you don’t have to work on a farm, Rygen,” Andar said without looking up from his bowl.
She stared at him until he met her gaze. “You’re doing too much for us, Andar,” she said. “There has to be more that we can do.”
Leo looked to his brother with hope.
“There isn’t,” Andar told them plainly. “You and Leo will make as much coin as you can by continuing your work at the Bookbinding Guild. It doesn’t sound like I’ll be home for supper anymore, though. The two of you will have to procure the food you need. Can you do that?”
Can we do that? Of course. Andar was taking everything onto his back and leaving nothing for Leo and Rygen to carry. Leo wanted to object, but what could be done?
He was too tired and angry at the situation to eat, but he forced the food down anyway. The three of them were silent for a long while. This was not fair for any of them, but especially not for Andar.
“Father might return,” Leo practically whispered, scared of how his brother might reply.
“He can’t!” Andar shot back. “Soldiers of the king are everywhere. He was probably seen running with Erisena, the leader of the rebels. They’ll kill him the next time they see him.”
Leo held back his rage as he replied, “Then he will come at night, when he can’t be seen.”
“For what? A hug? He’ll have to leave before morning!”
“Not just a hug. He’ll give us back all the coin he had with him when he left,” Leo informed his brother as calmly as he could. It was a strain to keep himself from screaming. “And to tell us which horse and carriage he had purchased before he left. We can then pick them up and resell them once we know where they are.”
“If he trusted us more, he would’ve left some coin with us, and he would’ve told us which horse and carriage he had purchased earlier.”
“He obviously didn’t expect to be taken away,” Leo retorted.
“That doesn’t matter,” Andar muttered. “He took all the coin I had made from stealing from the rich, and I won’t have any time to take more. He should’ve trusted us.”
“He will find a way to at least get it back to us.”
“He won’t, Leo!”
“He will!” Leo yelled, though he at least refrained from slamming his fist on the table. He could see he was scaring Rygen, but he couldn’t let go of his anger.
Andar said, “No, Leo. Our father won’t be able to find a way back because the rebels he’s with are still being chased as we speak. The soldiers wouldn’t just let them get away. The only way he’s still alive is if he’s still running, so we have to assume that’s what’s happening. He won’t have a chance to come back for months, possibly years.”
“You don’t know that. He could separate from the rebels to come back for us.”
Leo and his brother stared at one another. Andar looked as if he wanted to hit Leo, which only angered Leo more.
“If it’s possible,” Leo continued, “then he’ll find a way.”
“But it’s not possible!”
“Please don’t argue,” Rygen pleaded.
Andar ignored her. “He would not risk coming back into the city unless the soldiers leave. If one of them sees him, or if—skyfire and ash—if they see him make contact with us, then we’d be treated as rebels, too. There’s no way he would risk that. You need to understand that right now. The only reason the commander didn’t arrest us already is because we’ve had no contact with Father. It has to remain that way for us to stay out of the dungeons. Do you understand, now? We won’t see him again.”
“I don’t care about your reasoning,” Leo argued. “He will come back.”
Andar let out his breath in frustration. “Fine, believe what you want if it helps you get through the night, but one day you will come to realize that I’m right.”
“If he can’t get into Jatn, then I will wait outside the city every night for him.” Leo stood from the table and went to fetch the only coat he owned. “He might already be there hoping one of us comes.”
“Leo, it’s black as shadow outside the city. You could get hurt or even lost. And even if he was out there, you wouldn’t find him.”
“I will, because I know where to look.” Leo headed for the door before Andar could go after him. Leo truly did believe his father would be by the river. If not tonight, then another night. He would find him eventually.
“Dammit,” Andar cursed and sounded to be getting up as Leo left the house.
Leo ran through the dark streets. Andar was faster, but Leo had a head start. He ran as fast as he could.
“Leo, stop!” Andar called from close behind. Leo had to pick up speed. But soon he kicked something in the dirt road. He stumbled and started to fall, but his brother grabbed his arm and steadied him.
“Stop, please, Leo.”
Leo didn’t know why he listened, perhaps because he couldn’t bear the thought of wrestling against his brother, which seemed to be the only way to free himself.
He didn’t know exactly why or how it happened, but suddenly Leo was on his knees weeping. He was so tired in that moment that he felt close to death, so sad that he almost wished his next breath would be his last. Andar came down to his knees and wrapped his arms around Leo, giving his shoulder for Leo to cry on.
How was he supposed to get up when he didn’t have any strength? But then Leo remembered that his brother had it even worse than he did. At least Leo would still work at the Bookbinding Guild and wasn’t forced to do something scary for the army.
A refreshing hope entered his thoughts. It might be true that they wouldn’t see their father again, but they would be able to get through this. He could feel his brother sharing this hope even though they spoke no words.
“I’m sorry,” Leo said, drying the last of his tears on his sleeve. “I’m not going to cry anymore.”
“Oh Leo, it’s okay if you cry.”
“No, it’s not. There are better things to do than cry. If I’m not going to wait outside Jatn for father, then I would rather sleep.”
“We all need it tonight more than ever,” Andar agreed. “Come on.” He helped Leo up.
They walked back to their home, but Rygen wasn’t inside anymore. They called for her, but she did not answer.
After a brief moment of panic, Leo put his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Wait, I know where she is.”
He led his brother to the neighboring house, where Rygen had grown up and lived all her life. There was no front door anymore. It had been broken down by the incenfiend before it mauled her mother to death. Someone had come and taken the body of Rygen’s mother away, most likely a soldier tasked with cleaning up the dead, but dried pools of her blood still remained in the kitchen.
Rygen was motionless at the other end of the kitchen, standing right in front of the dead beast. Even on its side, it was nearly as tall as she was. Leo expected her to kick the beast with rage, to scream and pound on it. Instead, she crouched near its face and put her hand on its temple. Even though it had been dead a day, the creature still frightened Leo. It had so many teeth protruding from its mouth, with two horns sticking up from its chin and two more coming down from its head. It didn’t belong in this world. In fact it had come from another, brought here by a summoner. Leo would not forget her name: Celia. Leo didn’t know her surname, but perhaps Andar might be able to learn it after working closely with the soldiers of the king’s army. She was employed by them as well. Her comrades had cursed her for bringing the incenfiend here during the battle. Even they knew it was wrong.
Leo waited with his brother, unheard by Rygen. He had no idea what she was doing, but he didn’t want to interrupt her.
Eventually she whispered, “Why were you so interested in me?”
Leo was almost angry with Rygen. This was the beast that killed her mother, yet she seemed to have no rage for its actions. She spoke to the dead thing as if it had no control over its actions. This was the same beast that had almost killed Leo and Andar when they’d fought it to save Rygen!
As he swallowed a lump in his throat, pushing down his anger, Leo supposed the creature really had seemed curious about Rygen. It had sniffed around her rather than attacked, but who cared? It had done terrible things. Leo had half a mind to march over there and kick it on Rygen’s behalf.
He changed his mind when he heard her crying. His anger was worthless here. Andar caught his gaze and motioned for Leo to approach Rygen. Leo walked around the sticky puddles of blood. The floor creaked beneath his step just as it had yesterday as he’d snuck behind the beast with his knife in hand.
Rygen quickly tried to wipe her eyes. She didn’t turn around, even as she spoke. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have come here, but I couldn’t help it.”
Leo put his arm around her. “It’s fine. Everything’s going to be fine.”
She looked over at him and swiped at another tear. “Do you really think that?”
“I really do.”
She forced herself to take a few deep breaths until her crying stopped. Then she nodded and left with Leo.




CHAPTER TWO

Andar’s stomach growled incessantly as he headed to the cavern. Yesterday, the streets were crowded with soldiers, but now they were practically empty. All must be near the cavern, preparing to fight if needed. Andar knew he should be worried about being so close to what could be a battle, but he couldn’t bring himself to find any fear. He just wanted something to eat.
The commander would be too busy to ensure Andar ate, and it wasn’t as if he had any coin to buy something now as he crossed through the city. But that hadn’t stopped him before.
There were fewer people than usual walking along the dirt roads, many clearly still frightened from the events of two days ago. Shops were open, nonetheless, the owners of the empty ones standing outside and trying to talk people into coming in. There wasn’t much damage to the buildings here in the north, where many homes and stores had a second floor to them. Andar wondered why it seemed as if the soldiers had done a better job sparing these areas than they did the impoverished sections where he lived, but the answer became obvious. Those with money always treated others with money better than they did the poor. If Andar ever had any coin, he would not do that.
The lack of people made it difficult for him to get away with stealing anything. Crowds were a thief’s best friend, especially when paired with long nights involving lots of wine. The thought reminded him of Marcus Dowl, a name he would not forget. The commander seemed to be a good man, but Marcus should’ve been punished. Andar would make sure he was.
Eventually, he realized he was close to the bakery where Rygen’s mother used to work. He’d never stolen from pockets, purses, or plates around here before, but there was nothing stopping him now. The bakery was a common place for many men and women with money to purchase their breakfast. Andar was delighted to find not only a group within the small shop but plenty of people walking the streets here.
Andar usually didn’t pick a target at this stage. He made sure not to stand still, either, or look at anyone for too long. Instead, he casually strolled around and waited for an opportunity. His hunger urged him to hurry, but it was the sun rising over the horizon that really rushed him. He noticed a man wearing a long coat over his tunic and a round hat that gave away his wealth. He patted his right side, most likely to ensure his coin purse was still within his inner pocket. There was something else about this man that told Andar he would enter the bakery, perhaps something about his gaze or a subtle change in his gait.
Andar hurried to put himself behind the rich man. Like many people with thick layers of clothing, the man went to remove his coat as he entered. Andar saw his opportunity and didn’t hesitate as he reached between the folding fabric and slipped his hand into the pocket. He grabbed and pulled before confirming he had a grasp on anything. A pouch spun out. He caught it with his other hand, lowering his arm to allow the coin purse to keep its momentum so it would not clink. Andar turned and pushed it into one of his sleeves as he hurried out.
His nerves tingled as he made a quick turn. By the time the man began to shout that someone had stolen his coin purse, Andar was a street away. He waited until he turned into an alleyway before he took it out for a look. The coin purse itself was distinguishable, with the letter “U” sewn into it.
Unlucky, Andar joked with himself. He wouldn’t be able to keep the coin purse, but he knew of a shopkeeper who bought stolen goods without question. He normally would sell it there, but there wasn’t time. Instead he would take the coin within and buy himself something to eat.
He had only recently begun stealing money, for his father had instilled that it was dangerous. Depending on the amount in the coin purse, Andar could lose his hand if caught. Still, he had stolen a few purses since then and had always hoped they would be filled with gold coins. But no one seemed to be foolish enough to travel around with more than a few silver. This man was no exception. Andar found three silver coins and a couple coppers in the bag. He could probably get another few coppers from selling it later, but it wasn’t worth the risk of holding onto it. He left it on the ground and hurried toward the outskirts of the city where he knew the cavern to be, purchasing some hot bread on the way and devouring it.
He had a stomach ache from eating quickly as he left the city behind, but it would pass. There were grass fields and hills out here. Among the green were two spots of black where fire had scorched the ground. Andar gulped. Had this been where his father had met with Erisena when the army of the king attacked?
They must’ve made it out, he reminded himself. They must be alive. If they weren’t, we would’ve heard from the soldiers.
The last houses he passed were even smaller than his own, most with no one inside. Living here was just too far from all the places of work. A group of builders was constructing more houses in the distance behind him, though Andar didn’t know why if these existing houses were empty. He didn’t care in that moment, not when the view in front of him took his focus.
There were hundreds of men, all with weapons. It put Andar on edge. He walked to the nearest hill so he could watch from a distance. He was still close enough to see many of their faces, so he looked for the dark skin and familiar face of the commander and soon spotted him approaching someone else whose appearance was a complete contrast to the commander. This man’s skin was as white as snow. He had fancy clothing and a cape and cane to match. He seemed to hold no weapons, while the commander had a sheathed sword on his belt and a sturdy chest plate of hard leather that made him seem ready to fight if needed.
The only similarity between these two was their size—both not quite as large as Andar’s father, but tall nonetheless. However, the man standing in front of the commander with folded arms appeared flabby, not heavily muscled like the commander. Andar could only tell by the man’s triple chin, for his many layers hid the rest of him.
This had to be a guild master, most likely of the Farmers’ Guild, for it was they who had taken control of this Tisary upon discovering it.
They had done more than that, Andar supposed. They had paid diggers, like Andar’s father, to spend years excavating the cavern to look for a rift. It was the king’s army who would take control now.
Andar risked walking across the short open field to bring himself closer so he could listen. This was not a conversation he wanted to miss. The Farmers’ Guild might’ve fairly discovered the rift in this cavern, but that was about all they did that was fair. This guild master was the man responsible for assigning harsh overseers like Rhenol Gale to manage the farms. Andar had never met this guild master, but it was easy to direct all his anger onto him. Andar wouldn’t mind watching the over-fed man die here. Hopefully he would stand against the commander, who glanced toward Andar as he approached, causing Andar to stop for a moment. But the commander returned his attention to the guild master to continue with what seemed to be a lecture.
Most of the trees around here had been cut down, but there were a few stumps left between Andar and these two men of power. He moved a little closer and positioned his body to lie behind the stump with his hands behind his head. If someone saw him, it should look like he was resting in a bit of shade, for this morning was hot. He knew he wouldn’t be able to trick the commander, but Andar didn’t care so long as he heard the conversation. This might be the only chance he’d have to listen to a guild master fail to get what he wanted.
Andar recognized the commander’s voice. “The king will buy them from you.”
“At what price?” The guild master sounded skeptical, his voice nasally.
“Thirty gold per gemcrafter.”
“Tsh. What am I supposed to do with thirty gold?” He said it as if it was a few coppers.
“You will cherish it, considering that you could easily get nothing,” the commander answered.
“What about all the years I spent paying diggers to look for this Tisary? I expect fair compensation for that as well.”
“What about the diggers who expected fair compensation?”
There was a pause. Andar’s father was a digger, though Andar didn’t know what the commander could be referring to. Was it simply better pay, or did something happen?
“They were told their salary before they started work, and they agreed to work for it,” the guild master answered.
The commander let out a raspy breath. “I speak of course of the fifty gold coins you promised each of them upon discovering a Tisary.”
Fifty gold? My father certainly never got all that. There was another moment of silence. Andar stretched his neck, for he simply couldn’t miss catching the expression of the guild master.
From this close, Andar could see that the guild master was a decade or two older than the commander, with many thin wrinkles across his fat cheeks that gave the appearance that a bird had scratched him a while ago and his wounds were still healing. His chin was masked by fat, bleeding into his neck as he leaned back and looked down with his dark, beady eyes.
“I don’t know what you heard about that,” he said, “but they were given more than they deserved.”
The commander scowled at him. “Have you, Owlan, spent even an hour digging in this cavern?”
“I don’t need to, and I know what you’re implying. But these men are without education or status. This is the kind of work they were born to do, and it is the only work they are capable of completing. If they believed the promise of fifty gold coins, then that proves what the rest of us know. They are stupid.”
Andar made sure to hide behind the stump again, for he didn’t want anyone to see the anger on his face.
“How many gold coins did you give them for discovering the Tisary?” the commander pressed. Andar was surprised he hadn’t said something about the guild master’s insulting choice of words. The commander couldn’t possibly believe the same thing that the guild master did, could he? He did not seem like that type of man. Andar realized then that he really didn’t know much about the commander, not even his name.
“We gave ten gold coins to each of them,” said the guild master, “which was more than they deserved. But I paid them many more gold coins over the years that they worked. If the king is a just man, he will compensate me. It was my team of diggers, after all, that discovered this Tisary.”
Andar silently seethed in anger. He could no longer keep his hands behind his head. The position called for him to relax, and it was the last thing he wanted to do right now. He crossed his arms instead and gritted his teeth.
“This is no longer a conversation,” the commander told him sternly. “Remove your hired swordsmen.”
“You would actually attack these men? They are citizens who you have sworn to protect.”
“I protect those who obey the laws of the king. If they wish to take up arms against my soldiers, then they have forfeited their right to live. And if they were commanded to take up arms, then it is their commander that I shall punish the most severely when I am done dealing with them.”
Andar heard the guild master whose name he figured was Owlan grumble as he walked off, but his footsteps stopped.
“How am I to receive the gold for the gemcrafters?” Owlan asked.
“It will be delivered to your guild hall.”
The guild master left, but not before huffing out a breath in irritation.
 So the commander knows where his guild hall is. Of course he did; this shouldn’t be a surprise. The commander probably knew where every man of riches or rank resided in the city. Andar wondered how he could get this information out of him.
He heard footsteps approaching, knowing it was the commander. Andar sat up and tried not to look guilty.
“I hope your ability to dig exceeds that of your ability to hide,” the commander said with folded arms.
Andar knew he should say nothing except to express his thanks for giving him work and allowing his brother and Rygen to stay in their home, but he couldn’t hold his tongue.
“Why didn’t you lecture that man? You could’ve embarrassed him. He deserves it.”
“I don’t have time for but one lesson for you right now. Don’t embarrass rich men like Owlan Finchester, Andar. Their wealth and their pride are one and the same. Do anything to take one away, and they will make an example out of you.”
“Yeah, but I’m just some poor child. You’re the commander of the king’s army. No one can make an example out of you.”
Andar didn’t actually believe he was only a poor child. He was so much more than that, including an Ascendant-in-the-making, which only his brother and his father knew. But a point had to be made.
“That doesn’t matter because I don’t have time to deal with anyone trying to make an example out of me.” The commander turned toward his men and ordered, “Investigate the cavern!”
Andar saw then that the guild master must’ve given his order for his sellswords to leave. They headed back toward the city, most of them with looks of relief as they shared words with one another, a few even laughing and possibly making jokes. They were armored well for sellswords, comparable to the king’s army. They donned the same thin armor, and their swords appeared the same from what Andar had seen from a distance. It was their lesser number that was most different.
Between the city and the caverns’ entrance, there must’ve been at least a thousand soldiers out here scattered across the grass field. Compared to that, there were maybe two hundred sellswords. They would have no chance in a battle.
One thought entered Andar’s mind that began to disturb him. Every one of these men on either side must’ve been paid a wage for their service, and it must be far more than a digger made for them to decide to take up arms and risk their lives. How much gold coin could Owlan Finchester be spending on his tiny army? Whatever it was, it was nothing compared to how much the king spent on his. This group of one thousand soldiers was but a small fraction of the army in whole. Andar marveled at just how many gold coins could realistically be distributed from the king to all his men.
The total amount spent to employ all the soldiers had to be more than one hundred gold coins a week, probably even in excess of one thousand. The more Andar thought about it, the more he realized that the king could be spending as much as ten thousand a week. A week!
Andar had been paid one silver a day, which was seven-tenths of receiving a gold coin every week. His earnings had gone to buy food for him and his family. He hadn’t even thought there were ten thousand gold coins in existence until then, for he could count on one hand the number of times he had seen one. There had to be so much more wealth that he would probably never see, the kind of wealth that made the rich men in Jatn look like street beggars.
He let these thoughts fester and infuriate him as he waited on the hillside for his order to work. He still hoped to eat something else—maybe even a second breakfast after the one he had bought with stolen coin—but the commander seemed busy as he spoke near the cavern with other men of probably high rank within the army.
When all the sellswords had left, it seemed as if everyone became solely interested in procuring their breakfast. Massive pots were strung up over fires. Soldiers escorted townsfolk into the makeshift encampment, the citizens carrying sacks or baskets and soon trading them for coin.
Andar, the youngest here by many years, worried he might miss a free meal if he didn’t take some initiative. Lines of soldiers formed, hungry men waiting for food. Andar was on edge as he walked over and took his place in the back of the line. He tried not to look too worried, for he did belong here, and confidence was the only way he could sell it.
The line moved quickly, and soon Andar had many people behind him who had not said a word to him. He was just starting to relax a bit when a familiar soldier came to his side and looked down at him.
“What are you doing in this line?”
Andar resisted the urge to kick the man in the shin. It was Marcus Dowl, the drunkard who had grabbed Rygen.
What am I doing here? What are you doing here? You should be in a prison cell. Instead, this man was here—in uniform—about to cause another problem for Andar. He caught his tongue before insulting the man and gave the truth instead.
“I’m a digger chosen by the commander to work here. I was told I would receive meals for my work.” Andar gestured. “Thus, I am in line.”
Marcus chuckled. He had circles under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept well. His uniform was faded, with smudges of dirt around the sleeves. Andar hadn’t gotten too good of a look last night, when they had brawled in his dark kitchen, but he could see now that this man wasn’t much taller or bigger than the average grown man. He seemed about Andar’s father’s age, thirty-one, or possibly older. Andar didn’t know why the soldier had laughed at him, but it seemed forced.
“If what you say is true, then what’s the commander’s name?”
Andar tried to think of a way out of this, but Marcus lost his smile. He became aggressive as he put his face near Andar’s.
“Get out of line,” he threatened.
Andar wouldn’t move no matter what Marcus told him. He was beginning to wonder if this drunkard, with his foul breath, even recognized him at all. Andar studied his face, a face he wanted to punch, and saw nothing close to recognition in his bloodshot eyes.
“The commander never gave me his name,” Andar said, increasing the volume of his voice so everyone nearby could hear. “He was too busy stopping you from groping a ten-year-old girl!”
Everything came back to Andar in a flash. Overcome by anger, he shoved the man back.
“And that was before you drew your sword on me!” Andar continued. “A thirteen-year-old boy! So no, I did not get the commander’s name, but I did hear yours, Marcus Dowl, and I’m not going to forget it. If you have an issue with me eating some breakfast before I start digging, then take it up with the commander. I’m sure he’ll be happy you’re wasting more of his time.”
The other men in line hooted and laughed, but Andar was too angry to feel victorious. This soldier should be imprisoned. He hadn’t broken any laws, but he certainly would’ve if Leo hadn’t brought the commander to their home. Or Marcus would’ve forced me to break a law myself when I defended Rygen.
Marcus’s eyes had gone wide with shock. He grumbled something about it being lies and hurried away. At least he seemed to know that he had done wrong, and he didn’t seem smart enough to know how to lie convincingly.
It wasn’t long before Andar had reached the front of the line and received his meal. He was disappointed no one had asked him about Marcus after his outburst. It was as if none of them cared to do anything, even if all of it was true. Or perhaps they wanted to do something, but none of them knew what.
He ate alone. He felt as though he didn’t belong here, but he was used to the feeling. At least the food wasn’t too bad. It was porridge, a normal breakfast for Andar when he didn’t steal, but this porridge was a little sweeter than usual, which made all the difference.
Marcus was nowhere in sight, and Andar was glad for it, but he did fear what might be going through the man’s head now. He was certainly embarrassed and might want revenge for it. Or perhaps he feared that Andar could make more trouble for him—which was certainly correct.
He probably wouldn’t risk doing anything to Andar while sober, but some men behaved very differently when drunk. Andar’s father had taught him this, never by example but through the many lessons he had given Andar and Leo.
Sometimes Andar couldn’t believe his father was gone. He wondered how long it would take to get used to. For now, it hurt worse than if someone had stolen something valuable to Andar.
He was more likely to make enemies here than friends. These were soldiers of the king, after all. These were the types of men who barged into his home when they were searching for rebels. They didn’t care that Andar and Leo needed help finding their father. Instead, they looked for anything they might steal. There could be other Marcus Dowls among them.
At least the commander was different. Andar watched him for a long while. He seemed to be busy talking with many different people until someone finally came by and gave him a bowl that most certainly held his breakfast. He finished up with the last man, then sat on the ground and used a nearby tree stump as his table to eat from his bowl. A few people tried to come up and ask him something while he was eating, but he just put up his hand. One of them waited around, but the commander shooed him with a gesture. He ate quickly and stood when he was finished. He was immediately swarmed by more people.
Normally, Andar would have no interest in working until he was forced to do so, but he had never seen the inside of the cavern. His father had told him and Leo what it looked like, which only made Andar more eager to see it.
The commander didn’t seem as if he would be free anytime soon, so Andar decided to walk over and stand nearby to ensure he was seen. He listened to many short conversations between the commander and the men reporting to him. Almost all were logistical, men coming to the commander with numbers and details about the troops, and the commander telling them what to do next. Andar didn’t know how such a man had time to visit poor families like Andar’s. Perhaps that was why he had come around their area at night, for it was the only time he wouldn’t be bothered.
What was even more of a marvel was how so many men were here, and yet there were almost no women. The citizens who were paid to provide breakfast had left. There were some women among the army here, in uniform just like the men, but there were just so few. It felt strange to have so many men in one place. Where were all the women at this time? Did many of these men have wives waiting for them somewhere? Skyfire and ash, did many of these men have children waiting for them somewhere? It was strange to think about, especially if more of them were like Marcus. Andar shuttered.
Finally, the commander approached him. “I hope you’ve eaten,” the commander said, not stopping as he passed by Andar and clearly expected to be followed. “There’s no time for it now. Follow me to the caves.”
Andar gladly obliged.




CHAPTER THREE

On the way to the entrance to the caves, the commander took something out of his pocket and handed it to Andar.
“This is a badge,” the commander said. “It will allow you food three times a day; breakfast, lunch, and supper. It will also allow you access to the army’s bathing quarters nearby. I have written down the address so you don’t have to memorize it.” He handed Andar a small note.
The badge itself was copper and rusted, but it seemed official with its simple inscription of “Army Worker.”
Andar would treasure it for the access it gave him.
He descended the dirt trail into the cavern with the commander, who was handed a lantern by someone before they reached the edge of darkness. Andar checked behind him to see many others coming in after them, all receiving lanterns as well. He felt proud to be at the front with the commander, but it was somewhat strange. There had to be more important people than Andar going into this cavern at this moment.
There was a lot of moisture in the air, but it was the warmth that took him by surprise. He expected it to be cooler down here, out of the sun, but it was even hotter than it was outside.
“Does the heat have to do with Artistry from the Tisary?” Andar asked.
“No, all caverns are like this.”
The cavern itself seemed like it was a secret underground section of another world. Andar had seen nothing like the natural materials that existed here. Everything seemed to be coated in wax, smooth yet with its colors dulled. He always figured it was nothing but dirt down here, hard and compact so that it wouldn’t collapse on his father. But he found very little dirt at all. It wasn’t quite rock that made up the walls, roofs, and ground, but it did appear to be nearly as hard as rock. Why had his father made the caverns sound so uninteresting?
That’s what he does well. He was one of the most interesting men in the world, DVend Quim, and yet he passed himself off to most people as a boring digger.
Much of the pillars and mounds in front of Andar looked like rock that had been covered with something unnatural, pocked and dripping. Some mounds were yellow, others red, but most were gray. In the distance, he thought he saw something blue. But it was dark down there, so he couldn’t be sure.
“What is this stuff?” Andar asked as he gestured around them.
“I don’t know the word for it, but it’s only been found in caverns,” the commander replied.
“Is there any use for it?”
“No.” The commander shouted behind him. “Liaison, you should be ahead of me now.”
“Coming,” called a man from not too far away.
Soon Andar and the commander were being led by the liaison to the Tisary. The appearance of the cavern continued to change as they went through it, though only by variations of hues and textures. It all ended up looking the same to Andar soon enough. He would’ve felt lost if there was not one main route through the cavern with many alternate paths branching from the sides.
It was hard to imagine his father here, chipping away. Did he and the other diggers only progress through the cavern where they found dirt, or were they forced to pick at the strange hard stuff all around them? There was so much Andar’s father must’ve seen throughout his life that he had never shared with Andar or Leo. He’d grown up in a mansion in Halin, a better city than Jatn, and certainly a better home. He probably even had servants. DVend’s father had been the richest man in the city, after all. He definitely had servants.
It was hard for Andar to picture his father letting someone do something for him that he could do for himself. But he must’ve been busy training as a swordsman, for DVend Quim was hailed as the best in the world.
Andar had known there was something special about his father and their family, but the truth had surprised him. The strangest part about it was that it was easy for Andar to picture his father being good with the sword. He was good at everything he did, except trusting Andar with the truth. But that had begun to change before he was forced out of Jatn with the rebels.
Andar stopped thinking about his father so he wouldn’t put himself in a mood. Soon he would find out what he was doing in this cavern, but until then, he had to know something.
“Commander?” Andar asked.
“Yes?”
“What’s your name?”
The commander didn’t answer as he looked down at Andar.
“Marcus Dowl confronted me when I was in line,” Andar explained. “He didn’t recognize me from last night, but he did accuse me of trying to steal a free meal.”
The commander grumbled but still didn’t speak.
“He didn’t believe me when I said that you had told me to come here. He gave me only one way to prove it, by stating your name.”
“I see.”
Andar waited but did not get an answer, so he continued.
“It’s not right that men like Marcus know the names of high-ranking officials in the army and can use that knowledge to do what they want. Meanwhile, I can’t even get my breakfast without harassment.”
The commander held the lantern up to his face, showing Andar a look that made it seem as if he was about to impart knowledge.
“There are men like Marcus Dowl everywhere, Andar. But the difference between him and others is that he is in the army. He is under my watch. If he is to be removed from the army, he will become much more dangerous. Men like him need regimen. They need supervision.”
Andar was shocked. The commander—who still hadn’t given his name, which was starting to bother Andar—made it sound as if the army was a healthy place for men like Marcus. Andar hadn’t known the commander to be wrong about anything yet, but surely he was wrong about this. To a man like Marcus, the army was just a conduit for power. He was more dangerous with a uniform on, not off.
But Andar held in his argument for later. It would do no good right now.
After a long silence, the commander finally said, “My name is Rolan Kipper. You are welcome to use it if questioned, but I don’t want you to take any action if you notice any of my men behaving unlike they should. Let them be. They will be dealt with as they deserve.”
“All right,” Andar said, though he didn’t know what he might actually do given a real opportunity.
After a long while of walking, the liaison said, “The Tisary is just ahead.”
Andar figured this man was a worker for the Farmers’ Guild until just today. Having him lead the commander, Rolan Kipper, to the Tisary was probably part of the agreement between the commander and Owlan
Finchester, another name Andar wanted to remember.
The tunnel to the Tisary was not long at all, though the path leading up to it had veered off from the main route a while back. Andar didn’t know just how far they’d gone from the entrance, but it could’ve been a mile.
Rolan warned Andar, “Stay away from the rift. Even sticking your smallest finger into it might result in your death eventually.”
“I’ll stay back,” Andar said.
The Tisary itself was similar to the rest of the cave, though it seemed to be an alcove coated with the hard substance Andar thought of as rock covered in wax. The one difference, and it was a major one, was the rift toward the back.
“Be careful,” the liaison warned and gestured at the ground ahead of them.
Much of the dirt on the floor of the cave had been scraped away and collected in the corners, but there was a hole off to the side. Andar wanted to venture over to see how deep it went, but he knew nothing about the ground here. It might be treacherous. So he took the liaison’s advice to be cautious.
They carefully approached the rift. There was a platform of what looked to be hard dirt, reddish in color, that was around the base of the rift. It was as if everyone wanted to dig away the dirt substance that made up the floor, but no one would venture close to the rift.
The rift itself seemed to be alive and dangerous. Black and red coexisted to make up the floating sphere at the other end of the Tisary. Its edges were thicker, denser in color, though blurry as if Andar was looking at them with squinted eyes. Streaks of white shot across the sphere as the commander approached, Andar close behind him. Andar marveled at what he saw. This was a rift—an opening to the other realm. He wondered how exactly he would die if he stuck his finger into it. Was the commander really certain about this?
Although Andar wasn’t afraid of it, something instinctual told him to stay away from the area. The feeling had come about even before Rolan’s warning…even before Andar saw the rift.
He didn’t notice the other people here until now. They stood in the shadows at the corners, two of them army men, based on their uniforms. Another man had on a flowing robe. He was tall with an impatient look about him as he stared at the commander. Something told Andar this man was a mage—he had skill with Artistry.
“I’m going to be busy for a while,” Rolan told Andar. “But first I’m going to explain what you need to do. Be careful as you follow me.”
He led Andar over toward the hole. It was steep enough that if he fell in, he would not be getting out without some kind of rope. He expected Rolan to keep walking past the hole to bring Andar toward the other end of the Tisary, where someone had started digging into the wall, but it was here where Rolan stopped and studied Andar’s expression.
“Are you still not scared?” the commander asked.
He means for me to go in here? His nerves tingled, but the feeling wasn’t fear. It was as if he knew he should be afraid but his body wasn’t capable.
“No,” Andar answered. He got on his knees and looked closer into the hole as the commander put his lamp on the edge. The outside of it was made of rock, real rock, not the hard substance that composed much of the rest of the cavern. As Andar peered within, he saw that rock also made up the walls. It was as if a pillar of dirt used to reside between these enormous underground slabs of stone, but someone had dug out all the dirt.
“What am I supposed to do?” Andar asked.
“There should be a rope here.” The commander walked around the Tisary until he came to a mound of rigid, rocklike dirt, beige in color. It was wide at the bottom and tall enough to nearly touch the waxy and colorful icicles of some hard substance that decorated the ceiling. “Here it is.”
The rope looked as if it had been used, rubbed down in many places. It was long and thick, certainly strong enough to keep the heaviest of men suspended. Andar felt on edge at the thought of the commander wrapping the rope around Andar’s body and telling him to fall into the hole.
“Are you still not afraid?” Rolan asked with a grin.
“I’m not,” Andar told him.
“Good. Then start tying this end around you so that it will hold all of your weight. I’ll work on the other end.”
Andar wrapped it around his waist like a belt, tying it so that it was secure. Meanwhile, Rolan wrapped the other end around the hard mound that was about ten paces from the hole. The mound had a few scrapes and indents that made it clear the rope had been tied to it before. But the hole was not wide enough for a grown man to fit easily. Whoever had created this hole, as deep as it was, couldn’t have been much bigger than Andar. He still had a lot to grow to reach the commander’s height. Andar was strong but slender, built like the boy he still was.
When the rope was secure both around Andar’s waist and the hard mound, Rolan picked up a pickaxe from the ground and seemed unsure how to give it to Andar.
“I want you to have use of your hands.” He looked to be in thought as he glanced up and down Andar’s body, making him painfully aware of his tattered clothing. “Put this in between the rope and your body.” Rolan handed over the pickaxe. “See if you can maneuver enough to climb down.”
Andar slid the pickaxe between the rope and his body behind his back. It pressed tightly against him, hurting his spine, but at least it was secure as he made use of his arms and hips.
“Good, then are you ready?” the commander asked with dire seriousness.
“I’m ready.”
“This is dangerous, so you must be careful.”
Obviously, Andar refrained from saying.
He approached the hole, where he and the commander tested the rope a few times. It certainly would hold, so long as it didn’t slip off.
“You’re to descend until your feet reach the dirt below,” Rolan said. “I was told that it’s not that far to the ground below yet, perhaps ten yards. Your task is to keep digging. This is expected to take months, but you must be careful the entire time. Are you paying attention?”
“Yes,” Andar said. He knew he should put all of his focus on his task, but he could barely tear his eyes away from the rift. The man in the long robe seemed to be doing something, probably something with Artistry. His arms were extended toward the rift, his shoulders tense. His fingers stretched out as if trying to pull something from the dark realm.
Andar realized the commander was waiting for him to say something. “What will take months?” he thought to ask.
“Your job,” Rolan said. “We know that Artistry comes up from below the ground, but no one has figured out its source. Something down there creates Artistry.” He pointed to the hole. “It might be something enormous that spreads across the underside of our world, or it might be a separate entity. Whatever it is, I want you to find it.”
“Why?” Andar asked out of curiosity. “What good would it do to find it?”
“If we study it, we might learn how to make Artistry ourselves. You might not understand what that means for us, but trust me when I say that it would change the world.”
Yes, but would it change the world for the better? The army would be even more powerful.
“Why dig here specifically?” Andar asked instead.
“Because this is a Tisary.” Rolan extended his arms.
“Commander, sir,” one of the men near the rift called.
“I’m almost done with the new digger,” he said back. Then he asked Andar, “Do you know what I mean?”
“No.” He was honored to be given enough time for his questions to be answered. He would try not to take advantage by asking too much.
“Tisary is short for the word Artisary—a place where lots of Artistry is made and usually trapped. They are most often in caverns like this. The rift that you see there requires a lot of Artistry from our realm and a lot of Esitry from the dark realm. We dig here because we know that a lot of Artistry is coming up from the ground here. The source is likely to be closer to us than if we were to dig anywhere else.”
“Esitry?” Andar asked, having never heard the word.
Andar worried when he saw the commander sigh. Andar needed to know everything he could about Artistry, and clearly this was the man to ask. He couldn’t already be tired of answering questions. Andar had so many.
“I don’t have time to get into it at the moment. I need to finish here with you. Are you good with your hands, Andar Litxer?”
“Very,” he said, disappointed he would find out nothing else at the moment.
“Good, because you will descend into the hole with a lantern in one of your hands. I’m sure it will be quite difficult, for the lantern is hot. But you must have light down there. It is too dangerous, otherwise. Keep one lantern below the surface and another above. At the end of each day, you will bring out the old lantern for its oil to be refilled. At the start of the next day, you will bring a new lantern down. All will be supplied to you. Are you afraid? This is the time to change your mind about all of this if you’re going to.”
“I’m not scared,” Andar insisted, though he certainly felt as though he should be.
The commander leaned down to look into his eyes. “Either you’re the bravest boy I’ve met, or something is wrong with you. You’re not expected to spend the whole day in the crevices of the cavern. Even if you are not afraid, the dark solitude is not healthy for the mind. Take breaks when you wish. You can even walk all the way out of the cave at times and give your legs a good stretch. You have to bundle the rope to ensure it is taut the whole way down. A longer rope will be supplied to you when you have dug far enough for this rope to no longer reach the bottom.”
Rolan paused for a breath. “That should be everything you need to know for now.” He took a pair of thick gloves out of his pocket and handed them over. “They should fit. Just be careful when you work, and do not
ever stand near the rift.”
Andar tried on the gloves. They were a little big, but they would do.
“What about lunch, sir?” Andar asked.
He expected the commander to laugh, but instead Rolan seemed irritated by the question. “I told you that you will be provided with the meals you require. Someone will come by around midday. If you have any other questions, you can ask her.” He walked toward the men near the rift and started speaking with them, but he stopped to look back at Andar.
So Andar bundled up the rope until the portion holding him to the mound was tight. He carefully crawled backward into the hole. It was a struggle to ensure he would not fall with only one hand on the rope and the other holding the hot lantern away from his body, but he managed to get his feet against the stone below the surface. He descended with careful little steps, letting the rope slide through a briefly loosened grip of his hand when it was time to move. It would be very easy to make a mistake here, but it was even easier to make a mistake while picking pockets, and Andar had yet to be caught. This, he could do.
Soon he was completely below the surface. The sound of his own breath echoed around him. The stone wasn’t slick or smooth, but there seemed to be very few places for him to grab hold if he were to try to climb up without the rope.
He tested the rope with hard jerks. It felt secure. Most of the places he could grab onto were big slits in the rock. Some were wide and deep enough for him to dive into if he was mad enough to try. There was an especially wide one that seemed to be filled with dirt, though this dirt was loose as if it had been dug up.
That’s exactly what happened, Andar realized. The previous diggers needed somewhere to put the dirt, so they’d stuck it in these crevices. Andar would have to do the same.
The farther he went, the more he was certain that these really were two enormous rocks on either side of him. They each curved at different degrees, though usually the rocks were close on his front and back side.
He was glad he didn’t have to squeeze through anywhere, for he wasn’t sure he had the courage to risk getting stuck down here. But there was one place where the rock he used as a foothold came to a ledge. He tried to find a place below it to put his foot, but it seemed as if it had disappeared.
It took some leaning and maneuvering for him to look down under the ledge, but he did see that the rock came out toward him again. It was just that there was a gap where he wouldn’t be able to put his feet. He had to hang from the rope to get his feet against the rock again.
The surface was just below him now, he saw. He set down his lamp first, then came down with one foot to test his weight. This dirt was hard. It seemed to hold him well as he let down his whole weight onto the circle of ground that was only twice his girth. He jumped a few times just to make sure he wouldn’t fall through. It would hold.
He took the pickax from his back, thankful for the relief to his spine, and started to chip away. It had been a difficult climb down, but it would only get harder the deeper he made this hole. That thought didn’t scare him, though. He feared only one thing, and it was finding the source of the Artistry.
It wasn’t so much that he feared what might happen to his body when he found it. He was only scared of what the army might do with it.




CHAPTER FOUR

Andar worked for what felt to be hours. Eventually someone called down to him.
“Andar Litxer?” It was a woman’s voice.
“Yeah?” he shouted up.
“I have food for you. Come up.”
“That’s going to take a moment.”
She didn’t reply.
The climb was difficult but manageable. The hardest part was getting up the gap in the stone where he had to hang past it on the way down. There was no place for his feet. The only way up, it seemed, was by pulling his full body weight with his arms. It would’ve been easy if they weren’t so tired from using the pickaxe. Even through the gloves, his hands felt raw.
Eventually he made it out. The woman was not anywhere near his age, as he had secretly hoped. Even worse, she seemed displeased to be here as she handed him a cloth sack that he figured contained his meal. He wondered how anyone could be displeased to be here when the rift was right by. It vibrated as streaks of white and red exploded into one another across the surface of the sphere. Andar couldn’t take his eyes off it, as if it were a furious beast looking for a victim. The man in the long robe was still there, continuing to bend his fingers into a claw shape that showed he clearly wanted something.
Andar’s meal was cured meat of some kind and fresh bread. It was better than any meal he’d received on the farm. The woman, who might’ve been his father’s age, set down a pitcher of water as well. Andar was so thirsty he started to drink from it before she might tell him that he’d have to share so he’d better wait for his cup.
To his surprise, she said nothing. It really was all for him, apparently. It was a good thing, for he’d covered the pitcher in dirt already. The water was warm, probably from sitting in a barrel that was stored within the cavern. But it was fresh and clean, the opposite of his clothing. He looked forward to visiting the bathing house when he was done for the day, especially as admittance would be free when he showed his badge that the commander had given him.
“I’ll be back later with your supper,” said the woman as she left.
Andar sat and ate, watching the man he deemed to be an Ascendant in training. The man took only a single break that Andar saw, but it seemed to be out of frustration rather than to rest, for he had made a fist and grumbled something to himself. He didn’t look tired at all, in fact, while Andar felt as though he could sleep right here.
When Andar was done eating, he approached the man. Andar was told not to be near the rift, but he figured he could at least be as close as this man was. The rift produced a strong windy sound as well as a crackle, like wood burning.
The man glared at Andar as he came up to him and asked, “What have you been doing here all this time?”
“I don’t have time for you,” the man snapped. “I’m paying for this. Leave me alone.” He turned his attention back to the rift.
Andar walked away. He supposed he wasn’t going to learn anything else about Artistry from this man. Andar decided to lie down and drift off for a bit. He awoke just when he was starting to dream about the rift opening around him as if it had jaws.
He spent what he figured was the afternoon and evening down in the hole, but it was difficult to tell. His arms ached. His back felt aflame. It was just as difficult to dig as it was to grab the loosened dirt and shove it into the crevices of the rock. But at least while digging, Andar’s curiosity could be satisfied by what he found in the next layer.
The dirt changed, becoming more moist and easier to get through. He wondered if he might be close to something.
Eventually he felt that he couldn’t go on. If he did, his body would be too sore to make any progress tomorrow. He climbed out just as the lady who’d brought him his lunch was approaching with a tray that must contain his supper.
So this was how he would spend his days from now on. At least there were new people around the rift, and the commander had returned, standing with a woman and a man. Perhaps he might learn a thing or two today after all.
The angry man in the robe must’ve left. Andar had thought much about him while digging in the last few hours. What he’d told Andar, “I’m paying for this,” must’ve meant that he had paid to spend time in front of the rift. He had probably paid the Farmers’ Guild, and perhaps the commander had allowed this Ascendant in training to stay anyway. Or perhaps the commander had taken this man’s payment to the Farmers’ Guild before allowing him to stay. It didn’t matter. The important thing to note was that whoever controlled this Tisary would receive payments from people wanting to use it. That was probably the reason it was so valuable. But what did these people do with the rift?
Andar took his tray of food and set it on the ground, hardly noticing what he would be eating. He walked over to the commander, who was still conversing with the two others near the rift, and strained to hear them.
Upon arriving, Andar saw that the man seemed to be focused on something as he faced the rift and stood where Andar assumed to be dangerously close. But the commander said nothing of his position. He was busy talking to the woman.
“Do you think you’ll feel something tomorrow?”
“Something indeed, but what exactly, I cannot say.”
“Get as much rest as you can so you can try your hardest.”
She nodded. “Excuse me then, commander.”
“You’re excused.”
She walked past Andar. He noticed her clothing then, some sort of official robe. It had the marking of the king on its front. The man who’d snapped at Andar hadn’t had anything on his plain robe. The commander walked over to Andar. He looked back at the man near the rift as if to ensure there was distance between them. In the dark, Andar could only tell that the man wore a robe, not if it had a sigil on it.
“It looks like you’ve worked hard on your first day.” Rolan gestured at Andar’s filthy clothing.
“I did as much as I could, but I won’t be able to do much tomorrow if I keep going.”
“Then you’re done for today. Your goal is to make as much progress as you can over the next few months, not each day.” The commander started to walk off, but Andar stopped him with a question.
“What’s that man doing?” He pointed at the one near the rift.
“He paid to be here for half a day.” Rolan walked back to Andar with a hurry in his step. “I have a few moments before I have to leave. What questions are most important to you?”
But Andar wanted to learn everything there was to know about not only rifts but Artistry and summoning. He couldn’t think of the right questions, so he blurted out the first that came to mind.
“Why is that man paying to be here?”
“He’s a summoner trying to communicate with a creature in the dark realm. It’s easier for summoners to speak to the creatures who have bonded with them when standing close to a rift.”
“Because the rift is a door between realms?”
“Exactly.” The commander shifted his feet. “Anything else, perhaps about your work? I must leave soon.”
Andar wouldn’t waste this precious time talking about digging. “Why isn’t the Ascendant from earlier here anymore?”
“He’s not an Ascendant. He’s a mage in training. He paid for a full day but must’ve become frustrated. That’s common. Many mages think they just need to step in front of a rift for a few hours and suddenly they’ll understand Artistry in ways no man has before. But the Artistry from a rift is no different than the Artistry found in the ground and the air. There’s just more of it here. That does help mages practice, but it isn’t going to alter their skill level on its own.”
Andar would keep that in mind when he finally had the chance to train. “Who was the woman who just left?” She had looked like another mage of some kind, which—as Andar understood—was a word for anyone who had skill with Artistry or summoning.
“She’s a solider summoner. You will see much more of her because she’s to use the rift for a while in hopes of reaching her creature on the other side.”
“That summoner.” Andar pointed at the man near the rift. “How does he communicate with a creature on the other side?”
“You’d have to ask a summoner that, but don’t bother that man. You’ll see a lot of him as well, for he’s paid for a week of half-days.”
“What exactly will take a week?”
“For him to bring his creature through from the other side.”
So Andar would see it eventually, so long as this man succeeded.
The commander said, “The woman you saw should also bring her creature through sometime in the near future. Make sure you stay back when that happens.”
Andar no longer disliked his work. He would choose nothing else but to do whatever it took to be near this rift. Perhaps soon he could use it himself without anyone knowing.
He wondered what he could ask the commander that would help him understand how he should begin training. Nothing came to mind. He thought instead of Leo and Rygen, who would want to know everything that Andar had learned today. Rygen especially had an interest in summoners. She had been through so much grief recently that Andar wanted to give her the gift of knowledge if he could.
“Can’t summoners bring creatures through from the other realm without being near a rift?” Andar asked as he thought of Celia and her horrible incenfiend.
“Only the most talented,” Rolan answered. “In order to make their own rift for a creature, they must possess some skill over Esitry—the thing I mentioned earlier today. It’s like Artistry, but different. Summoners must grab the Esitry from the other realm and pull it into ours, breaking the wall between the realms to do so, which creates a rift.”
Andar was too shocked to reply. He didn’t understand how people could grab anything from the other realm without leaving this one, but this was the commander of the army. He must know what he was talking about.
“I thought the creatures were the ones making the rifts,” Andar said.
“Some summoners do command their pets to help them make the rift from the other side, but not all creatures have power over Esitry. Others are strong enough to cross between realms without the summoner’s help.” The commander looked down at Andar curiously. “You know more about this than I would’ve guessed. Did your father teach you?” There was suspicion in his voice. So Andar hadn’t completely convinced the man after all that his father was an innocent citizen.
“No, he didn’t. I’ve read a few books about it.”
“I see. That explains how you’ve learned some but not all.”
Andar felt his eyes go wide. The commander really knew all there was to know about this? “Please teach me!”
“I must be going now, but I’ll tell you what I can the next time something calls me down here.” He began to walk away, but Andar called after him.
“Please, sir. What about Artistry? How does a person with skill start practicing with it?”
The commander didn’t turn as he walked away, though he did provide an answer. “If they are lucky enough to be born with money to their name, then they pay for a tutor. If their family has substantial coin, they can later pay for time in front of a rift like this one.”
Andar ran to catch up to the commander. “What do they do here?”
“Go back and eat your supper. Then I expect you to bathe; it’s why I gave you a badge. Keeping clean is the best way to stay healthy. Bring these dirty clothes with you to the bathing house tomorrow to clean them. Alternate between sets that are clean. Understand?”
“Yes, but please help me with that one last question. What do these mages do with the excess Artistry that helps them train?”
“They make their first links and then practice them over and over. That is all.”
Of course; it was obvious. Andar thanked the commander for his time, then went back to eat. He focused not on his food but on trying to make a connection to the Artistry he knew to be in the air. He didn’t know how, though, and became frustrated that he hadn’t asked.
Then again, the commander hadn’t known how summoners communicated with their creatures. He probably didn’t know exactly how mages communicated with Artistry either, for Rolan didn’t seem to be an Ascendant.
Andar wasn’t sure if he was thinking of the term “mage” correctly. There was so much more he needed to ask the commander, but he supposed he could be patient.
No, he couldn’t, but he had to wait nonetheless.
He recalled the first and only time he’d felt some sort of link. It was when his father had tested him and Leo to see if they might one day be Ascendants. One of them was to choose an item from the bedroom and the other was to connect to the item in some way so that he knew what it was even without seeing it. Both Andar and Leo had failed to make a connection to anything except at the very end of the test, when Leo had taken the coins from underneath Andar’s bed that Andar had earned from thieving. Andar hadn’t known that Leo had discovered the coins, but that didn’t matter. He knew exactly what Leo had done—grabbed a handful of them and held them behind his back as he returned to the kitchen.
But did Andar feel a connection to the coins…or was it to Leo? It was hard to remember the specific feeling, but Leo had felt it as well. Andar had begun to notice other things about Leo that he couldn’t explain. It was as if Andar knew what his brother was feeling, and not just by guessing. It was like he could smell it or hear it, but it was neither of those things. It almost felt as though he could talk to Leo even when they were silent.
So how was Andar supposed to use that to create his first link in this Tisary? He was lost. Eventually there was no more food to nibble on, no more water to sip. He felt silly sitting here staring at the summoner. He was excited to return home to tell Leo and Rygen everything he’d learned, even if he hadn’t yet felt Artistry for himself.
It was a long walk out of the cavern, but at least it wasn’t too far to the bathing quarters. Andar showed his badge to the man at the front of the building, then entered and soon felt nearly invisible. Everyone kept their gazes away from others. Andar was used to bathing houses like this, cleaning himself in the same quarters as men of all ages, and this was no different. He didn’t like changing back into his dirty clothing, but he had not brought a spare set.
By the time he made it home, night had come. He saw Rygen cleaning up in the kitchen, and he could feel his brother was not in either bedroom. He wasn’t in the house at all.
“Where’s Leo?” Andar asked with worry.
After starting at Andar’s filthy clothing, Rygen took on a guilty look. “I’m not supposed to say.”
But Andar knew right away. “He’s outside the city hoping our father will find him.”
Rygen stared blankly. “I, um…”
“I know you’re not supposed to say.” Andar sat for a moment to rest his aching feet. He wondered if he should tell only Rygen what he’d learned, and then she could relay it to Leo while they worked together at the Bookbinding Guild. But Andar wanted to see his brother. He missed him, even if they were only apart a day. Leo was so innocent and goodhearted. Rarely would his naivety annoy Andar. Most of the time it was refreshing to talk to him, for it was only then—when he could see the world through Leo’s point of view—that Andar saw glimpses of a different environment than the one that had rubbed him the wrong way for so many years.
“I should get to bed,” Rygen said. But instead of moving, she stood still to watch Andar.
“I need to as well.” He got up and started toward the bedroom that he shared with his brother. Rygen slept in the room their father used to use.
“Andar?” she asked.
“Yes?”
“You’re not going after Leo?” She sounded worried.
Andar thought about looking for his brother, but it was such a long walk and Andar had already come from the other side of the city.
“The night is warm,” he told Rygen. “He won’t freeze if he does decide to sleep out there, which I doubt he will. Besides, my time is better spent sleeping so I can wake early. If I have time on the way to the cavern tomorrow morning, I might find people who wouldn’t mind parting with their coin as much as we would.”
“Oh” was all she said about that. But Andar could tell that she still wanted him to go after Leo.
“He’ll be fine,” Andar assured her. “He did bring the knife, didn’t he?”
She nodded.
“Our father taught us how to defend ourselves.”
“But you ran after him yesterday.”
“Yes, when I could catch up. It’s too late for me to stop him now. He is to learn for himself that it’s a waste of his effort.” Andar expected that to be the end of the conversation, but she still didn’t move. “You’re welcome to go after him if you like.”
Rygen looked at the door and seemed to be thinking about it. Andar wouldn’t allow her to leave if she surprised him by going, for he could stop her easily.
“I guess it is better for Leo to decide,” she said. “I hope nothing happens to him.”
“I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
She walked over to Andar and hugged him, to his shock. “Good night.”
It was a quick squeeze that he barely was able to return before she unwrapped her arms. He didn’t know what else to say as she went to her room and closed her door. The hasty embrace seemed strange at first, for he and Rygen had never hugged before, but then he pictured her hugging her mother each night…a mother who was gone now. Andar was the closest thing she had to a guardian. He should’ve given her a warmer embrace and let her know everything would be fine.
After changing and getting into bed, Andar tried to relax. But he couldn’t sleep as he stared across the small room at his brother’s empty bed. He was exhausted and clean, the two things that usually led to deep sleep. Instead, he felt a longing for an earlier time. He and his brother used to work at the same farm. After dinner each evening, their father would teach them swordsmanship with training swords—shoddy weapons made of splintered wood.
Andar wanted Leo to come home where he knew Leo would be safe.
Later, Andar awoke to the sound of someone opening the door to the house. He quickly rushed out of the bedroom but stopped when he saw the silhouette of what could only be his brother.
“Sorry to wake you,” Leo said. “I didn’t see Father, and I changed my mind about sleeping there.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” The two of them hugged.
Rygen opened the door to her room and came out. “Is everything all right?”
“I woke you, too?” Leo grumbled. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m just glad you’re safe.”
“I suppose I won’t be doing that again soon,” Leo said.
“You can if you want to,” Rygen said sheepishly.
Of course Leo could, Andar thought. We can all do whatever we want now. Andar hated how everything reminded them that they had lost the last parents they had. Something needed to be said to put them in a better mood.
“I learned a lot today about Artistry and summoning.”
“What?” Leo asked with excitement.
Rygen came closer. “Did you say summoning?”
“Yes, I even met Ascendants and summoners using the rift to train. But—are you ready for the best part, Leo?”
He nodded. If there was more light, Andar imagined he’d see a twinkle in his brother’s eye.
“I think I can figure out a way for us to use the rift to train just like the Ascendants do.”
“How?” Leo’s voice was tinged with excitement.
“I’ll let you know more when I know more myself.”
Rygen yawned, covering her mouth. “Why would you two train?”
Andar was surprised Leo hadn’t told her that their father had tested them and found that they might have skill with Artistry. He showed his surprise to his brother with a look. It was too dark for them to see each other’s faces very well, but Andar knew that didn’t matter.
“I didn’t say anything to Rygen because I’d only felt it that one moment,” Leo explained, “and I’ve wondered since then if I’d imagined it. It was quick, after all.”
Perhaps the feeling wasn’t as strong for his brother as it was for Andar, because Andar knew he had felt something, and no amount of time could make him change his mind.
“You felt it, Leo, because I did, too.” Andar addressed Rygen next. “Leo and I have some control over Artistry, I think. Our father helped us discover it, but he was forced out of the city before we could start training.”
“But neither of us have done anything with it since,” Leo informed Rygen. “We’ve both tried, haven’t we Andar?”
“We’re both young,” he reminded his brother. “Time will only make it easier.”
“I just don’t know anymore.”
Who was this ten-year-old boy standing in the kitchen? Leo had always been the excitable one between the two of them.
“We can always talk more another time,” Leo said. “We should be sleeping now.”
“Yes, Father,” Andar teased. “Anything you say.”


◆◆◆
 
Andar awoke again during the night as he heard someone in the kitchen. He was much too tired at that point to get up. It was probably just Rygen. Perhaps she was looking for something to eat because she was hungry. Unfortunately there was nothing edible in the house; Andar had already looked before going to bed earlier.
He fell back asleep only to awake sometime later to Rygen bumping a chair in the kitchen. She’s still up? Too worried to leave it be, Andar got out of bed just as Leo was doing the same.
“Is that Rygen?” Leo whispered.
“Think so,” Andar whispered back.
They walked into the kitchen, but it was completely dark.
“Rygen?” Leo asked.
“Sorry,” she whispered. “Go back to sleep before we wake Andar.”
“I’m up as well,” Andar said. “What are you doing?”
She let out a sigh. Andar could barely see her shadow in the dark kitchen as she sat in the nearby chair she had moved.
“I was just…”
But it was all she said.
“Nothing,” she finally concluded. “You two should go back to bed.”
“What is it?” Leo asked.
“I don’t like how it’s going to sound.”
“I’ll believe you,” Leo assured her.
“No, it’s embarrassing. We should all be back in bed.” She stood and made her way past them.
“Rygen,” Leo said a little harshly. “Please.”
She let out her breath loudly. “I’d really hoped not to wake you, but I suppose there’s no letting it go. It’s probably just my imagination, but…I’ve been sensing something.”
Andar was exhausted, eager to finish this conversation so he could get back in bed, but there was something about Rygen’s grim tone that made him realize that this was something real, at least to her.
“Don’t tell me you think it’s a ghost?” Andar prodded. “Because they’re not real.”
“Not a ghost,” she said. “But something.”
“Like a spirit?” Leo asked, his voice rising. Everyone knew what he was hinting at.
“I know it’s not my mother,” Rygen said, though Andar couldn’t be sure she was telling the truth.
“What is it, then?” Leo asked.
“So the two of you haven’t felt anything in this house?”
“No,” Andar answered.
“I haven’t either,” Leo said. “What does it feel like?” He finally sounded as though he believed Rygen, but Andar was more skeptical. He believed Rygen felt something, but Andar had felt many things as well. None of them had brought him out of his bed to stumble around the kitchen during the night.
“I can’t describe it except that it feels familiar.”
“Are you sure you don’t think it’s your mother?” Andar asked, growing impatient.
“I know it’s not my mother,” Rygen assured him with irritation this time. “I remember the moment when I realized she was gone and wouldn’t come back…and that feeling has never left me.” After a silent pause, she continued. “This is something I haven’t felt before, but I think it feels me too.”
“It?” Andar couldn’t help from scoffing. “So it is something like a ghost. I have to get back to bed. I’m sorry, Rygen. Please sleep.”
“It’s probably nothing,” she said. “Please forget I brought it up. Good night.” She hurried to her bedroom.
Andar would stand out here no longer. He went back to his bed and pulled the covers up to his chin.
“That was harsh,” Leo told him.
“So is what I’m about to say next,” Andar said. “I’m not talking about this anymore right now.”
“Fine.”
Andar was just starting to doze off again when a thought made him sit up.
“What?” Leo asked.
Everything Andar had learned today started to connect, making him wonder if Rygen really had felt something alive after all, something that certainly wasn’t in her imagination.




CHAPTER FIVE

Leo worked beside Rygen in the Bookbinding Guild all morning, and they didn’t see Gartel come in. The guild master was usually there before Leo and Rygen showed up at sunrise, but he had been late every day since the king’s army came and drove out all the rebels. It was strange to think that Leo’s father had been “driven out” as well. The army had wanted to kill him, kill Leo’s father! They forced him to flee the city with little means of returning. All Father had been doing was meeting with the leader of the rebels, Erisena, to tell her he would not be joining them. It wasn’t fair.
Rygen didn’t talk much these days. Even when she did, it wasn’t like before. She usually only spoke the words that needed to be spoken, those related to work or food. She and Leo no longer discussed the stories they had read together. They no longer played any games. He wanted things to go back to how they were before, but he didn’t know how to make that happen.
The guild master finally came through the door near midday. He had a concerned look on his face as he headed straight to Rygen.
“I went to visit the bakery where your mother works,” Gartel said. “I wanted to make sure she was all right after everything that happened, but she wasn’t there.”
Leo wanted to protect Rygen from having to answer the question that both of them knew was coming, but he couldn’t exactly tell his guild master to be quiet.
Rygen’s eyes glistened with tears. “She was…” A tear slipped out. She wiped it. “She was killed.”
Gartel clutched his chest as if in pain. He was tall with a short beard of gray that was a little longer and scruffier these days. His brown eyes usually appeared uninterested in whatever Leo or Rygen had to tell him, but they were wide and unblinking now.
“What happened?” he asked with a soft voice, as if the words were hard to speak.
Leo knew that the answer was too difficult for Rygen. He took it upon himself to speak instead.
“It’s best if Rygen doesn’t have to talk about it.”
She shook her head. Her tears had abated, at least for the moment. “No,” she said. “I want people to know what happened. It’s the only way there might be justice.”
Leo was surprised at the anger he heard in her voice. He had seen her angry only once, when Leo had forgotten to return one of the books he’d promised he would by a certain day. Rygen had confronted him after Gartel came close to banning her from the Bookbinding Guild. It had been akin to watching a butterfly grow fangs and attack.
“It was a summoner named Celia,” Rygen said. “She is tall like a man, with short hair. I will always remember how she looks. She summoned a giant beast called an incenfiend because she wanted to test its power. It killed many innocent people before it broke down my door and killed my mother.”
“What in KRenn’s mind?” Gartel muttered, apparently too shocked to provide anything but the common phrase.
She nodded.
Gartel put his hand on her head and gently stroked her hair. “I’m terribly sorry, Rygen. So you must’ve escaped through a window?”
“I couldn’t,” she said, her gaze shifting to Leo. “Leo ran in with a knife and attacked it as it came for me. He fought the beast as Andar arrived soon after. Both of them killed it together while I did nothing but watch, and all they had between them was one knife. They were braver than any of the soldiers, who didn’t come to get rid of its body for days.”
“Gods, this is true, Leo?”
He nodded.
Rygen stood and hugged Gartel. “I think it would’ve killed me, too.”
“You’re fine now, dear,” he said, enfolding her in his arms. “Everything will be fine.”
She stepped back and told him, “The summoner herself was nowhere near the creature when it was killing people. I don’t know where she went, but she clearly knew how dangerous it was, yet she still summoned it in our part of Jatn. Our homes have the weakest walls and doors out of any.”
“Sadly, that kind of behavior does not surprise me.” Gartel took a breath and got down on a knee, grimacing a bit as if his joints were much older than he was. He looked at Rygen square in her eyes. “I’m so sorry about your mother. I’m not sure if you were too young to realize it at the time, but your mother and I were together for a while.”
Rygen’s gaze fell. “I figured that out.”
Gartel nodded. “I assumed you might’ve. But you probably don’t know that I still cared for her, as she did me.” He cleared his throat. “Rygen, look at me, dear. This is very important.”
She looked up.
“I will do what I can to make sure her death is investigated properly. If it was a summoner of the army named Celia, as it sounds, then she should be hung for her crime.”
Leo expected Rygen to disagree. She had never condoned violence of any kind, but Rygen looked down and nodded her head.
“Thank you,” she said.
Gartel’s face softened even more as he leaned down. “I don’t want you living alone, especially in the place where your mother passed.” He glanced away with a hand to his chin. “But I do admit that you’re probably better off by yourself than at Jatn’s orphanage. I’ve heard that the children there do not fare well.” He grumbled as he seemed to be in thought.
Rygen shared a look with Leo that he interpreted as asking him not to say anything, at least not yet. Perhaps she wanted to see what Gartel would do, as the last adult in the city who still cared for her. But would she rather live with him than with Leo and Andar? The thought of her leaving scared Leo.
Gartel’s features squished together as if he were suddenly angry. “Everything has gone wrong since the king’s army arrived. Let me make a quick announcement that I cannot suspend any longer.”
He closed the door to the Bookbinding Guild, for it was just as much a shop for books as it was a place where they were made. There didn’t seem to be any patrons inside, but the open floor was still busy with many workers at their tables. All stopped what they were doing as Gartel called for their attention.
“I’m sure all of you have noticed that I’ve been late most of these days. I’ve been meeting with army officials in hopes of finding out something. A group of people took my safe during the chaos that ensued when the king’s army came here to brutally kill the rebels. My safe was fastened to the floor, too difficult to detach and carry off for even two grown men working together. Its removal should’ve been seen by many troops, but the army officials will do nothing for me. I went to the Farmers’ Guild as well, because they were the lawmakers and enforcers before the army arrived, and I was practically laughed at.”
Leo surveyed the room. He felt no pity for Gartel, for this was a rich man who could surely let some coin go without it affecting his food or housing. It appeared that the other workers probably agreed. None of them held the same sympathy in their faces that Gartel had when Rygen had shared the horrible news about her mother.
“I realize this might be shocking,” Gartel continued, “but I no longer want to keep it to myself. That’s how thieves get away with it. I’m coming to terms with the idea that the only justice I might find is through my own methods. Alas, I don’t have the time, and I lack the resources to have any confidence that I will recover what I lost.”
He paused and glanced at Rygen. “I’ve already found out that some of you have lost things as well, some even at the hands of the army.” His voice rose as he spoke to everyone. “I have half a mind to believe that it could be a group of them who took my safe, and I don’t care who hears my accusation. Many of those men are brutes, and the commander, Rolan Kipper, should be ashamed of himself!” Gartel took a breath and seemed sadder by the end of it. “That brings me to worse news. I was hoping I could avoid this, but I cannot.”
Leo’s heart dropped as he realized what Gartel would say.
“I have lost too much, and adjustments must be made,” Gartel said. “I’m forced to reduce my payments to all of you by ten percent of your current wage.”
There were a few gasps as Gartel went on.
“I’m embarrassed and angry about this. All of you deserve more, and I do plan to one day increase your wages to what they were. For now, however, I ask for your loyalty and dedication. The better work we do, the sooner I can give you back the ten percent that the army has taken away. I appreciate every one of you. I will be available in my office soon if you wish to discuss this. Until then, please continue your work.”
There was some commotion among the other workers as Leo and Rygen looked around silently. Leo was sure Rygen was thinking the same thing as he was in that moment, so he might as well share his thoughts aloud.
“We make eleven coppers, so Gartel has to take away one, right? He’d only take away two if we were making close to twenty a day.”
“Yes, it has to be one,” Rygen said. “So that means we’ll be earning ten a day, the same as working on any of the farms.” She worded it as if considering leaving.
“But this work is much easier and more interesting than farm work.”
“It is.”
Leo guessed that settled it, then. He wished Rygen would say something a little more reassuring, but she appeared as if she wouldn’t as she watched Gartel speak with the highest-ranking worker, Lester, who gestured emphatically at seemingly nothing in particular. Gartel put out his hands as if to calm Lester, but it didn’t help. Lester said one last thing, then turned and stormed toward the door.
“Lester!” Gartel called after him. Then he appeared embarrassed as he noticed everyone staring. He faced Lester again and opened his mouth as if to shout but didn’t.
Lester swung the door open and walked out without a look back.
Gartel sighed as he made his way over to Rygen and Leo. “I’m sorry about all of this,” he said only to her. It was a slight to Leo, but he’d been insulted enough by Gartel during their time together to ignore it.
“Is Lester no longer going to work here?” Leo asked with some hope. The thin man had always lifted his nose up whenever Leo had come to him with a question. Even worse, he’d once pushed Rygen hard enough to make her fall. Fortunately, Leo’s father had frightened Lester afterward with a threat, but it still made Leo grind his teeth when he thought about it.
“I believe he just needs a day or two,” Gartel said. Then he told Rygen, “You have probably figured out from my announcement that I don’t have the means to keep paying the Farmers’ Guild the coin they require for you to stay in one of their homes.” He somehow managed to appear even more pained than before. “This means that they can—and probably will—take back your home because you are not working on one of their farms.”
Surely, Gartel would offer to have Rygen stay with him now. Leo dreaded to hear it, as he felt that Rygen would take Gartel up on the offer. At least Leo would still spend time with his closest friend here at the Bookbinding Guild, but he wished she’d stay with him and Andar longer. She might not have done much for them since her mother died, but the three of them needed each other. They should all be there for each other.
Holding a sad look in his eyes, Gartel said, “Rygen, would you perhaps consider working on a farm until I have the means to pay for your home again? I do admit, however, that it could be a while.”
“Oh,” she said with disappointment. “Actually, I’ve been staying at Leo’s house since the army came. I’m happy there.”
“You have?” Gartel glanced at Leo for but a moment. “Darren Litxer will let you stay there indefinitely?”
Rygen looked at Leo as if apologizing for Gartel. This was the man who’d called Leo’s father a brute and Leo’s brother a lying thief. It had taken considerable effort to convince Rygen that Gartel was wrong after he’d tried to convince her of the same things.
“Wait a moment…” Gartel regarded Rygen with a suspicious gaze. “You’re keeping something from me. Tell me what it is.”
Leo didn’t know what Gartel thought he’d seen in the look Leo had shared with Rygen, but they had better be more careful. Gartel couldn’t know that Darren Litxer had been driven out with the rebels. What would he think if he found out?
“I’m telling the truth,” Rygen said. “Darren wants me there so he can make sure I’m safe. He doesn’t want me living alone.”
Gartel squinted as he stared at her for a while. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
Gartel took a moment, then said, “Fine, but tell me if any trouble arises while you are there.”
Leo was more insulted than ever, but he held it in. He still needed this job.
“I will,” Rygen said softly.
Surprisingly, Leo and Rygen didn’t share many words after Gartel left. They didn’t speak much the rest of the day, either. Leo felt as though he understood her, yet there was nothing he could say to make the situation better. Something needed to be spoken, though. It was like there was a wall between them.
They walked home together, like they usually did, at the end of the day. They were silent for some time.
“I can’t believe he didn’t at least offer for me to live with him,” Rygen finally said, barely loud enough for Leo to hear. She glanced up at him. “I wouldn’t have, but I thought he cared.”
“I think he does care,” Leo said, unsure why he was defending this man. I guess it’s because it’s the truth. Leo always sided with the truth, but he was starting to wonder why he did that.
They were silent again for a while. Eventually Rygen began to cry.
“What is it?” Leo asked.
“I’m realizing something.” She took a breath as if to gather some strength, but the next words came out between sobs. “Adults can seem like they care just as much as our parents do, but no one really cares as much. No one will again.”
Leo would not cry, blinking his tears away. He gave Rygen a moment, not out of choice but because if he spoke right now, he would sob with her. Rygen was right. His father was gone as well, and no one would ever care about Leo in the same way.
Eventually, both of them calmed. Without fear or even a bit of hesitation, Leo reached over and confidently took Rygen’s hand for the first time. He didn’t do it for himself, as he’d wanted to many times before. He did it for her. She needed to know how much he cared about her. She would always have Leo.
She seemed surprised at first, looking down at his fingers around hers. But then she clutched his hand as well and looked up at him with the faintest smile. Finally, he saw the happy Rygen again. Even if it was but a shadow, an echo, of her former self, it made him want to leap with joy.




CHAPTER SIX

A week had passed since Gartel’s announcement. Lester was the only worker who had not returned the next day. It seemed that everyone else knew that even though they earned ten percent less, working in the Bookbinding Guild was better than most jobs.
Gartel was still late most mornings and gave no indication what he’d been doing whenever he arrived. He spent much more time in his office, sometimes meeting with people who didn’t seem to be patrons.
There was one man in particular who Leo had seen a few times. He had a memorable face, with blue eyes and combed back hair. He always looked as if he could be nice, but he never smiled like a nice person would. Instead, he seemed determined whenever he walked past the tables beside Gartel, like he wanted something and would do whatever it took to get it. Leo thought he’d heard his name as Raenik.
Rygen seemed more like her old self every day. She and Leo worked well together, folding parchments to make bifolia, which were basically pages of a book. Then they would attach the bifolia together carefully, ensuring everything was in the right order. It wasn’t always easy, for every book required a different number of blank pages for the scribe to use, and the ordering of the pages wasn’t always intuitive. Because of the way they were folded, often a single parchment would not turn out to be two consecutive pages in the finished book.
It was much more enjoyable for Leo to use his mind for some of the work, instead of his body and hands for every part of it, like he had on Rhenol’s farm. He and Rygen also interacted with many of the other workers, most of whom were friendly. Some of them still acted superior, though, probably because they were older and had been here for years, but it didn’t bother Leo. Lester had been the only one to make Leo cringe whenever Leo had to deal with him.
He didn’t get to see his brother much anymore, unfortunately. He worried about Andar working all day in the narrow hole he had described to Leo and Rygen. It didn’t seem natural for anyone, especially not a child, to spend so many hours there. Andar would be an adult soon enough, Leo had to remind himself, turning fourteen this year. But it wasn’t as if anything about Andar would change overnight.
What Leo missed the most were the sword fighting lessons his father had given him and his brother almost every night. At least on the farm, Leo had worked beside his brother. They’d used whatever they could, most often sticks, to sword fight with each other during the day and keep up their skills.
Leo had tried many times to use Artistry in some way, but he was beginning to feel that it might be hopeless. The only thing that he’d strengthened was his empathy for his brother, and he didn’t even know how he’d honed that skill or even if it was a skill.
It was a strange thing. Leo could somehow tell whether Andar was home already before Leo opened the door to their house. He could even tell if Andar had something interesting to share about the rift.
Today was just like any other day in the Bookbinding Guild. But Leo remembered that at Andar’s cave, it was the last day for the soldier summoner to use the rift in hopes of bringing her creature through from the other side. She’d had until midday today to show results, and that time had now passed. Leo was eager to hear from his brother what had happened.
Rygen had not woken Leo or Andar again since that night when she’d bumped into the chair in the kitchen. He’d asked her several times if she still sensed something that she couldn’t see. She always said that she did.
But whenever Leo asked if she had any idea what it was, she always said no. He was starting to believe she might be keeping her thoughts to herself. That didn’t matter too much to Leo so long as she was happier each day, which she showed by smiling and even laughing at times.
She and Leo didn’t eat very well during supper, though. The bland stews were starting to frustrate him, but he wouldn’t complain. There was no point. Though, he certainly missed Andar stealing meats and cheeses to bring home, two things that were always too expensive for Leo and Rygen to purchase at the market after their work was done.
Leo was concentrating on slipping a needle and thread through a hole in the parchments when a feeling made him stop. It was a warning, an inner call of terror, that had only been matched by the sight of the incenfiend breaking down Rygen’s door. A cold sweat came over him. He looked up expecting to see something terrible, like another incenfiend bursting into the guild.
Everything was fine here. Why did he have this feeling?
He had just begun to wonder what had caused it when it worsened, putting a fire into his legs that made him jumpy. He had to run to help someone, but who needed help? His heart started to thump.
He could almost hear his brother’s voice in his head. It was that damn hole! Something had happened. He didn’t know how he was sure, just that he was.
“Andar’s in trouble,” he told Rygen, whose face immediately drained of color.
“How do you know?”
He didn’t have time to figure out how to tell her when he didn’t know himself. Something was very, very wrong.
He also didn’t have time to tell Gartel, who was in his office with the door shut, that he was leaving. As Leo dashed out of the Bookbinding Guild, Rygen ran behind him, calling his name and telling him she didn’t understand. But Leo couldn’t stop. The urgency to get to Andar gnawed at him with dread. Leo noticed nothing as he ran through the streets. He’d never been to the cavern before, but he knew where it was from Andar’s description.
Terror seemed to give him strength, or it was pure determination to get there before Andar died. Leo didn’t care how he knew his brother was in trouble. He started to think through what could’ve happened so he could best prepare himself. Something told him Andar was not only trapped but would soon be gone forever.
Besides the terror, there was panic as well. But it went beyond what Leo felt himself. It was like hearing a story, without words or images, about his brother in a losing fight that was sure to result in his death.
Leo’s vision blurred by the time he made it to the outskirts of the city and saw the cavern ahead. His chest was on fire as he struggled for breath. He had slowed considerably, staggering toward the entrance where two men in light armor seemed to be guarding it.
“What are you doing here?” asked one of them.
“My brother’s inside.” Leo wheezed. “He’s in trouble.”
“Where?”
“The Tisary,” Leo said.
They looked at one another and laughed.
One said, “And how exactly did your brother tell you he needed your help?”
No words came to mind.
“Please!” Leo pleaded. “He’s really in trouble!”
The two of them snickered.


◆◆◆
 
Andar had made good progress loosening the dirt in his narrow hole and stuffing it into the crevices in the stone that made up the walls. More than a week had passed, and although Andar had learned much about Artistry, Esitry, and summoned creatures, he had yet to see anything interesting.
Ascendants in training had come and gone, none making links that they at least cared to brag about. Summoners had left without once bringing their creatures through the rift. Andar didn’t know where the female summoner had gone after lunch today. The commander had told Andar that she was a soldier, so Andar figured she would’ve had all the time she needed to reach her creature, but apparently her time was up. There would most likely be a new summoner later today or tomorrow.
After lunch, Andar saw that that he would be in the Tisary alone for the first time since he’d begun working. He nervously spent an entire hour standing near the rift, trying to make links while having no idea how to do it.
Eventually, he considered himself lucky no one had come in to see him, and he got back to his work. He’d been using the same rope this whole time, but a fresh one was ready for him whenever he pleased. It was longer, though, too long to make his descent and ascent any easier. His current rope was at just the right length now that he’d dug so deep. A few more yards and it would be taut as he tried to break through to the next layer. That’s when he would switch it out. It would hold until then. He’d investigated it for any signs of tearing and found none.
The commander had not returned in a week. Another official of some kind had come to check on Andar’s progress, asking how deep the hole was now.
“You can go down and check,” Andar had said and held back his amusement when he watched the army man cautiously peer into the hole.
“I was told your word can be trusted,” the man had replied. “So there’s no need for that. How deep is it?”
Andar wasn’t too good with judging distances, but he’d given an answer as accurate as he could. “Probably about thirty yards.”
The man’s head had whipped back, a memory Andar liked to enjoy a few times throughout his difficult task. “That’s deep,” the man had said. “Anything to report yet?”
“A few other tunnels have appeared, but I’m not taking any except the one that goes straight down.”
Andar had encountered nothing else of interest except for one bug that seemed to have no eyes. It looked like a cockroach but it was pure white with long antennae. He watched it walk along one of the side walls of rock and eventually disappear into a crevice.
As he dug, alone in the Tisary, he hoped no one else would come until after he took his next break. He wanted more time in front of the rift, even if it had amounted to nothing so far.
But after a little while, he noticed something that came as a shock. His boots were starting to sink into the ground. The dirt here wasn’t muddy, but it was wetter than the layer above. He walked around to see if there was anywhere he could stand where he did not sink, but he couldn’t find a spot.
The walls of stone made the hole narrow here. He could touch opposite ends of rock if he stretched his arms all the way out. Testing the thirsty dirt in different places made it suck him down faster. He wondered if something below it was slipping down as well. Perhaps he just needed to dig a little and would come to a long opening. Maybe he’d even find the source of Artistry, as the commander had hoped.
But he’d begun to panic somewhat as he realized there was nothing to hold onto except his rope. Andar pulled himself up out of the dirt to see if it would sink without his weight, but it didn’t move. Part of him began to fear what would happen if the rope broke, realizing he could be stuck here, but the rope was strong. He’d climbed out many times before without it breaking.
Still, he felt the need to climb out and at least wait until someone else was in the Tisary with him before he dug into the sinking ground. Besides, this would be a good excuse to try to make links in front of the rift.
He had never been afraid climbing out of the hole. Even when he pulled very hard on the rope, pushing out from the stone with his feet so that the rope had to hold more than Andar’s full weight, he still felt secure. But at realizing now what kind of danger he would be in if it broke, he finally felt dread creeping over him.
Most of the climb was done by the strength of his arms. There were only a few places where he could apply upward pressure with his feet, so he usually used them to scamper along the rough stone as he went hand over hand all the way up.
The hardest part was a spot he’d progressed past many times before. It was closer to the top than it was the bottom, a place that now scared him to pass. The rope was the source of his fear. He suddenly no longer trusted it. The rope bent over the sharp curve of stone and seemed to stretch as Andar dangled. There was nowhere for his feet to touch.
As he pulled himself up completely by his upper body, he had a vivid image of the rope straining to hold him. It was as if he could picture the weakest spot at the rope, where the knot was made around the base of the pillar. He could picture all the pressure of the rope on that one spot, its fibers grinding and squishing against each other with enormous stress.
The rope no longer seemed to stretch or bend as he got over the ledge within the tunnel and finally had somewhere to put his feet. But it was here that he pulled even harder on the rope now as he put the soles of his boots firmly against the stone wall and used his usual method of climbing again, one hand over another, one vertical footstep at a time.
The rope was all he could think about—specifically that one spot at the knot. He could visualize it. No, not just that. He could feel some sort of connection to it, the way his mind could be overcome by a powerful memory. He pictured all the pressure on the rope on that one spot.
The rope snapped.
It might’ve been years since he’d felt true terror, but this moment broke something within him. He shrieked, pure panic seizing control as he toppled backward then started to fall straight down. He tried to grab hold of any of the crevices he knew to be there, but all were a blur.
Andar somehow fell feet first into the soft dirt at the bottom. He’d survived, but not without suffering scrapes everywhere on his body. His head rung loudly. One arm was partially numb. His back was tender. He struggled to sit up within the thirsty ground. It felt as if an animal was pulling him down by the base of his pants.
He managed to get to his feet, but his shins were already deep in the dirt. He lifted one out at a time, but whenever he managed to put the sole of one of his boots on the surface, the other boot had already sunk down to his shin again. He was glad the lamp was still down here. He still had the rope tied around his waist as well. The other end had broken and had fallen into his hole with him. Most of it had disappeared into the dirt.
He had to dance back and forth to keep pulling his legs out as he frantically pulled the rope out from the dirt. Soon he had all of it bundled in his arms. It was wet and as heavy as a small child. His breathing was ragged as he eventually found the broken end.
He stopped his dancing to bend his knees and then hurl the end of the rope as high as he could, hoping it would catch on something. It stopped somewhere too high for him to see, but it slid back down as soon as he pulled the slightest bit. He caught it before it disappeared into the dirt, then threw it as high as could again.
The rope didn’t come down. Again he pulled, but the rope would not hold any weight. It fell back down. The tunnel was in no way straight, and there were many crevices in the walls that the rope must’ve been falling into as it slid down toward him. But there was nothing within these crevices for it to catch on. It couldn’t even hold the weight of a small tug.
He tried once more, but it was the same result. Before he knew it, he had sunk far enough for the dirt to come up to his waist. He had to drop the rope to pull his legs out one by one. He shifted to get to the side, hoping to grab hold of the wall to stop himself from sinking. But there was nothing to hold onto. He tried the other side, but it was no good, either.
“Help!” he yelled. “Help, I’m stuck!”
No one was in the Tisary, he knew, but perhaps someone would come soon. There were other diggers within the cavern, but none had permission to enter the Tisary. If one of them heard him, though, they should help, shouldn’t they? It might be Andar’s only hope.
“Help! Help! I’m sinking quickly!”
Andar gathered the rope again. He tried many times to throw it high into the tunnel above him, screaming all the while. It always got stuck somewhere, possibly the same place every time, but it never stayed there when he started to pull on it.
He went on doing this for what might’ve been an entire hour. Already he was exhausted. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep himself from going under.
Then what would happen to him?
He couldn’t believe this. He just couldn’t believe it. He could very well die here, a horrible, terrifying death. But even worse, it was a death that could’ve been prevented.
Andar threw the rope again and again, soon losing track of how many times he did it without success. It was getting harder and harder to bundle the rope in his arms as he sank into the dirt, his strength dwindling.
But there was one time that the rope did not fall back down when he pulled on it.
“Skyfire and ash,” Andar muttered as he pulled hard enough to keep himself from sinking. It was an immense relief. He stayed there, tugging slightly, trying to regain his stamina. The broken end had clearly slid into another one of the crevices. But these were the crevices that he’d pushed dirt into while digging. He didn’t know what could be in there to keep the rope taut.
He screamed for help until his throat was raw. Then he kept on screaming.
“Help! Help! Help me!”
I’m going to die down here.
He was too scared to try climbing up the rope, knowing he was lucky it would hold just a little of his weight. But even without adding more weight, the rope soon came loose and fell hard onto his shoulders as he covered his head protectively.
Andar felt the familiar choking feeling of wanting to cry as he struggled once again to keep himself from sinking.
“Help!” he pleaded. “H-help.”
He sobbed.
He didn’t want to give up, but he wondered what else he could do. Andar couldn’t think straight, his mind as exhausted as his body. Was this really how his life would end?
Leo, he thought. Please help me. I’m going to die.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Leo had argued long enough with the guards to realize they wouldn’t let him by. They’d even laughed at his attempt to persuade them. They were fully grown men, tall as well, and Leo was too exhausted to run past them.
As he continued to catch his breath, he peered inside the cavern to see three lanterns within the entrance. Only one of them was lit. The rest of the cavern was as dark as night. He would need to outrun the guards, he realized.
The panic to help Andar had never left him. It made him grind his teeth in anger that these men were in his way. The feeling was akin to watching his brother drown and someone was stopping him from jumping in the water.
“Get going,” one of them said. “You’re not entering the cavern.”
“Fine,” Leo muttered.
Turning around and pretending he was calm was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. He took a couple steps away from the cavern to ease the guards’ nerves, then he spun and sprinted between the two of them.
“Hey!” they yelled as they tried to grab him. One got ahold of his shirt, but Leo twisted away and kept on going. He grabbed the lantern and ran deeper into the cavern. They sounded to be close behind. He didn’t have time to look because the ground was slick and bumpy.
He heard one of them fall and curse. The other yelled, “Get back here, boy! You will be arrested if you don’t!”
Leo didn’t care about that. He just needed to get to Andar.
There were many side tunnels, but Leo didn’t feel the urgency to enter any of them. He knew his brother was far ahead. Andar’s panic had grown to the point of near defeat. There wasn’t much time left.
Leo could hear one of the guards catching up behind him as the other shouted from far behind.
“It’s too dark!”
“I’ve almost got him!” said a voice now so close behind that it sent prickles of dread down Leo’s back. He risked slipping to look over his shoulder. A hand reached out for him. Leo jumped to the side to avoid it, but the guard closed in on him. He grabbed Leo’s shirt firmly this time, then pulled him to a complete stop.
Leo squirmed frantically but couldn’t free himself.
“Stop, stop!” the guard demanded. He was too strong. “Stop struggling or I’ll have to hurt you!”
“Fine,” Leo said as he went still, realizing he wouldn’t escape if he kept fighting.
The guard had a firm grip on Leo’s shoulder as he turned him around and started to lead him back toward the entrance.
“What’s wrong with you?” the guard asked. “Do you want to be arrested?”
Leo held his head down as he regained his breath. He felt bad for what he had to do, but he couldn’t let another moment go by.
He punched the guard—a solider of the king, no doubt—square in his groin. The man cursed as he fell. He still managed to grab hold of Leo’s pant leg, groaning in pain and calling Leo horrible names.
Leo kicked back and forth until part of the worn material ripped off in the man’s grasp. Finally he was free.
As he darted farther into the cavern, Leo began to notice his surroundings. This was like a different world. It might’ve been interesting in another moment, but all he cared about now was finding the Tisary. Everything was unfamiliar, especially the waxy and colorful textures. Should he expect to find light when he reached the correct tunnel?
Something within him told him he would feel it when it was time. Exhausted, Leo slipped a few times in his hurry. He fell hard on his rear once, on his elbow another time. So long as he could still use his body, none of that mattered.
It felt more and more like Andar really was drowning and couldn’t keep himself afloat much longer. Finally Leo came to a tunnel that veered off to the side that seemed different than the rest, special somehow. Leo headed into it while feeling a surge of many things. He would reach his brother soon, but something else besides Andar was alive in here.
Soon Leo saw it—the rift. It called to Leo, expanding as if it were breathing. It held great power, and he might one day discover many things about his own abilities by standing near it, but now was not the time.
“Andar!” he screamed as he surveyed the scene. A single lamp rested in the center of the Tisary. A rope lay supple around the base of a wide pillar that nearly reached the spiked ceiling. It was broken. But there was another rope coiled nearby.
Leo found the hole and nearly fell inside as he slid to a stop.
“Andar, Andar!” he yelled.
“Leo, skyfire and ash!” Andar’s voice was strained as if weakened from screaming for so long. It hurt Leo’s heart to hear. “I’m stuck, and the dirt is wet! I’m sinking into it.”
“Hold on a little longer!”
“There’s another rope.”
“I see it.” Leo had already turned around to go for it. He tied it around the base of the wide pillar, all the while announcing what he was doing. His fear was strong enough to make a whimper out of every other breath. Andar wasn’t replying, hopefully just to save his strength.
“I’m throwing the rope down,” Leo called as he dropped the other end into the hole. He pushed more and more rope into the hole. “Do you see it?”
“No. It’s probably falling into one of the crevices.” Andar paused. His voice was faint. “There are many.” He sounded so exhausted and so far away.
“I’m pulling the rope back and pushing it more,” Leo said.
No reply.
“Andar, Andar?”
“I still don’t see it. I don’t think it’s going to work.”
Leo pulled the rope back up to him. “Then I’m coming down!” He expected Andar to argue, to come up with some better idea, but he only said two words.
“Please hurry.”
That sent a deep terror into Leo’s bones that no amount of courage could overpower.
He hurried to tie the rope around his waist. Then Leo bundled up the rope so that it was tight, letting the extra slack hang down over his shoulder. He turned and climbed backward into the hole. He was not afraid of anything happening to him, only that he had no idea how he and Andar would get out of here together.
Leo had no gloves to stop his hands from burning as he slid down with a loose hold on the rope. He started to pick up too much speed so he gripped the rope tighter.
He hit his head on something. Leo was dazed as pain surged through his head. He must’ve leaned back too far and smacked it against the other side. After a brief stop to regain his senses, he started sliding down again with his hands feeling as if they might soon catch fire, his feet skittering along the side of the hole.
“I’m almost there,” he guessed.
“Be careful,” Andar said. He still sounded so far away.
Leo wanted to hurry, but he came to a place where there was nowhere for his feet to go. He could see nothing below. He might as well have been blind. He crawled backward over the side, unsure how far the drop was. He let himself down while holding onto the rope. Soon his feet found purchase and he could start sliding again.
The pain in his hands quickly became almost unbearable, and suddenly he slipped. He fell fast, banging against the sides as he tried to protect his head.
“Watch out!” he yelled.
He crashed onto his brother. A horrible pain settled in, a sting across his arms and back, and a deep ache in his head. He seemed to be sitting in dirt. There was a lamp near his side that was starting to burn his hip.
“Leo, you’re sinking!” Andar called.
Leo stood up, or tried to. This wasn’t normal dirt. It stretched and clung to him, wanting to pull him back down. He tried to push up using his palms, but his hands just went into the dirt.
Andar was covered in what looked to be mud up to his chest, but at least he was on his feet. He offered Leo his hand.
“Pull gently and try not to panic,” Andar told him.
Leo took his brother’s arm with both hands and tried to pull himself up, but all he seemed to do was pull Andar deeper into the unstable ground.
In just that brief moment, Leo had sunk past his waist. He wanted to scream out in fear, to squirm with panic, but he remembered what his brother had said and forced himself to stay calm.
“I don’t know how to help you up,” Andar said with the worst worry Leo had ever seen on his courageous brother’s face.
“I will do it,” Leo said. “Just keep yourself up.”
He tried a few different movements, but he only sank deeper. It would soon be at his chest.
“Leo!” Andar yelled. “The rope!”
Of course. They had lost the excess rope in the dirt, but part of it still rose up out of the tunnel. It was behind Leo now, coming up from his back. He leaned back so he could get a good hold.
He pulled himself up, his feet dragging until they were out. With many breaths of relief, he and Andar composed themselves.
“Thank you,” Andar said and wrapped his long arms around Leo.
“We still have to get out of here,” Leo reminded him.
Andar held onto the rope to keep himself up. Leo kept one hand on it as well.
“How are we going to do that?” Leo asked, figuring his brother would know best.
“We’ll have to climb out,” Andar said. “Is the rope tied well around the stump?”
“Very, but the last one broke.”
“The last one was used. This one is new.” Andar pulled hard on the rope, even jumping up to pull down with all of his weight. “It should be fine.”
“But can it hold two of us?” Leo asked.
“It should,” Andar said. “You go first.”
“Are you sure you have enough strength to climb out?” There was no denying that Leo’s brother was exhausted. He looked as if he could barely stand.
“I do,” Andar said without conviction. “Wait,” he added as Leo looked up and readied himself to begin. “There’s a ledge in the wall higher up. You’ll have to climb with only your arms because there’s no place for your feet. Can you do that?”
“Let me try.” First, Leo unstuck his feet from the sinking ground, then positioned his hands until he felt as though he had the best grip. He pulled hard, able to lift himself into the air. But it took all of his strength. As soon as he tried to put one hand over the other to make progress up the rope, he fell and slipped, splashing onto his back. Panic took him for a moment as he flailed for something to grab onto.
He found Andar’s hand. His brother pulled him into a sitting up position while holding the rope.
Leo said, “You climb up first, then you can pull me out.”
“I don’t want to leave you here.”
Leo tugged on the rope to stay above the wet dirt. “I’m fine.”
“All right,” Andar said as he looked up with deep shadows across his face. “I’m going to try.”
Leo watched as his brother pulled using his arms and placed his feet on the side. Leo might have to do the same soon if Andar couldn’t pull him out. Andar rose smoothly. It almost looked like he was walking up the wall.
It didn’t take him long to disappear into the darkness. But Leo could still hear him grunting with each movement.
“No!” Andar shouted, then screamed as he fell. “Out of the way, Leo!”
Leo decided against trying to catch his brother and did step back. Andar hit the dirt with a thud. Leo hurried to pull him out with one hand, using his other to hold onto the swaying rope.
Andar groaned as he got to his feet. He hunched over and held his hand as he grimaced.
“I don’t have the strength. And now I’m hurt.” He started to remove his gloves. “Here, take these.”
“What are you doing?” Leo asked, refusing to accept them.
“Just leave me down here. I can’t make it out.”
“I’m not leaving you! I came here to save you.”
“Leo—”
“I know you can climb out,” Leo interrupted. “Then you will find a way to get me out. That’s how this needs to work.”
“I can’t,” Andar said, sounding as if he might weep. “It has to be you who climbs out for help.”
But Leo couldn’t lift himself with only his arms. He had no way of getting past the ledge. He doubted he could climb the whole way out even with the aid of his feet. It was too easy to make a mistake, especially given how fatigued he was.
“There were two guards at the entrance to the cavern,” Leo said. “They’ll find us eventually.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and called up for help. “We’re stuck here! Get us out!”
He and Andar shifted back and forth to continuously pull their sinking legs out, and it didn’t take long for Leo’s arms to tire. He continued to yell, but it was such a strain. He wanted to stop already.
“How long have you been down here?” Leo asked.
“I don’t know,” Andar said. “More than an hour.”
And Andar didn’t have a rope before. How he still had any stamina left, Leo had no idea. He was doubled over now, though, looking as if he might fall face first into the dirt at any moment.
“I can’t keep myself up much longer,” Andar said as he slowly lifted one leg at a time. “I wish I could sit down for just a moment and rest.”
“I have to climb,” Leo realized aloud and got himself into the same position Andar had used.
It didn’t take long for him to slip and fall. At least he hadn’t been very high. He composed himself and tried again, making it a bit farther.
But when he fell this time, he came down on top of Andar.
It was a struggle to get himself and his brother back out of the dirt at that point. Leo wasn’t sure he’d ever been this exhausted. The sprint here had drained him. Andar looked as if he might pass out any moment, his eyes closing.
Leo wished he could give his brother what little strength Leo had left. He walked over to Andar and grabbed him by his chin.
“You have to climb out,” Leo insisted. “You have the strength. You can find it as I know you have when times are rough.”
There was a visceral connection between him and his brother then. Leo had felt it that one time during their father’s test, and he felt it once more now.
It was like he had been blind and this was the first time he was seeing Andar and himself. There was something between them, a link. It was as if each of them had a spirit with great powers, and the two spirits could transfer anything Leo wanted between them.
Leo needed his brother to have strength. He searched deep within himself until he found his fortitude, then grabbed onto it. He urged Andar to have it, but Leo didn’t feel any different.
His brother looked up. His eyes showed pain and worry. But something changed as Leo held onto the link between them. He didn’t feel as if he could give his brother strength, but simply keeping the link alive would prevent Andar from weakening even more.
“Do you feel that?” he asked Andar.
“Yes. I think I can climb now.” Andar leaned back to look up. He took a few breaths, then nimbly started up the wall.
Soon he had gone too high into the dark tunnel for Leo to see him anymore. Leo focused on what he was almost sure was a link of Artistry between them. The more attention he gave it, the more he realized what it felt like.
It was an answer to so many questions and curiosities, an answer to strange emotions and connections. It was like solving a riddle that had perplexed him for weeks. And now that Leo knew what it was, that he understood it, there were so many questions as to what he could do with it.
He stopped marveling for the moment, for his brother had begun to struggle. Leo could feel it in his own arms as they shook while gripping the rope. They suddenly burned as if they’d been used past their limit.
He crossed his arms to put his hands up near his shoulders as they, too, ached with a dull pain. He doubled over, groaning, but he had to stop, for he had begun to sink again. He grabbed the rope and pulled himself out, letting out a scream from the strain.
“Leo! I made—” Andar called down, his breath giving out. “I made it!”
Leo would not ask his brother to pull him up yet, for he knew Andar didn’t have the strength and would certainly drop him halfway up. But Leo couldn’t hold on much longer, for all of his own fortitude had been sapped by this link.
“Andar,” he called back, his voice tinged with exhaustion. “I don’t know how long I can stay down here!”
“My arms…” Andar shouted. “I need a moment.”
Perhaps he hadn’t realized his strength came from Leo. It took all of Leo’s focus to continuously pull each sinking leg out. The dirt wanted to swallow him whole, hungrier now after this ordeal. His weakened arms gave him little support.
Leo gave his brother as much time as he could, sometimes sinking as low as his waist before pulling himself out. His arms never got the rest they needed.
Suddenly the light went out. The lamp had been sucked under. So it wasn’t just Leo’s imagination. The soupy dirt really was working faster.
“Andar!” Leo yelled. “How much longer?”
“I’ll try now.”
“Don’t unless you’re sure you can get me all the way up.” The last thing he wanted was for Andar to exhaust himself again, just for Leo to fall back down. He had begun to feel the scrapes and bruises from the last time.
There was a pause before Andar replied. “Then we should wait a little longer.”
The dirt started to change. Leo now sank so fast into it that it no longer felt as if the dirt pulled him anywhere. It was as if the ground beneath his feet had begun to fall.
“Andar!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. It was all he could get out as he clung to the rope.
He lost his grip. Suddenly he was falling in complete darkness, his body bouncing and scraping against the sides. Horror took hold of him as he screamed.
The rope caught him painfully by his waist.
“Leo!” Andar shouted. “What happened?”
Leo was too frightened to speak as he hung in the air. He tried desperately to grab onto something, but all he managed to do was swing back and forth. He feared the rope would break or he would slip out of its hold and fall at any moment. He didn’t know how far the ground was beneath him or if it was even ground at all that he would fall onto. He imagined something sinister below in the darkness, a giant beast with its jaws open.
“Pull me up, pull me up!” Leo yelled.
“Hold on, I’ll try.”
Leo felt himself move upward in small jerks. It seemed painfully slow. He thought he could hear Andar grunting way up above, but it might’ve been Leo’s imagination. His breathing was so sharp and loud that he couldn’t hear much else.
He wished he could do something to help, but he couldn’t see anything. Whenever he got his hand or foot on the wall and tried to gain leverage, the effort just sent him sideways. Leo wanted to check the knot around his waist to make sure it was still tight, but he was terrified of accidentally loosening it in the dark.
It seemed to take way too long. He must not have been moving as much as he thought he was.
Suddenly, he fell. Leo screamed in terror. But the rope caught him again, quickly this time.
“Sorry!” Andar called. “I lost it…for a moment.” He sounded as if he barely had enough breath to speak.
Leo figured he should make another connection to his brother. Andar needed all the strength he could get. Leo searched for some way to reestablish the link, but he was so disoriented from the darkness and terrified of falling that it became impossible to focus. Eventually, he realized he wasn’t moving. He looked up and still couldn’t see any light.
“Andar?”
There was no response. Had the guards entered the Tisary? Would they be so cruel as to force Andar to stop helping Leo?
“Help!” Leo yelled. He wasn’t sure how much more fear his heart could take as it slammed against his chest.
But then he felt himself rise with amazing speed. The guards must’ve come after all! He didn’t care in that moment about going to prison. He would agree to any punishment to get out of this hole.
Soon there was enough light for him to see again. He was pulled with enough force to scrape his body against the side, hurting him even more, but he didn’t care. He was almost out!
Leo was shocked when he came up and saw that it was not the guards who had helped Andar. Rygen was right behind Andar, who had collapsed in exhaustion. Behind her was a creature certainly not of this world.




CHAPTER EIGHT

The creature dropped the rope from its mouth, no doubt having pulled with Rygen and Andar. Of any animal, it most resembled a fox, though it still looked quite different. The strangest thing about it was the blue tint to its fur. It stood pressed against Rygen’s leg, its head leaned back to peer up at her. It had four legs and a tail. Its snout, a little short to be like a fox, was wide to allow many sharp teeth that Leo noticed as it panted. The blue of its head and face was of a paler color, closer to white. It had claws sticking out from its paws that could certainly do heavy damage to any threat. Although the creature looked as though it could easily turn aggressive, there was no mistaking the friendliness in its eyes. It seemed happy to be beside Rygen, refusing to look anywhere but at her.
Leo knelt over his brother, who was most certainly alive, his chest heaving with every breath. But Leo wasn’t sure if Andar was conscious.
“Are you all right?” Leo asked as he tried to catch his breath.
Andar didn’t reply. His eyes remained shut.
Leo had many questions, but all he could do was lie down on the dirt and let his muscles rest. He could hear his brother panting on one side, while Rygen adjusted to sit beside Leo on his other. Even she was out of breath.
None of them spoke for some time. Eventually the fire left Leo’s arms and legs, and he could finally sit up.
Andar was still breathing, so Leo gave him some more time. Leo turned and squeezed Rygen. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Andar sat up and asked, “Is everyone all right?”
“Yes,” Leo answered. “How did you get here, Rygen?”
“I ran after you, but I couldn’t catch up because you’re so fast!”
All three of them looked at the creature.
“Was it here when you arrived?” Leo asked, figuring it had come through the rift, though it was still odd that it knew to pull the rope.
“No. I…”
“She summoned it,” Andar answered and finally stood.
He was certainly even more exhausted than Leo, but Leo stood with his brother. It was too worrisome to sit where their faces were at the same level with the creature’s teeth.
Rygen told Leo, “I tried to pull you up with Andar, but it was too hard. I had this…feeling that I could bring this creature through the rift, so I took a moment to do that.”
“She ran to the rift and stuck out her hand toward it. I yelled for her to back away because I thought she would touch it. ‘Never touch the rift,’ the commander told me. ‘It will kill you over time.’ ” Andar gave each of them a stern warning with squinted eyes.
“We won’t,” Leo said.
Andar eased up. “I’ve seen a couple summoners come here and spend many hours trying to bring their creatures through from the other side. Yet Rygen did it in no time. You’re only ten, right?” Andar asked her jokingly, as if she had been lying to them.
She nodded. She pet the creature without showing any caution. But it didn’t seem to like it, drawing back from her. It looked around the Tisary as if curious. Then it trotted over to the rope and began to bite it and jerk it around.
Rygen asked them, “Do you remember when I awoke you both during the night because I felt something?”
“Yes,” Leo said.
“It was that.” Rygen pointed at the creature. “I’ve been feeling that it was something close to me, yet I could never see or hear anything.”
“Close to your body? Or is it like how you and Leo are close?” Andar asked.
Rygen smiled bashfully as she looked down. “Both, I suppose. It felt near to me, and it felt like a…close friend.” Her gaze shot to Leo for only a moment before she finished addressing Andar. “But I felt it stronger than ever when I came to the cavern. I could tell it wanted to find me. That feeling made it easy to come here. I was drawn to the rift. I think the creature had already found the rift in its realm and was waiting for me to come close.”
“Rygen…” Leo thought of how to best express his realization. It was simple, actually. “You’re a summoner!”
“I always thought I might be one day.” She scratched her head. “But I don’t feel like I am one yet. The summoners in the stories we read knew what they were doing, and I haven’t a clue. They could summon many creatures, and this is the only one I can feel.”
“You’re only ten!” Andar exclaimed. “And yes, you are already a summoner.”
“Gods, Rygen!” Leo said. “Can you believe it?” He kept expecting her to show some excitement. Finally she did as she smiled and did a few dance steps that shocked Leo and made him laugh.
Andar walked toward the rift. “Come here you two, but make sure not to get too close.”
The rift made a windy crackling sound. It wasn’t terribly loud, but the closer Leo got to it, the more it felt like it had the power to destroy him. It was like approaching a tornado. What kept this rift in place? What prevented it from growing? It didn’t seem particularly stable as its black edges swelled and shrank.
“What are those white lines going across it?” Leo asked. They zipped back and forth, zigging and zagging at times.
“I don’t think anyone who’s come here knows,” Andar said. “Except maybe Rolan.”
It was always strange to Leo when his brother used the commander’s name. The way Andar talked about him was more like he was a friend, but that didn’t seem right. The commander was too busy to worry about a few poor children, even if he did have good intentions.
“Do you feel any Artistry?” Andar asked Leo.
“I think I did earlier, but I’m too tired to tell now.”
Andar nodded and showed him an excited look. “I definitely did. You gave me the strength to go on somehow. I never would’ve climbed out of there without it. Skyfire and ash, and I certainly had no hope if you hadn’t come down with the rope. How did you even know to come here? No wait, don’t answer that yet.”
He hugged Leo so hard it made Leo cough.
“Sorry,” Andar said as he leaned back and put his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “I’m just so thankful! You saved my life. How did you know to come here? How!”
Tingles swam over Leo’s skin. He was so full of pride and excitement that he couldn’t form any words.
Rygen spoke for him. “He suddenly stood up while we were working and told me you were in trouble. Then he sprinted out of the guild.”
“Leo.” Andar leaned down with his hand still on Leo’s shoulder, matching his eye level. “I really was in trouble. If I consider how far the guild is from here and how long I was down there before you arrived, then it seems as if you knew it as soon as I knew it. Did you have any doubt I was in danger?”
Leo shook his head.
“What did you feel?” Andar asked.
It was painful to relive that memory, Leo’s face pinching. “It was like watching you drowning.”
“The link,” Rygen said with her finger pointed at them. “It must be the link you both felt during your father’s test.”
“Yes, I felt it many times after Leo showed up,” Andar said. “And you, Leo?”
“Yes, it must be that. I couldn’t be sure until now.”
Andar leaned back, dropping his hand. “I thought links were only made by an Ascendant and that they never lasted very long. But this is a link between two people. Have either of you read anything about that?”
“No,” Leo said.
Rygen shook her head.
“What does it mean for us?” Leo asked.
“Well, it at least means we can tell when the other needs help. And I’m absolutely certain it means we can give each other strength somehow, but that might’ve been only because we are in this Tisary where there’s a lot of Artistry. Try again, Leo.” Andar stretched his neck back and forth and looked as if he was ready for a physical test of some kind.
“I don’t know how,” Leo admitted after some thought.
“Just do what you did last time.”
Leo thought harder. Earlier they had determined that Andar couldn’t climb out, so Leo had wanted to transfer his own strength to his brother. He tried doing it again now, aiming his hands at Andar only because it felt right.
Leo tried to grab hold of something he could push or move, but he couldn’t grasp anything. He didn’t give up though, searching as hard as he could.
“Um,” Rygen interrupted. “I think we should consider leaving. I passed three men who were clearly searching for the Tisary. They had a lamp, but they were traveling slowly.”
“Three?” Leo asked. “There were only two when I came, and none had a lamp.”
“The guards must’ve gotten a digger in the cavern to help them,” Andar said. “Wait a moment; how did you get past the two guards, Leo? And then Rygen, how did you get past two of them and a digger?” Andar peered toward the only exit.
“They wouldn’t let me in, so I had to trick them,” Leo explained. “But one grabbed me, so I had to…hit him.”
“Oh no, Leo. We really have to get you and Rygen out of here. Rygen, don’t tell me you hit a guard as well?”
“No, I just snuck past them. I knew where to go because I could feel the creature, but they won’t be long now.”
“Come on.” Andar led them toward the exit. “Skyfire and ash, Leo you could be hung for striking a guard.”
Leo followed, but he had to speak up. “It was to save you! They must understand that.”
“Perhaps, but I’m not taking the chance.”
As they neared the short tunnel that would lead them out, three men jogged into the Tisary.




CHAPTER NINE

The jail did not seem to be part of the dungeons Leo had heard about. There were only four cells here, and the building itself was not underground or even fortified. It just appeared like a normal building, far bigger than Leo’s house, but a building of four walls and a roof nonetheless.
Leo, Andar, and Rygen had cooperated when the two guards arrived with one of the diggers. Andar probably would’ve been able to escape the guards, for he was the most nimble among the three of them, but he was the one who hadn’t broken any laws. It was he who’d advised Leo and Rygen not to disobey.
One of the guards had tried to scare off Rygen’s creature, but it wouldn’t leave her side. The guard even kicked near the creature, threatening it with his boot. Rather than show fear, the creature bared its teeth and snarled. The guard let it stay with Rygen after that, and now it was in this cell with the rest of them.
There was a woman in the cell across from them who looked somewhat familiar to Leo. She seemed extremely interested in them. Perhaps it was because Leo and Andar were filthy and covered in cuts, or perhaps it was the creature from the other realm that made her stare.
“What are your names?” she asked eventually.
“No talking!” yelled a guard outside their cells. He sat in a lonely little chair as he watched them. He was one of the two guards who’d escorted them to this building on the outskirts of the city, near the cavern. The other had gone back to watch the entrance to the cavern.
Andar had tried to explain to this man that Leo and Rygen had saved his life. They should not be imprisoned for it. But the only thing the guard would tell them was that anyone who entered the Tisary without permission was to be imprisoned or killed if they resisted.
Leo was very glad they had not resisted. This was the guard who Leo had hit below his waist, and the way he glared at Leo from time to time made it clear he did hold a grudge.
Leo knew he should worry about what Gartel would do for all the work he and Rygen had missed. He didn’t know how he could return to the guild today, as dirty as he was. It was hard to tell if he was bleeding. His skin stung just about everywhere. There was something else worrying him more than all of that, though.
“Does the creature look sick to you?” he asked Rygen.
“Yes, I think I can feel him aching.”
The foxlike creature had been whimpering softly as it circled around the cage as if looking for a way out. It seemed eager to leave but weak, its legs buckling at times. Eventually it rested on the cold floor and groaned.
“What’s wrong?” Rygen asked as she knelt and tried petting it once more. But it didn’t seem to want to be touched, taking great effort to rise and walk away. It put itself in one of the corners, then showed its teeth. Leo and Andar backed away, but Rygen moved toward it.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Rygen?” Andar asked.
“It won’t hurt me.”
Leo didn’t approach with her. It was not because she sounded confident, but because she hadn’t mentioned anything about the beast refraining from hurting Leo or Andar.
The woman asked from her cell, “Did you find it near the cavern?”
“I said no speaking!” The guard got up and slammed his sword against the bars of her cell. “I didn’t make the rules, but you’re going to follow them. I’m already going to be punished enough because I was lenient on these children.”
So that’s why he was so angry. He could be blamed for them entering the Tisary.
“Hey idiot!” Andar kicked one of the bars to their cell in a sudden anger that surprised Leo. “If you had stopped these children from getting to the Tisary, I would’ve died a horrible death. Then you would’ve been punished. Severely. But as it is now, you will only receive praise for not retaliating when my brother punched you in your man parts.”
With his sword out, the guard approached Andar. But Andar held his ground as the tip came close.
The guard let the weapon rest and put his face above Andar’s. “This is your last warning. Should prisoners continue to talk across cells, they will be made silent.”
The woman said, “There’s one very important thing that needs to be said, and then we will shut up.” She continued as the guard spun. “That’s a summoned creature. It needs to return to the dark realm soon, or it will die here.”
“No!” Rygen said. “How long does he have?”
“I don’t know, could be just a few hours.”
“Get the commander,” Andar told the guard. “Or at least send someone for him.”
The guard seemed to be in thought as he looked at the creature.
“Please,” Rygen said. “You can keep us in here, but at least bring him back to the rift.”
“It’s not up to me,” the man said eventually. “Now keep quiet as we wait for an officer.”
“How long will that take?” Andar asked cautiously.
“Shouldn’t be long.” The man took his seat again.
Over the next hour, Leo watched Rygen fret more and more as she finally gained the creature’s trust enough to pet him. Or perhaps the creature was just too weak to worry about fending her off. The rest of Leo’s focus went into the woman in the cell across from them. He didn’t remember seeing her before, but there was something about her that seemed familiar. Her features called to be recognized. Perhaps they had met at some point when Leo was younger, for she stared at him and Andar as well.
She was tall, Leo could see from the many times she paced around her small cell. She looked like she had a lot she wanted to say, and Leo had no doubt it would help them somehow. She seemed friendly, caring. Her dark hair was long and unkempt as if she might’ve been here awhile, or perhaps she’d been too poor to worry about her appearance before being imprisoned. Leo wondered what she had done to be stuck in here.
The creature got up and walked to the bars. Growling, it scratched and bit them. It tried to squeeze through. It growled louder, bringing the guard over.
An officer walked in behind him then, his rank evident by his fancier uniform. “What is that?”
“A summoned creature,” the guard answered. “It was in the Tisary when…when I caught them.”
“I brought it through the rift!” Rygen was almost screaming as she spoke. “And now it needs to return, or it will die!”
“That’s true,” added the woman. “Creatures from the other realm are used to an environment with Esitry, not Artistry. They are constantly poisoned while here. They need to develop an immunity, but this creature doesn’t have one yet. It will die soon, and it knows it.”
“I’m not letting that out,” the officer said. “It looks ready to bite.”
“Please!” Rygen screamed. “Please, you can’t let it die. It won’t hurt anyone. I promise!”
“Quit crying and back away.” He drew his sword.
“No!” Rygen screeched, putting herself in front of the creature. “No! No! You can’t do that! It’s not going to hurt anyone. It just wants to live.”
Leo had never heard her this loud, his ear ringing from standing next to her. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
“Shall I get the commander, sir?” asked the guard.
“I’ll fetch him. I know where he is.”
The officer put his sword back in his sheath and started to walk out.
“Hurry!” Rygen yelled. “Please!”
But the officer showed no signs of hurrying as he took the turn in their short hallway and was out of view.
“Please!” Rygen screeched.
The creature had begun to shake and have trouble standing. It sat on Rygen’s feet and whimpered.
Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait long before the officer arrived with the commander. Leo recognized him from the night he’d helped them get rid of Marcus Dowl, another man Leo was sure he’d recognize. The commander was big, though he wasn’t made purely of muscle like Leo’s father. He did seem strong, however, with a wide jaw and a hard look in his eyes.
Rygen was first to speak. “Please let my creature go back to the rift. He’s going to die soon.”
“What happened here?” the commander asked the troops.
The guard pointed at Leo. “That one came to the cavern and tried to get in—”
Andar interrupted. “The rope broke, sir! I was trapped and sinking into wet dirt. I was there for about an hour before my brother showed up.” He put his hand on Leo’s back, filling Leo with pride. “I don’t know how much longer I could’ve kept myself up without him. He did force himself past the guards, but only because he knew I needed his help. Rygen came after him.” Andar pointed at her. “Leo sacrificed himself so I could climb up first, but then I was too weak to pull him out. Rygen tried to help, but we couldn’t do it. She brought the creature you see through the rift, and all of us were able to pull my brother up. Then the guards found us.”
“Gods,” the commander spat out, glaring at the guard. “And you put them in this prison?”
“The smaller boy ran into the cavern against my orders! He punched me in the groin when I was escorting him out!”
“Because he had to get to his brother.”
“Commander, they are lying. There’s no way he could’ve heard his brother shouting for help. You know how far it is to the Tisary from the entrance. I’m sure they just wanted to enter the Tisary, and they cut the rope to use as an excuse.”
“Cut it with what?” Rolan questioned. “Did you find a blade of any kind on any of them?”
The guard thought for a moment. “No.”
“Do you believe any of them are strong enough to break such a thick rope without a blade?”
“Perhaps it was the creature,” the officer chimed in.
The commander looked at him as if he were slow. Then he glanced at the guard with the same look.
“Don’t you see how the boys are dirty and practically cut to pieces? They clearly struggled in that hole.” He waved his hand. “I’ve heard enough. Open their cell, and let the poor creature return.”
The guard gave a sigh as he produced a key and opened the barred door. He and the officer moved away in obvious fear, but the commander didn’t bother. The creature darted past everyone with shocking speed. It was gone in a blink.
Rygen started running after it, but she gave up immediately. She turned back with deep lines across her forehead. “I hope he makes it.”
“I’m sure he will,” the commander said. He motioned for Leo and Andar to walk out of their cell, then he leaned down to match Andar’s eye level. “I’m sorry for what happened. That rope should not have broken. I will ensure it’s investigated.”
“Do you think someone could’ve cut it earlier?” Andar asked.
“That’s more possible than it breaking on its own, but there’s something else I suspect.” He stared at Andar, then at Leo. “How did you know your brother needed your help?”
Leo glanced at Andar, wondering how much he should divulge. Andar had only a faint look of interest, as if curious himself. He must not have wanted to tip off the commander in any way.
Leo thought for a moment as to how he wanted to answer. This was the commander of the king’s army—the same men who wanted to kill his father and were responsible for so viciously killing Rygen’s mother. Leo didn’t know what they would do with him and Andar if they found out the two of them were linked. He already feared what would become of Rygen now that it was clear that she had summoned the creature.
“I’m not sure how, but I was confident that he was…” Leo stopped himself. Even though the danger was over, the words were still hard to say. “I could tell he was going to die if I did nothing, so I ran to the cavern.”
“He almost got himself killed helping me,” Andar interrupted. “He couldn’t get the rope down to me because it kept falling in all the crevices along the way, so he had to climb down himself, but he’s not strong enough to climb back out. And like I said, I couldn’t pull him up.”
“The ground fell then,” Leo said. “It had been trying to pull me and my brother under for a while, but eventually it fell. The rope caught me.”
“You said the rope was broken!” the officer interrupted triumphantly.
“The other rope,” the commander answered for Leo.
He nodded. “There was a longer one there that I used to get to my brother.”
The commander put up his hand. “You don’t have to relive this horrible event that never should have happened. Of course no punishment will come to any of you.”
“What about me, sir?” asked the woman. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Why is she in here?” the commander asked his officer. The officer looked at the guard, who glanced around as if looking for someone else to blame. When he found no one, he hurried over to a desk nearby.
“Only because I had no papers when your army came,” she told the commander.
“Is that right?” the commander asked the guard, who continued to search through various scrolls on the desk.
“Yes, I see it here.”
“Where are your papers?” the commander asked her.
“They were stolen from me on my trip from Halin to Lectin.”
Halin is the city my father was actually born in, though Father’s false papers say he was born here in Jatn. Leo started to suspect something about this familiar woman.
“Then how did you come to be here?” the commander asked.
“I stopped in Jatn to replenish my supplies, but your army came soon after.”
“Is there anyone in the city who can identify you?”
She looked at Leo with her mouth scrunched.
“Without you giving them any clues,” the commander specified.
“I know who she is,” Leo said before he had gathered his thoughts. It was the only time he could’ve spoken, for if the woman said no, then Leo would have no chance of saving her.
“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” the commander asked skeptically.
“Because I couldn’t remember how I knew her until now. She doesn’t look the same as when I last saw her.”
“It’s from all the time I’ve spent in this prison,” she told the commander with an edge to her voice.
The commander put up his hand. “Do not say one other word to each other until I allow it. Let’s make this official.” His doubtful eyes were on Leo, but Leo remembered what his brother had told him about lying. He made himself appear as confident as he could.
The commander looked at the guard. “Has this woman given her name while these children were here?”
“No.”
“Has she said anything about herself that might’ve allowed these children to guess who she was without knowing her?”
The guard’s eyes lifted to the ceiling. “She talked about the creature’s sickness, but that’s all.”
“Are you sure there was nothing else?”
The guard appeared nervous. “I can’t say for certain.”
“There was nothing else,” Andar added. “Don’t lie to him.”
The commander held up a finger close to Andar’s face. “Be silent as I do this.”
Andar stepped back and let his shoulders relax.
“She said nothing else,” the guard finally confirmed.
The commander returned his attention to Leo. “You will have one chance. You will not be able to come back later and provide a different answer. But before you answer, you should be aware that if you are lying to me, you will be punished. We do not tolerate lies here. Now are you sure you wish to provide a name for this woman?”
Leo thought for a moment, his gaze set on the older woman. She seemed to be the same age as his father, or perhaps a little younger. Her features were so familiar, but he couldn’t be confident he knew who she was just by her appearance. It was the information she’d provided about the summoned creatures that struck something within Leo, as well as her tale about coming from Halin—he was almost sure of himself now.
Before giving his answer, though, he wished to find out what his punishment would be if he was wrong. But he didn’t want that to scare him. If this woman was who he thought she was, then he didn’t just want to free her for her own sake. Her freedom would mean so much to Leo and Andar as well.
“I’m sure,” Leo said.
“Then tell me her name.”
“Miqu Yenu.” He spelled it letter by letter. “She came to the Bookbinding Guild to present a story to Gartel Lusitan. It’s a very well-written story, my personal favorite. I wouldn’t forget someone like her.”
By her beaming smile, Leo knew he had given the right answer even before the guard handed over a scroll with her name to the commander.
“Miqu is to be released,” the commander announced. He pointed at the guard. “I’m tasking you with correcting her prisoner profile. You are also to ensure that she will receive a new copy of her papers from the courthouse in Jatn.”
“Sir, I’m already tasked with guarding the cavern entrance during the day.”
“That is no longer your duty. Bring Miqu to the courthouse now, then make sure she’s offered entrance for today only to the bathhouse for our female soldiers. You will also purchase a meal for her from the tavern of her choosing.” The commander flicked a silver coin into the air. The guard caught it with a frown.
“Yes sir.” He motioned for Miqu to follow him. “Come on.”
Leo was about to run over to stop them, for he still needed to give Miqu his address, but he didn’t know how to bring it up.
“Just one moment,” Miqu told the guard, bowing her head in front of Leo. “Thank you for remembering. Might I have your address so I could come by with a gift at a later time?”
“Sure,” Leo said with relief.
“Thank you,” Miqu said after Leo was done. “One last thing,” she told the guard, then looked over at the commander with worry in her eyes. “I’m sorry to bring this up, sir, but I feel I must tell you that one of your men stole from me while I was being taken here. He took all the coin I had.”
The commander pressed his lips together tightly. “Did you get his name?”
“No. I wish there was something about him that stood out to help you find him, but there isn’t. He was probably my age or a little older. He had brown hair and a clean-shaven face. He wasn’t particularly tall or short. I’m not sure what else I can say.”
“I will look into this when I can,” the commander said without conviction. “I’m sorry and I’m embarrassed. It’s my task to command, but it is not up to me to recruit.”
“I understand.” She gave a little wave to Leo and the others, who waved back. Then she left with the guard.
The commander leaned down in front of Rygen. “You’re Rygen Nexi, right? You’re living with Leo and Andar for now?”
Her eyebrows lifted as if she was surprised he remembered her name. “Yes.”
“And you work at the Bookbinding Guild with Leo, correct?”
“Yes…sir,” she remembered to add.
“It’s not usually an easy task to bring a creature through a rift.”
Her cheeks went red as she looked down. “I know.”
“I’m glad you do. I would like to discuss this more with you when I have the time. Would that be all right?”
Leo was surprised when she glanced over at him. He didn’t know what she was silently asking, so he shrugged.
“What would you like to discuss?” she asked the commander.
He chuckled slightly. “Many things. I’ll send someone to the Bookbinding Guild to fetch you when I have time, all right, dear?”
She nodded without enthusiasm.
Gartel was going to be angry when they came back today after missing so much work, especially when Rygen told him she would be missing even more work later.
“And lastly, for you two,” the commander said. He didn’t lean down in front of Leo or Andar, though his eyes did appear friendly. “Andar, I assure you that I will figure out exactly why your rope broke and ensure that it does not happen again. Can I expect you to return to the Tisary tomorrow? You don’t have to today.”
It seemed too much to ask, but Andar surprised Leo with his answer. “Actually, I’d like to go back now. I want to make sure Rygen’s creature made it through the rift, and I’d like to take a look at the rope myself.”
“That’s fine.” He glanced down at Leo. “I would like to meet with you and your brother as well. When I have the time, I’ll collect him from the Tisary. We’ll both come for you at the Bookbinding Guild.”
“What for?” Andar asked. Then he added, “Sir?”
“To discuss what happened today,” the commander said. “I must be leaving. I interrupted a meeting that I must return to now.”
He exited quickly. That left Leo, Andar, and Rygen with the officer, who folded his arms and scowled at them until they walked out of the building.
Leo really had to get back to the Bookbinding Guild after he bathed. He wasn’t sure Gartel would understand his reason for leaving, and he couldn’t lose this job. With his family having been banned from farm work, the Bookbinding Guild might be the only place he could make coin.
He hugged his brother, the dried mud on their shirts cracking and falling. “I’m glad you’re all right.”
“Thank you, Leo.”
“We’d better get back,” Leo told Rygen. “And I still have to bathe.”
“Wait.” Andar chuckled to himself as he brought them into a clearing in the street. He looked around, possibly for anyone listening. When he deemed it safe to speak, he asked with a wide smile, “You’re not going to say anything about our aunt?”
“Did you know it was her as well?” Leo wondered.
“No!” Andar laughed. “The whole time I was thinking you must’ve seen this woman in the Bookbinding Guild just like you said, but when you mentioned her name—skyfire and ash! I nearly yelled in shock. I saw what you must’ve seen then; her face seems familiar. I think it’s her eyes.”
Leo nodded. “I was going to make sure to tell her our address, but she acted first.”
Andar put his hand on Leo’s shoulder, squeezing and shaking Leo a little too hard for comfort. “That was incredible! You found our aunt, and in prison nonetheless!” He laughed for a moment. Leo didn’t understand the humor, but he chuckled with his brother.
Rygen didn’t laugh, however. “Do you think the commander will want us to join the army?”
A somber mood followed.
“I’m not sure,” Andar answered. “I think he knows what we can do, though. He might even know better than we do. It’s worth meeting with him.”
“But you two would never join, right?” Rygen asked.
“No,” Leo answered, but his brother seemed to be thinking about it.
“I wouldn’t say never,” Andar told them. “A lot can change in the next few months. It has already.”
Leo whispered, “They killed Rygen’s mother. They want to kill our father.”
“I’m not talking about joining them to help them.” Andar’s tone was as if Leo was a fool. “Only to help ourselves.”
“Help ourselves do what?” Rygen asked.
“Become what we have the potential to be. Don’t you see what today has taught us? You’re going to be a summoner, Rygen. Leo and I are going to be Ascendants. There’s no denying it now. I am going back to the Tisary; I do want to make sure your creature made it through. But I’m also going to practice now that I don’t have to dig anymore today.” He lowered his voice. “And I want to see the rope for myself. If someone’s trying to kill me, I want to know today.”
“You’re actually going to go back into that hole tomorrow?” Leo was in disbelief. “I wouldn’t ever if I had the choice.”
Andar looked down at the ground for a long while. “I know, but I don’t think I have a choice like you do.”
Leo stepped up to his brother. “We’ll figure something else out. Don’t go back down there.”
“Leo.” Andar took a sharp breath. “If it becomes dangerous again, I will stop. Until then, we need a place to live.”
“But—”
“I will be fine.”
Andar put on a smile that would’ve appeared genuine except that Leo could feel that his brother was terrified.
Andar’s smile began to look forced as he asked Rygen, “Did you come up with a name for your creature yet?”
“I was thinking Jin, like the strong creature from A Summoner’s Life, because he’s a lot stronger than he looks.”
“Really?” Leo asked. “He already looks strong to me.”
“How do you know he’s a he?” Andar wondered. “Can you tell because of your link to him?”
“No,” she looked down, clearly embarrassed. “I checked.”
They laughed, and Leo could feel that his brother’s fear was gone, at least for the moment.




CHAPTER TEN

It had been a long day, and Leo was glad to be heading home. When he’d returned to the Bookbinding Guild, Gartel was nowhere to be seen. He and Rygen had decided they wouldn’t say anything about leaving unless Gartel brought it up when they saw him tomorrow.
Many times Leo thought back to the moment when he’d held Rygen’s hand. He wanted to again, and even had the courage to do so, but he feared her reaction. If she didn’t want her hand held, their friendship might be ruined. Besides Andar, Rygen was Leo’s only friend. He couldn’t risk it until he was absolutely certain she felt the same.
He was surprised when Miqu Yenu was waiting outside his home. She smiled at seeing him and Rygen approach, kneeling down and opening her arms.
It was a little awkward to hug his aunt, but hopefully time would fix that.
“Thank you again,” she said.
“You could’ve waited inside.”
“I didn’t want to be rude.” She opened the door and gestured for Leo and Rygen to enter first. Andar was not yet home.
The three of them took seats around the only table in the house, which was a small one in the middle of their tiny kitchen. Leo and Rygen had brought home cheap ingredients for a stew in order to prepare their usual supper. They set them out on the table, but Miqu quickly gathered them up.
“Please allow me,” she said, and started preparing the meal.
There was a long silence as Leo and Rygen looked at each other, unsure what to do now.
“I know this might be strange,” Miqu said with a smile over her shoulder. “But it won’t be for long.”
She’d bathed and changed since they’d last seen her. She was thin and tall. The way her features came together brought comfort to Leo, not only because of her beauty, but because she reminded him of his father. It was her eyes. Although she looked young, there was wisdom in the sparkle of her gaze that made Leo feel that she knew what would be best for all of them.
“What should we call you?” Leo asked.
“I have thought much about that, but I still haven’t come to a decision.” She crouched at the table and folded her arms on top. She rested her head on top of her arms and made a silly expression of exaggerated pondering. “Hmm. Would you like to call me Miqu or perhaps Aunty? I would personally prefer my real name.” Then she whispered, “Yune Quim. Alas, it is a dangerous name to be spoken, as I’m sure your father has taught you.”
She suddenly smiled and rubbed Leo’s head, messing his hair up, though he didn’t mind. “You’re both so adorable. So your name is Rygen Nexi?”
“Yes. I can’t believe it was you who wrote Quim and Kin: Crowns and Betrayal. No, I can’t believe it was you who was in it! And then Leo knew it was you without ever meeting you! I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it!”
“Believe it,” Yune said with a wink. “Leo’s father must’ve described me well. Is that right, Leo? What did he say—what name should I use for him? I’m so excited to see my brother again!”
Leo still hadn’t answered her original question of what to call her, and now he had to think of how to tell her the terrible news.
“I’ve known him as Darren my whole life,” Leo said. “He kept everything about his family hidden from me and my brother until recently.”
She frowned. “He was always cautious about everything…except for love.” Her brow furrowed as her head tilted down. “What happened to your mother?”
Leo knew he shouldn’t delay the truth about his father, but he couldn’t think of how to tell his aunt yet. “My mother became sick here in Jatn. Father couldn’t pay for the medicine she needed, so she died.” And it changed him. Or so Leo had heard. He wasn’t old enough to know what his father was like before then.
“That must’ve broken his heart.” Yune said the words with great pain, even looked away and wiped a tear. It came as a surprise to see so much emotion. Was this woman really the sister of Leo’s father?
But then he remembered what she had written about herself in Quim and Kin: Crowns and Betrayal. Yune had focused her attention on the arts, painting and plays. And magic! Leo gasped as he recalled how much focus she’d put into learning to become a mage, only to realize that she didn’t have it in her.
He gave her a moment to compose herself as she returned to preparing their supper. He was about to ask her to tell him everything she knew about Artistry, but it would be wrong to do so before Andar returned. And even more so before telling her about his father.
“Miqu,” Leo said, swallowing a lump. “Father isn’t coming home.”
She turned around slowly and asked in a whisper, “Was he killed?”
“No,” Leo said with some relief. “I don’t think so. But he’s with the rebels now—not by his choice. The leader of the rebels, Erisena, wanted him to join them. He was meeting with her to tell her that he wouldn’t join them, but that’s when the army arrived.”
“I see.” Miqu stared at the corner of the room for a while. “Your father was the best fighter I’ve ever seen. I’m sure you’re right that he is still alive. He probably even saved many of the rebels. He would never let anyone die if he could help it.”
“I know.”
She came over to Leo. “I’m sure he’ll come back when he can.”
“I know that, too,” Leo said with hope in his heart. “But he can’t get into the city. That’s why I think he’ll wait for us at the river outside Jatn to the east. It’s the only place outside the city that we’ve been to together. He helped me bring pelts there when I was in training to become a bookbinder. I think it’s where he’ll go again when he can.”
Her eyes widened. “That’s very wise of you to think. You really are your father’s son. Yes, that does sound like him.”
“I’ve wanted to sleep there each night, but—”
“No, no, no,” she interrupted. “You are far too young to worry about that.” She patted Leo’s shoulder. “Let me take care of finding your father. I will wait by the river every night that I can.”
“Are you sure?”
“Am I sure?” She laughed. “I’m the adult here, Leo. How old are you exactly?”
“Ten,” he said, a little embarrassed.
“You are special indeed, Leo, but you are still young. Yes, I’m completely and utterly sure that it will be me who finds your father.” She seemed to have a genuine smile. “Will you let yourself relax? It seems like that might be hard for you, but you are too young to worry so much.”
“I’ll try,” Leo promised.
She laughed again and kissed his head before returning to her cooking.
“I came to Jatn looking for your father. It had been many years since I’d seen my brother, but I had hoped he was here. He always talked about this place as a haven for criminals and people with false identities. That’s us now, I realized when we escaped prison. Even my stubborn brother knew the same.” She changed her voice as she spoke, almost as if she was putting on a show. Rygen seemed to enjoy it, giggling at times. But Leo still felt it strange to be talking with their aunt as if they’d known each other for years. He wasn’t sure he could give up trying to find his father and put that entirely on her. He knew little about her still.
“I can’t describe how good it feels to have new, proper, identification papers with my new name now.” She danced over to Leo and rubbed his head again. “Thank you very much, Leo. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he said. He didn’t know why he felt so uncomfortable, but he had a feeling his brother would be able to voice his concerns better than Leo could.
Rygen asked in a whisper, “How did you escape the king’s prison?”
“You don’t have to whisper, sweet thing.” Then Miqu raised her voice as if to announce to the neighbors, “We’re just telling fanciful stories here.” She winked at Rygen again. “I have my proper papers now—all right, your question. Oh! Leo, you never told me what you want to call me.”
“Miqu is fine,” he said solemnly.
“All right, if you wish,” she said in a facetious voice as if teasing Leo. “Cheer up, nephew. Things will only be easier from now on.”
He was still having trouble believing that. “Are you going to be living here? Because there’s no bed. Rygen’s staying here.” And Leo didn’t want to share a bed with his brother.
“Oh no. I’ll be fine in my own room in my place of lodging. Now that I have papers, I can actually find work. To answer your question, pretty girl, I didn’t do much to escape prison.”
“We should wait for my brother,” Leo interrupted. He knew everything would be repeated otherwise, and there was something off about this woman that was starting to make him nervous. He hoped it was only because she was so different from their father, completely opposite of what he expected DVend Quim’s sister to be like.
“You’re right.” She flicked her finger. “The two of you should tell me everything about yourselves. Let’s start with my strong and handsome nephews. I’m very proud of my brother. He did well with you and…Andar’s his name, right? Then I want to hear about you, sweet thing. Don’t think I’d forget about you.”
She seemed to have a habit of asking questions to which she didn’t care to receive the answers. When Leo had read about this woman in the book that told the tale of his family’s strife with the king, he remembered details about how she’d struggled to help the family. She wasn’t good with anything related to military strategy, and she couldn’t do the math required to keep books. She’d tried so hard that she’d cried upon failure, but she just didn’t have it in her to be like her brother. They were very different, Leo was realizing, but she was family.
His father had taught him a lesson that Leo would not soon forget. “The only people you can trust are yourself and your family.”
Watching Yune speak was like watching a play. There was some fun to it, but it was exhausting, and Leo was already so tired. He took a breath to gather his stamina and started telling her all about himself. He told her about living beside Rygen, working on the farm together, and then Rygen leaving to work at the Bookbinding Guild. Leo’s dream had been to work there as well, but so much had happened after he finally accomplished it. Now other worries kept him up at night. He surprised himself by divulging his fears about making enough coin, keeping their home, and his biggest fear of all—what would happen because of the army being in the city. Leo knew his brother’s involvement with them was far from over, unfortunately, and it even seemed as if Leo and Rygen might one day be involved.
Miqu listened to everything without reply as she finished preparing their supper. Leo didn’t know what she had done exactly, but it tasted much better than when he and Rygen made the stew themselves.
“I see a lot of my brother in you, Leo,” his aunt told him. “You worry like a grown man, yet you’re only a child. Don’t take so much onto yourself. Everything will be fine.” She offered a smile but no other words.
“Thank you,” Leo muttered, feeling none the better.
“Now you, beautiful,” Miqu said with practically a chirp.
“Leo already described my life very well.”
“Yes, but there must be so much more to what makes Rygen Rygen. Tell me about your joys, your fears, your dreams. Tell me everything!”
“All right,” she said with a nervous laugh.
Rygen and Miqu spoke much, but Leo already knew everything that Rygen described about herself. She enjoyed reading. She, like Leo, feared losing her job and not having enough coin. She dreamed of seeing her creature, Jin, again soon and talked about the strange connection she felt at great length. By the time she was done and beginning to ask questions about summoning, Andar entered.
Leo was so happy to see his brother again that he almost jumped from his chair when he went over in preparation of giving him a hug. Andar would figure out what they should be worried about concerning their aunt. Before Leo could even hug his brother, though, his aunt was already there wrapping her arms around him. “I’m very happy to see you again, other nephew. Andar Litxer, right?”
“Uh, yes.” His arms dangled.
“Are you hungry?” Miqu asked. “There isn’t much stew left, but I saved some for you.”
“I ate, thank you.”
“You can call me Miqu or Aunty, though I’m sure you know my real name.” She gave him a nudge with her arm.
Andar quickly closed the door.
“Relax,” she laughed. “You’re just like your brother, who is just like my brother.” She showed him her identification papers. “I have my papers now, so everything will be fine. Relax, relax! Sit, take off your boots. You must be exhausted after your ordeal.” She guided Andar over to a chair.
“All right,” he said with a nervous laugh.
“I just finished hearing all about Leo and Rygen. Now I want to hear about you, Andar.”
He had a long sigh. There were dark circles under his eyes. “It’s been a long day, Aunty. How about you tell us about yourself instead?”
“Are you sure?” She cocked her head to the side.
“Completely.”
She lost some of her energy as she took in a slow breath. “I don’t know exactly when I came to the city, but it feels to be a while ago now. I knew I needed false papers to find work, and eventually I met a man named Raenik who could falsify papers for me, but he had demands I did not want to meet.”
“Raenik?” Leo asked. “Does he have blue eyes and he combs his hair back?”
“How do you know him?” Her brow creased.
“He’s met with Gartel a few—”
“Gartel Lusitan?” Miqu interrupted.
“Yes.”
“What could he want with Raenik?”
“I don’t know.” It seemed strange for Leo to be answering that for his aunt. Wasn’t she here to help them instead of the other way around?
“Raenik has made himself rich by falsifying papers,” Miqu said. “I’m sure he disobeys the laws in other ways as well. But when I met Gartel, he clearly was not the same type of man. Has he changed?”
Leo lifted his eyebrows at Rygen. She nodded in silent agreement that Leo should tell Miqu.
“We think so,” Leo said. “The army stole coin from him.”
“A lot of it,” Rygen added.
Andar asked, “Could Raenik be the man Father went to for false papers?”
“Could be,” Miqu said.
They were all silent for a moment.
“It could be dangerous to work in the Bookbinding Guild,” Miqu told them.
“There’s no other place we can work,” Rygen informed her.
Miqu nodded. “I know. Just be careful.”
“We will,” Rygen said. “Will you tell us now how you escaped prison?”
“Aha, I never did answer that now did I? First, I must ask you a difficult question. You are so beautiful, dear, that I worry. Have you ever been bothered by men?”
“One time,” Rygen answered quickly and confidently. “But Leo and Andar helped me, as I’m sure they would again.”
“I’m glad to hear that. When you’re alone, though, you must be careful. I learned that life can be very difficult in the city for a woman. It’s important that we never ignore another woman if she is in need of help. Many times a man believes his target will not defend herself, and he’s especially not prepared for another woman to involve herself. The surprise alone can change his mind. You are too young to worry about this now, but it is something you should remember as you get older.” Miqu exhaled slowly and shook her head. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Do you have any idea what I might be talking about? No, right?”
“I do,” Rygen said.
Miqu let out her breath. “I wish you didn’t, but I suppose I am glad you do. Now, where was I? My escape. There was one person responsible for helping me and your father escape. Because you read my story, you might remember her name: Karlinda.”
“The most beautiful woman in the world,” Rygen said.
“Yes, but I fear that’s not the truth anymore. If she’s even still alive after helping us, then her life must be full of misery and hardship. She’d gained the trust of the royal family, the Orellos, only to betray them later.” Miqu looked mostly at Leo as she spoke. “Your father and I had nothing when she helped us get out of there. We fled back to Halin to collect what belongings we could, knowing we were pursued. Your father got your mother and Andar, and rode out of there. We disagreed about where to go. He thought Jatn was the right city, but I felt that it was still too close to the castle and they would know to look for us there. We decided separating would be best, for it was more suspicious to enter a city as a group than as a single family. I was in Lectin for years. I did many things I wasn’t proud of for food and shelter. I never found work because they’re strict about showing papers, unlike some guilds are here in Jatn. Eventually I was able to make my way here, where I did more things I was not proud of to survive.”
“Like what?” Andar asked.
Miqu frowned at him. “Not only are they embarrassing, Andar, but I’d rather not remember them.”
Leo found his heart opening to his aunt as he watched her close up. It was then that he realized why he had been concerned. He had feared she would get them in trouble because she seemed to enjoy talking about everything on her mind. She’d seemed as if she hadn’t lived in the same world as the rest of them, as if she hadn’t been affected by the Analyte betrayal of their family, as if she hadn’t experienced poverty. But it only took a moment, a single expression of pain, for Leo to realize that his aunt had gone through the same troubles that Leo’s father had. It had affected her in the same ways. She knew when to keep things to herself. The only difference was that she knew when to share as well. She knew when to enjoy life. Father had never learned those skills, which had led to many arguments between him and Andar over the past year.
Leo hugged his aunt.
“Oh?” she said in surprise. “Oh thank you, Leo. That is sweet of you, but I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.”
Leo stepped away and saw her smiling at him. What surprised him, though, was Rygen grinning ear to ear when he took his seat again.
“Before the army came,” Miqu said, “I worked at the Full Well Inn but not in any official manner. I helped out the owner in exchange for board, but I made no coin to my name. Everything will be easier now that I have papers. I plan to find work as I write my next book.”
“What will it be about?” Rygen asked.
Miqu smirked at her. “Oh, nothing interesting,” she said sarcastically. “Just a couple small things called Artistry and Esitry, and the dark realm.”
Rygen gasped. “Can you tell us everything you know right now!”
“Another day, beautiful. All of you should be in bed by now!”
“We should,” Andar agreed. “But at least finish your tale.”
“Oh, I have nothing interesting left to tell,” she said as she let out her breath. “We will have plenty of time to talk later if you think of any questions. Come here, all of you.” She opened her arms.
The three of them walked toward her. She wrapped her arms around them as much as she could.
“I’m so proud of all of you.”
Then she waved goodbye and was gone, just like that.
It wasn’t a moment after that Rygen announced to Leo and Andar, “I’m going to start work on a farm.”
“What? Why?” Andar asked.
“I don’t want you or Leo to talk me out of it, because I know you can.”
“There’s no reason for you to work on a farm,” Andar said. “You know the army will provide payment to the Farmers’ Guild for us to stay here as long as I dig for the commander.”
“That’s exactly why I need to do it. You almost died there today. You should not go back tomorrow or ever again after. I’ve been thinking about this for days now, and I’ve made up my mind. Meeting Miqu helped me realize that even your family can do little to improve our situation. It has to be up to us, and I haven’t done enough. You and Leo cannot work on a farm because of Rhenol’s ban of your family, so I want to do it.”
Leo didn’t know what he could say. He felt as though his heart was being pulled in two directions and might tear in half. He agreed with Rygen that Andar should no longer go into that dreadful hole again, but sending Rygen to work on a farm was condemning her to a life of misery.
She would be safe, though, he realized. Andar would not. This was the right decision.
It didn’t seem as if his brother had any words either, staring at Rygen with his mouth open as if wanting to speak.
“Tomorrow morning I’m going to the farm southwest of here,” she continued. “I do not know the name of the overseer there, but I will learn it along with all the tasks that he requires of me. I realize it’s farther than Rhenol’s farm, but I’d rather walk to the farther farm than deal with him again.”
“I didn’t know you hated him,” Leo said. “You always obeyed everything he told you to do.”
“You did, too, and didn’t you hate him?”
“I suppose, yes,” Leo realized.
“Every overseer will be the same,” Andar said. “Our father taught us that.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Rygen said.
“You really don’t have to do this.” Andar leaned down. “I want to go back. I want to be near the rift. I’m fairly certain I’ve felt Artistry, and I wish to train with it.”
“What if the rope breaks again?” Rygen asked.
“Then Leo will come for me.” He looked toward Leo for reassurance, but Leo couldn’t agree with his brother. He had no idea if he had it in him to detect the next time Andar would be in danger. He would rather not risk it.
Andar put his hands on his hips. “Don’t you agree with me?” he asked Leo.
“I don’t disagree,” he said, taking a lesson from his brother. Andar had used the same line many times when his father had lectured Andar and tried to get him to agree with his lesson. “And I don’t disagree with Rygen, either.”
“The three of us will never make enough coin for a real life,” Rygen said. “We need your income, Andar…from all the places you can get it. Don’t you miss…taking it from the rich?”
“I never enjoyed pickpocketing. It’s dangerous.”
That came as a surprise to Leo. Was his brother lying? “But you’ve always been proud of what you take.”
“I am proud because I know how much it helps us. That doesn’t mean I enjoy the process.” Andar put up his hands. “It’s late. We should all get to bed and go to our normal places of work tomorrow.”
“Andar.” Rygen waited until she had his gaze. “The only reason I’m going back to the Bookbinding Guild in the morning is to tell Gartel that I’m going to start work on a farm. If you decide to keep digging, then that is up to you. At least now you have the choice.”
“Don’t do that to yourself.”
“Andar, please!” she shouted.
Andar took a step back.
Rygen’s eyes glistened with tears. “Please don’t try to convince me not to. I know this is the right decision.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

A week had gone by and Yune had not returned. It came as a disappointment to Leo, but more so as a surprise. She had shown great worry and care, but so had Gartel toward Rygen.
The morning after Yune’s visit, Rygen had begun her work at the Bookbinding Guild until Gartel came in. Then she went into his office to tell him of her plan to start work on a farm. It was a short meeting. She came out and gave Leo a hug, and then she was gone.
He was glad he still saw her at night, but he missed working beside her. He had begun to feel so alone these days. There was something different about the Bookbinding Guild now. People didn’t talk to each other as much.
Although no one had spoken much with Leo in the past, he at least had enjoyed watching others converse. He missed seeing people smile and laugh, even if he wasn’t part of the jest.
There didn’t seem to be anyone to blame except for the army, but Andar spoke highly of the commander. If not Rolan Kipper, Leo didn’t know who else he could blame. He felt that his anger needed a source. Without one, each day had brought more frustration.
Andar still worked in the Tisary. Leo worried about him every day, but he’d assured Leo that he’d investigated the rope closely and so had the commander. There was no sign of anyone cutting into the thread so it would eventually break. It looked as if it had ripped naturally. They would replace the rope every week now to ensure that did not happen again.


◆◆◆
 
Andar no longer had the Tisary to himself after that fateful day the rope broke. Part of him was relieved he had someone to yell to in case another rope broke, but he was getting tired of worrying all the time. He didn’t know how his father could live like this. My poor father must be worried even more about us now that he can’t see that we’re safe every day.
There had been a few summoners and Ascendants in training who had come and gone, and the last to leave was a young man grumpier than the rest. He had come into the Tisary, no doubt having paid good money like the rest of them, expecting to make links easily. He had brought two stones with him. Andar had watched him practicing while Andar ate his midday meal. Several times the man must’ve thought he’d made a link, for he picked up one stone and watched the other as if expecting it to move. It never did.
As grumpy as this young man was, though, Andar didn’t expect him to drop his two stones into the hole on his way out. Andar heard them bouncing and rolling as they came toward him. He moved to one wall and covered his head. Fortunately, both missed. Andar pocketed the stones and started climbing out as fast as he could, ready to brawl if the man was still there. However, it took a while to reach the surface. He had dug deep by then. The man was long gone, but at least the Tisary was empty.
Andar didn’t want to be like so many of the people who left this Tisary frustrated with their lack of progress. He was thankful Rygen had taken work at a farm, for he did want to stop this dangerous job eventually. He relished the thought of having nowhere he needed to be each day, no one to answer to. He could make more coin on his own, taking and reselling the many things that people did not need. But he would miss the free meals, baths, and his meetings with the commander, as infrequent as they were.
Andar had learned a lot about Jatn and the army. He had once hated both of them as if they were people who had wronged him. But he knew now that both were entities composed of thousands of men and women. Well, he wasn’t quite sure the army had thousands of women, but that was not important. There was no reason to hate an entity as large and complicated as that. Nothing could come from this hate. It had to be directed elsewhere, so usually he pinpointed his rage on the king.
He would not leave this place until he could be sure he’d made a link. There was a good chance that several different links had been made a week ago, when Leo came and saved his life, but Andar still had to figure out how to make a link whenever he pleased.
He focused on the rocks for the next couple of hours, studying them until he could see them clearly when he closed his eyes. But this seemed to do no good, for he still felt nothing out of the ordinary as he focused on them.
Several times he heard voices echoing in the distance, forcing him to stop and stand near the hole in case someone came into the Tisary. He was only supposed to be seen taking a break, not practicing links, and certainly not standing near the rift.
He spent the next hour focusing on the rift itself. He wondered what it was about this red and black sphere that drew Artistry in and out. He could almost see the Artistry entering and leaving as the portal seemed to inhale and exhale. He wished he could reach up and grab the Artistry. He took off his gloves and felt around the air. There seemed to be nothing, though.
He did notice something strange, however, as he waved his hand around. The rift made a groaning sound, like something was rubbing against it. Flashes of light tore across the sphere, brightening when the portal groaned. Andar had always stood a good distance from the portal, father than any of the mages practicing. But now he took a brave step forward and reached out.
The portal let out a terrible windy screech. It pulsed with flashes of light, shaking as if it might explode. Andar stepped back. The portal breathed quickly, its pulsing light diminishing. Soon it whistled normally again.
Andar suddenly felt physically sick as if infected with something. His muscles were weak and strained. He became terrified as he wondered if he’d gotten too close and now he would slowly die.
He sat near the hole to recover, and eventually the feeling passed.
He kept his distance from the portal afterward, knowing whatever had happened to him had been caused by being too near the portal.
Frustration was his worst distraction as Andar continued to attempt to make a link between the rocks at his feet. He’d had no luck when he studied the rocks themselves, and he felt that he’d nearly killed himself trying to use the rift in some way. It was the Artistry he needed to feel. That’s what made links. He had to find some way of grasping it.
He grumbled and ground his teeth together over the next hour or so. It was getting late. Eventually his meal would be brought to him, and he’d have to stop. It angered him to no end that Artistry was most prevalent in this Tisary, right where he was, and yet he couldn’t see or even feel the faintest hint of it.
How was he supposed to use it? This was like trying to use the wind. No it was worse, because at least the wind could be heard and felt!
Andar kicked one of the rocks in his rage. Then he felt something.
“Wait,” he muttered to himself. “Wait, wait, wait.” He ran over to retrieve the rock, then set it down next to the other.
He kicked it again, but he felt nothing this time.
He swore as he retrieved the rock and tried a third time. He swore louder, using nastier words. He tried a few more times, but he just swore some more.
He tried to remember everything he could about Artistry that might explain what he had felt the first time he’d kicked the rock. And more importantly, he had to know why he had felt something at all. The commander had given him a few lessons during his brief visits, but there was nothing he’d told Andar that came as a revelation. Most of it, Andar had already surmised from his discussions with Leo after reading the same books. Most were fiction, but there were rules about Artistry that stayed the same between the tales.
Artistry made links between objects or aspects of nature that were similar to each other. The more similar they were, the stronger the link could be made. These links formed more often when there was a lot of Artistry, and Artistry was more prevalent in places like this Tisary.
It seemed clear to Andar what had happened, then. The rocks had been bound together, probably by a weak link, for the other rock had not moved when Andar kicked the first one. Another reason he knew the link to be weak was because the last man practicing with these rocks was not able to move one by shifting the other with his hand.
Andar wondered if the rocks’ proximity to one another made a difference. He stacked one on top of the other and thought more about Artistry as he waited.
He wondered why Artistry made links between things that were similar. The more he thought of it, the more it seemed like Artistry had a personality. Not only did it make links, it strived to maintain them by making the link stronger over time. It reminded him of magnets. He’d come into contact with several of them in the market, even swiping a few at one point. But he feared what would happen if he tried to resell them, so he’d kept them to himself to play with over the next few weeks. Through experimentation, he noticed that some forms of metal could be magnetized by these cold blocks. It was always temporary, but he wondered what would happen if he held a magnet to a certain metal for years. Would it form another magnet?
What happened to links made by Artistry when it wasn’t disturbed for years? Could Artistry link all the dirt in this place to itself? He squatted down and took some of it in his hand. Why didn’t any other dirt move? It all looked the same to him. If rocks could be linked, why not these tiny grains?
Could it be that they were already linked to something else? He felt a chill as he looked at the rift. Something on the other side?
Maybe their whole realm was linked to the other realm in some way. The commander had said nothing about this, but how could even a man like Rolan know that. The only way to prove it would be to go to the other realm, but only creatures could pass through. Now why was that? What was it about them that allowed them to travel between the realms unharmed?
But that wasn’t exactly true, either. They did receive harm. He recalled what Yune had said about Jin, Rygen’s creature. The Artistry in this realm acted like a poison to the creature. It had to build up a tolerance. Perhaps humans could build up the same type of tolerance if they stood close enough to a rift. Andar walked over his rocks and ventured close to the rift again, but the rift grew unstable just like before. It seemed ready to collapse as it shook and pulsated, or perhaps it would explode. Andar became nauseous and immensely terrified, more so than he should’ve been, he realized.
He backed away and sat until he recovered. Why could he not stand as close to the rift as the other mages? Could it be something to do with the link he shared with his brother?
Everything would make sense if he could just see these links! He took out his frustration on the rocks again, kicking them both this time.
Something broke—a weak link, no doubt. He was certain of it this time. The sensation was so difficult to pinpoint, though. It was like when he tore fabric, he could hear and feel it tearing at the same time. But when this link broke, he could not see, hear, nor even smell it. The closest thing he could think of was that he’d used his sense of touch. If he was to break a stick in half, for example, he would feel the pressure build and then snap. The same had happened with the rocks, but instead of feeling it with his fingers, he had felt it with something else.
It was akin to how he could focus on an image, like Leo, and he could almost see his small yet fierce brother in front of him. For just a moment, Andar had pictured the link before it broke swiftly and removed itself from his reach. It reminded him of how sometimes he wouldn’t notice a continuous sound until it stopped. In that instant, he would notice the sound fade.
He fetched the rocks and put them on top of each other again, then waited anxiously. He feared the woman who always brought him food would come by at any moment. He couldn’t tell the time in here, but it had probably been many hours since his last meal.
He sat in front of the rocks and tried to reach for something with his mind.
Eventually he tired himself focusing on nothing and grew restless, but he did not give up. He kept on focusing, straining to grab hold of anything that might make itself known to him.
Then he felt something.
He was overwhelmed with joy, so much so that it nearly broke his focus. His grasp of the link was loose, as if grazing it with his fingertips. With a pointed gaze at the rocks, he imagined a hand extending from between his eyes and trying to close around the link, but he had little control over this hand. It was as if he was in a dream trying to tell his body to run, but all it did was putter forward awkwardly.
The link itself he could imagine just the same as he could his brother. Transparent pillars connected the rocks, flimsy and billowing with delicacy. He fatigued quickly focusing so intensely and began to lose his grasp.
No, I must feel the Artistry. It should be here…but there was nothing else except the link for him to feel.
He lost focus and took a frustrated couple of breaths. But then he realized something. Links were made out of Artistry, of course! Condensed Artistry. That link was Artistry.
He had just felt Artistry, and he wouldn’t let himself rest a moment longer. He reached out toward the link of Artistry he knew to be there and gasped at how easy it was for him to find it again. It was as if he’d searched for something in the dark for so long, and now that he’d found it once, he knew exactly where to look again. Or in this case, it was more like he knew how to look.
The imaginary hand was gone. Now it was as if he could see—truly see—the link. The image was no longer like imagining his brother. It was like feeling someone coming up behind him before he heard them, another sense all together. It was a sense he would have to hone, though, or perhaps it would just take him time to adjust to using it.
He nudged one rock off the other. The link between the stones held together but rippled violently, akin to someone uttering a sound as they repeatedly and rapidly placed their hand over their mouth and then removed it.
Andar wondered if the other mages had felt this link. If so, did they leave in frustration because they could do nothing with it?
He began to fret that the same might happen to him. Feeling a link was nothing if he couldn’t use the Artistry to strengthen or weaken it. Without that skill, it would be impossible to make his own link. This could be his only chance to get used to using Artistry, for he would probably never be able to afford to have an Ascendant make links nearby for him to use as practice.
He knew how to reach it with his mind. All he had to do now was…what did he have to do now? What did he want to do? He wished he had an instructor like all of the mages who’d come here probably had.
I must strengthen the link, he told himself. Simple. It was made of Artistry, so he just had to feel for more Artistry that he knew to be everywhere in this Tisary. Then he just had to…somehow apply it to the link.
Andar grumbled with frustration. He stood and walked around the Tisary, feeling for anything he could. He wanted to just reach out and grab the Artistry, but how was he supposed to do that if he couldn’t find it?
He wondered how the link between him and his brother would come to matter, and what did it mean? He was too focused on finding Artistry to be curious now, though. Time was against him.
He decided to close his eyes and cover his ears, eliminating his practiced senses as best he could. He fell into a relaxed state eventually.
Something came to his mind. It had a personality. It was exuberant, determined. It desired harmony…similarity. He reached out for it and was surprised at how easy it was to grasp.
Andar felt as though he’d chased after a friendly animal for the last few hours, but now that he’d finally caught it, the creature realized Andar was friendly. It allowed him to touch it.
He opened his eyes and noticed that his hand was reaching out. He closed his fingers slowly, cradling the Artistry with his mind. He walked toward the rocks as he used his other hand to sweep more of the Artistry into his gathered cluster. He knew all of this happened because of his mind, not his hands, but something about the motion of his limbs made it easier to conduct.
“Steady,” he whispered. “Don’t go anywhere.”
It felt as light as feather, ready to slip out of his hold and flutter away. He slowly directed it to the rocks. He’d accumulated what felt to be a fuzzy ball of Artistry that he cupped with his mind, mimicking with his hands. He brought one hand on top and carefully moved the Artistry down onto the linked rocks.
He patted the Artistry into the link, like packing wet sand onto itself. It stuck well. It was probably Andar’s imagination, but it seemed relieved to join with itself, drawing in more Artistry on its own as Andar let go with his mind.
Why not use more? he wondered. He gently packed more of the Artistry around the link, which he could feel was growing in size and strength.
Soon, he figured that there was little chance of it breaking anymore as he pulled in more Artistry from all around. He laughed like a madman, a conductor of an invisible orchestra.
Eventually the link was well past the point of testing. He knew it would hold the rocks together as he picked one up.
It didn’t surprise Andar one bit when the other rock lifted off the ground. What did surprise him, though, was that the rock he held was twice as heavy as it should be, which was interesting to note. He set the rock down and was about to celebrate when a cold realization made his mouth go flat.
He’d felt this before, and not just with his brother. He walked toward the broken rope that the he and the commander had investigated closely.
It was always warm in this cavern, the air moist, but Andar shivered as he looked at the rope one last time. It was true that it had not been cut, but it was broken by an outside force.
By me.
The link between the rocks was not the first one Andar had felt. Before the rope broke as he was climbing out, he’d felt something strange when he focused his worry on the part of the rope that was tied around the base of the pillar. The feeling in his memory was not strange anymore, though. It was a link he’d felt, he was certain of it. He couldn’t tell whether the rope had been linked to itself because of the Artistry in this Tisary, or if Andar had linked it. Either way, both seemed possible to happen again.
All the force applied to the rope was not distributed as it should’ve been. When he’d pulled on the rope, it should’ve caused the fibers everywhere to stretch evenly. But because of the link to that single spot where it was knotted, that small portion of the rope suffered the full force of Andar pulling on it. Of course it broke. In fact, Andar was surprised the new rope hadn’t broken as well since then.
That must be because it was me who’d made the link, not to the Artistry on its own. He hadn’t felt the same connection to a single spot on the rope like he had the last one.
Now how was he supposed to prevent himself from accidentally doing that again?
The answer was obvious. He couldn’t, at least not until he trained more. But he would have to dig more in order to stay here. He shuddered at the thought. No, he was done. He would not go through that again, especially when the hole was that much deeper now. Leo might come and save him, but Andar might not be able to get his brother out afterward. He would not risk it.
Andar picked up the two rocks and put them in his pocket. He would continue to strengthen the link between them even after he brought them home. Having a strong link ready was the best way for his brother to learn what Andar had just taught himself today.
Would the commander look down upon him for being afraid? Andar figured he had just enough time for one last thing. He gathered his current tether until it was tight. It wasn’t as difficult as he thought it would be to start a link between the rope and itself now. He just had to do what he did last time, pinpointing his focus onto a single spot along the rope.
The excess Artistry in the Tisary made the task easy. The rope was already primed to be linked to itself. He made a bond between the rope and the point where it was tied around itself at the base of the pillar. The Artistry looped and wavered, reaching out from different points along the rope like tendrils all converging on the same spot.
The woman with Andar’s food entered the Tisary as he had begun to pull. It could not have been better timing. She saw the rope snap and Andar tumble backward.
“What are you doing?” she exclaimed.
“Testing the rope again. And it broke! You saw.”
“I did.” She set down his tray and picked up the rope where it was still whole. “This is thick. You must’ve cut it.”
“With what?” Andar turned out his pockets. “And why would I even do that?”
She seemed to be thinking as she stood still, Andar eyeing his food hungrily.
Andar spoke before she could think of another irritating question. “I’ll take my meal, then I want to speak to the commander. Do you know where he is?”
“I never know that.” She set down Andar’s food, then went over to investigate the hole. “What would happen if the rope broke while you were down there?”
“It has once already, and I nearly died.”
She looked at him as if he was exaggerating. He stopped eating to show her how serious he was.
“Gods, they must pay you well.” She looked into the hole again.
“Not well enough. This will be my last day.”
She showed him a sympathetic look. “It would be mine as well if I were you.”
Later, Andar left the cavern and told the two guards there to inform the commander that he would not be returning.
“The rope broke again,” he added. “I’m glad I wasn’t in the hole this time.” One of the men had been there when Leo had disobeyed the guards to save Andar.
“I don’t blame you for quitting,” the guard said to Andar’s surprise. “Not a lot of men would return to that work after what happened the first time.”
Andar nodded to show his thanks. He figured the commander would have the same reaction. He walked home and wondered why the commander hadn’t come to speak with him since he’d gotten Andar, Leo, and Rygen out of their prison cell. According to Leo, no one had visited the Bookbinding Guild on behalf of the commander, either. Andar would’ve been a little jealous if Rygen was sought after more than he was, but it didn’t appear as if the commander was interested in any of them.
He wondered why not? Why feign interest at all?
Andar missed his father, who always cared even if he had trouble showing it. Andar and Leo’s aunt had shown more emotion in one meeting than their father had throughout most of their lives, but she had not returned. Andar had gotten somewhat of a bad feeling from her, and he found out later that his brother had the same. It wasn’t that they thought she would do something to hurt them. It was just that it was difficult to trust her as they did their father.
Andar smiled when he came home and saw his brother there, with Rygen. They seemed to have just finished their supper and were now tidying up. They were in the middle of a conversation about something but stopped when Andar arrived.
Leo looked excited. “What happened?”
“How could you possibly know that something good happened?” Andar beamed with pride.
Leo mimicked his smile. “I just do.”
“What is it?” Rygen asked.
“Nothing noteworthy,” Andar said sarcastically.
“He’s lying!” Rygen said with a laugh.
“What Andar?” Leo bounced on the balls of his feet.
“Really, it’s nothing. I quit the digging work…oh and—” He took the two rocks from his pocket and set them on the table. “I made a link. Like I said, nothing noteworthy.” Andar separated the rocks, then casually lifted one of them. The other rose from the table.
Leo and Rygen gasped.
And then they screamed.




CHAPTER TWELVE

The three of them stayed up when they should’ve been sleeping. Andar knew that if his father was here, he would’ve made them go to bed an hour ago. But there was too much excitement, at least between Andar and his brother as he tried to help Leo understand links as well as Andar did. Rygen, however, eventually decided to call her night finished.
“I have to make sure I don’t upset the overseer by being late,” she said.
“Is he as bad as Rhenol?” Andar asked.
“No,” she said, sharing a look with Leo that told Andar they had spoken much about this already. “He’s a little less severe, but the farm is farther from here. I should sleep now.”
“I will soon,” Leo said. “I think I almost have it.”
“I don’t think so,” Andar informed him regretfully. “It took me hours, and I’m older than you are.”
“I really think I’m close.”
“Leo, you haven’t even felt the link yet. Once you do, it’s even harder to—”
“I felt it soon after you came in.”
“What? No, you didn’t.”
“I did! I just didn’t know what it was I was feeling until you explained it.”
But Leo was three and a half years younger than Andar…three and a half years! There were men and women much older than the two of them who had failed to make a link of their own, men and women with years of proper training. Andar had thought himself to be something of a prodigy, but what did it mean if Leo had learned it faster than he did?
“Are you sure you feel it?” Andar asked.
“I do. It’s like I’m noticing it’s there with a different sense all together, just like you described. So that’s Artistry I’m feeling, right? The link is made from Artistry?”
Andar nodded hesitantly. He still felt as though Leo couldn’t possibly sense the Artistry yet. It was just too fast for someone so young.
“If you already felt the link,” Andar asked, “then what have you been doing while I was continuing to describe what it feels like?”
“Just listening and learning. I want to know how to make my own link, but I have to understand them first, don’t I?”
“When did you get so smart!” Andar grabbed his brother in a headlock and mussed his hair. He was a little angry, or perhaps jealous, but Andar knew this was good news. He didn’t know why exactly, for what would they use their ability to do? But it was good news nonetheless.
“Stop.” Leo laughed as he nudged Andar away. “Can I try breaking the link now? I think I’m ready.”
“Yes, but you’re not allowed to touch the rocks.”
“I wasn’t going to.” Leo glanced at Rygen, who still stood in the kitchen. “Didn’t you need to…?”
“Yes, but I won’t be able to sleep until I see what’s going to happen.”
“All right,” Leo said, “but I’m nervous.”
There’s no way he can do this already, Andar kept telling himself. However, he had some doubts as he watched his brother focus.
It wasn’t a moment later when Andar felt the link break. Leo smiled triumphantly as he picked up one rock and the other did not move.
“I think I can link them back together.”
Andar was in awe. He tried to suppress his jealousy, fearful Leo might feel it. But his brother seemed too concentrated on the rocks to notice.
Leo stared at them for a while. Rygen rested her head on the table over her folded arms, glancing between Leo and the rocks with sleepy eyes.
“I think you can do it,” she whispered.
Andar wanted to be encouraging as well, but he knew a jealous tone would betray him if he tried to speak.
“This is hard,” Leo said, then looked at his brother. “It was hard for you as well, right?”
“Yes.” And I had a dense amount of Artistry in the air to use. Andar stood and put his hand on Leo’s back. “You can try again tomorrow.”
“No, I think I can do it now.”
Andar stood awkwardly near his brother for a while as Leo focused on the rocks again. Eventually Andar sat once more.
Suddenly, Andar felt Artistry around the rocks. Leo must’ve gathered it from their surroundings, but how?
“I’m close,” Leo said, letting out a small groan.
The Artistry condensed and strengthened, a link forming.
“There,” Leo said.
“Can I move one of the rocks?” Rygen asked with excitement.
“Yes.”
Rygen reached for one of the two small stones sitting near each other on the table. Leo leaned close. Rygen nudged the one nearest to her. The other shook. She gasped.
“Pick it up,” Leo said.
She put her hand on top of the stone, then cautiously wrapped her small fingers around it. With great care, she lifted the stone. The other floated into the air.
“Oh gods,” Rygen exclaimed. “You did it!”
“The link wants to break,” Leo said with squinted eyes and creases across his forehead. “I’m holding it together.”
“It doesn’t want to break,” Andar corrected him. “It wants to keep the link together, but it does break over time, and even more so when force is applied.”
“Why?” Leo asked.
One of the rocks fell and banged against the table.
Leo smacked his lips in obvious disappointment. “I lost it.”
“You did so well!” Rygen threw her arms around him. “Do it again!”
“All right!” Leo stood to arrange the rocks near each other again.
Andar tried to think of an answer to his brother’s earlier question. Eventually he stated, “I don’t know how the link breaks on its own, Leo. I’ll try to find out.”
“Aren’t you proud of him?” Rygen asked.
“Of course!” Andar shook Leo by his shoulder, breaking his concentration. But Leo only smiled up at him.
“Thank you.”
Leo seemed partially out of breath. He appeared to suddenly notice it, becoming confused.
“Why does it feel like I just ran somewhere?”
“Remember the stories?” Rygen asked. “Ascendants always tire out when using Artistry. It must take effort like running.” She grabbed Leo and hopped a bit. “Gods, I don’t know how I’m supposed to sleep now! You really are going to be an Ascendant one day, Leo. You and Andar!”
“I don’t know.” Leo looked up at his brother. “It wasn’t that hard to link the rocks. I think a real Ascendant would laugh if he heard us talking about being one.”
“Leo,” Andar said, “I’ve watched many men and women come to the Tisary. Not only are all of them older than we are, but I’m sure all have had some sort of formal training. Yet none of them was able to make a link. They all left frustrated.” Andar finally felt his jealousy dissolving. “If it was easy to link the rocks, then it means we are that much stronger than they are. Do you see it now?”
Leo nodded as if he might’ve already figured the same. Perhaps he had just needed his older brother to say it before he could really believe it was true.
Leo bolted out of his chair and hugged Andar.
“Thank you so much for teaching me. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Filled with pride, Andar returned the embrace and told his brother, “You’re welcome.”


◆◆◆
 
Andar slept through the next morning. When he finally got out of bed, he had a little smile. They would be able to keep this house because Rygen had begun work on a farm. Andar could easily feel guilt, but he didn’t let himself. He had worked too hard not to enjoy these moments when they came. Thieving was dangerous, but if he became even more skilled with his fast hands, then he shouldn’t be caught. Perhaps over the next year or two he might even be able to make enough coin to buy a small house for the three of them so Rygen no longer had to slave on a farm.
The Farmers’ Guild still could force them out if they found out that there was no adult here, but they were probably too busy with other matters to worry about investigating every household that already had one worker. Andar didn’t worry.
He was getting ready to head out and procure himself some breakfast when someone knocked. He opened the door to find the commander. Rolan always wore the same uniform adorned with decorative stars and straps. It made Andar feel as though he was standing before someone kingly, a man who deserved respect.
“Commander.” Andar bowed his head.
Although Rolan did not smile, his tone still carried a friendly tone. “I heard another rope broke but thankfully you were not digging at the time, and now you wish to quit. Is that right?”
“Yes sir.”
“That’s all well and good, Andar, but our agreement cannot continue this way. You do understand that, don’t you? I cannot continue to pay for your lodging in this house.”
“I understand that, sir. Rygen has started work on a farm. All we ask is that you do not pester the poor Farmers’ Guild about us living here without an adult. The hardworking men and women of that guild are already so busy ensuring everyone in the city has an equal chance at becoming wealthy. I would hate to trouble them.”
“That’s very funny, Andar,” the commander said with a frown. “No, I won’t bring it up. I’m glad you’re safe and that we understand each other.”
I understand that you could pay for us to live in this house if you chose to, or you could’ve come by to speak with Rygen or with me sooner.
As if sensing Andar’s thoughts, the commander looked regretful as he said, “I must apologize. I meant to do many things this last week, including speaking with you, your brother, and Rygen, but I’ve been dealing with insubordinates. Do you know this word?”
“Rhenol, my old farm master, used it all the time to describe me.”
“Well, this is more severe and could be dangerous. I wish I had time to continue our talks, but I don’t right now. When I have time I will come back here. Understood?”
“Of course, sir.”
“I will be visiting your neighboring homes now. There have been more reports of theft and unwanted visitors, and I’m compiling a list of descriptions. I hope to find and return everything that was taken as well as punish the deserving. Are there other incidents you need to report?”
“No, so is Marcus Dowl finally removed from the army?”
“Yes, he had another incident and has been stripped of his uniform.”
“That’s all?” Andar asked, knowing he shouldn’t speak this way to the commander but unable to help it. “Why not put him in the dungeons?”
“He broke no laws.”
So this incident must mean he was prevented from doing something, just like he was here. Andar despised the fact that someone had to suffer in order for the culprit to be caught. But it was even more common for culprits to go on with their lives despite their despicable acts, as Rhenol had after banning Andar’s family from farm work.
“The laws shouldn’t matter,” Andar said. “Not when everyone involved knows what kind of justice needs to be done.”
“I have no more time, Andar. If you trust me, then you should also trust that I’m doing everything I can. I will return to speak with you later. If not immediately, then certainly by the time you turn fourteen and are old enough to join the army. I realize that you have a special skill that needs to be honed, and I will make sure you are taken care of. Stay safe and do not break any laws. Understand? Your life will get better so long as you are patient. Tell your brother and Rygen the same thing.”
“I understand, sir.”
The commander offered his hand. Andar shook it with pride. The man was certainly not perfect, but he tried his best.
As Andar shut his door, he wondered what the insubordinates in the army were trying to accomplish. Were these criminals hoping to stop the commander from compiling a list that would lead to their discovery? Or was there something else they strived for besides freedom to take advantage of the less fortunate? No matter what it was, he did trust the commander to take care of it.
Andar knew he shouldn’t worry about things that did not concern him when he had his own matters to take care of.
He fetched his cloak with a hood that he had purchased with stolen coin one morning recently. It was quickly becoming his favorite, for he could flip up the hood soon after he’d gotten away with something, and he’d feel safe. It only worked in weather like this, when the heat was not oppressive, but fortunately mild weather was common in Jatn. The city wasn’t all bad, he supposed.
He had walked a few steps outside when he heard a man scream as if in pain.
The commander!
A dozen thoughts went through Andar’s head as to who and how many could’ve attacked the man, but one thing was for certain. The commander needed help. Rolan screamed again, but this time it was cut short.
Andar was almost there by then, sprinting down the dirt road and toward one of the nearby homes. There wasn’t much along the roads here, the houses sparse. There weren’t many places to hide.
A few of his neighbors looked out their windows at Andar. Why weren’t any of them coming to help?
Andar rounded one home and saw the commander lying in the dirt between two houses. Blood pooled around him.
“Rolan!” Andar crouched over him to see that his neck had been stabbed. The commander had his hand over the wound, his eyes gaping. He opened his mouth as if trying to speak, but it sounded like he was choking. He pointed north. Andar didn’t care to figure out what the commander was telling him, for it would not save his life.
“Help! Help!” Andar yelled. “We need to get him…” Where could they possibly take him? Andar knew of no healers anywhere nearby. Hopefully someone else did. “We need to get him to a healer!” Why was no one coming out of their homes?
“Help us!” Andar screamed in rage.
The commander grabbed at Andar’s shirt, pulling his attention back down. Rolan’s face had gone pale, his movements slowing. He lifted his arm above his shoulder to point, which Andar noticed this time. The commander’s weapon lay in the dirt, blood streaked across its sharp end.
Andar didn’t know what the commander was trying to tell him, nor did he care. All that mattered was saving him. Andar was about to scream for help again when he noticed a man and a woman rushing over.
“Guards!” yelled the woman. “Guards, guards!”
The man crouched over the commander, putting his hands near Rolan’s neck as if hoping to do something but unable to decide what. The commander’s neck was entirely covered in blood by then.
Rolan sputtered out a few more sounds before he went deathly still.
“You shouldn’t look,” the man told Andar.
Andar could’ve punched the fool in his face. He was about to scream that the man had taken too long to act, when suddenly Andar realized what the commander had been trying to tell him. The blood of the sword belonged to whoever had done this to him. Rolan was gone now, like Andar’s father, but at least this time Andar could take revenge.
“He must have been stabbed in the back as well,” the man said as Andar rushed over to pick up the commander’s weapon. “What are you doing?”
Andar didn’t answer. He saw the trail of blood ahead of him and followed it. The red trail was thick and easy to track as Andar pick up speed, but soon it stained the dirt in only small spots. Andar was forced to slow as he came to roads populated with people, not because he cared about pushing them out of the way, which he did with rage, but because it was easy to lose track of the blood.
“He’s got a bloody sword!” someone yelled, pointing at Andar.
“Someone killed the commander just now!” he yelled to the gasping audience who had all stopped to gawk. “But the commander cut the murderer with this blade before his attacker fled. Has anyone seen someone hurt going this way?”
Someone sitting on a barrel with a pipe in hand stood up and pointed north. “Aye, a man in uniform with a bloody calf ran that way.”
Andar started to run, but he stopped. “What did he look like?”
“I didn’t see his face, only noticed him after he’d passed. He had brown hair, short.” The man shrugged. “I suppose he was of normal height. I don’t know what else. He had on a uniform,” he repeated. “His pants were ripped around his cut. It looked deep.”
Andar sprinted as fast as he could. He should be able to catch up so long as he didn’t lose the trail of blood. But the farther north he went, the more people used the roads. He had to slow just to get through them, and soon he’d completely lost the trail of blood.
“Has anyone seen someone with a cut leg running through here?” Andar asked. A few people looked at him but none seemed to really consider his question.
“The commander of the army was just murdered!” Andar yelled. That got their attention. “The man who did it was in uniform. He was cut on the back of his leg. Has anyone seen him?”
Many people shook their heads at Andar. A few muttered things to each other.
Andar ran back the other way. He had seen blood on this road before, but now it was rubbed into the dirt. Andar got down on his hands and knees when he thought he saw a spot, but it was too mixed in for him to be sure it was even blood. He got up and asked the same people here if they had seen anything, and he got about the same reaction.
No, he cannot get away with this! Andar tried a street at random, hoping to pick up the trail. He shouted everywhere he went, but he soon realized that he had gone the wrong way. No one had seen anyone with a leg wound.
Andar searched for an hour as he came to realize that the man was certainly long gone by now. He didn’t know what to do. He did not want to see Rolan’s body, but he needed to one last time if the commander was going to be taken away. He needed to say goodbye.
Andar rushed back to find that a group of guards had come, surrounding the commander. They warned Andar to get back as he approached, but he ignored them. He pushed through as they put their hands on him. He saw the commander on a stretcher, a white blanket laid over his torso that was stained with blood.
“Stop, I need to say goodbye.”
“Let him through,” said one of the guards. “Just don’t touch anything, boy.”
They still had their hands on Andar as he came close, pulling him slightly away.
“I’m sorry,” he told Rolan. “I didn’t catch up to the killer, but I will find him one day. I will make him pay for what he did.”
“What did you see?” asked the same guard who had let Andar through, but Andar ignored him as he began to cry. The commander looked terrible. His normally dark skin was pale and sickly. He was so very dead. His life had been ripped out of him by someone who had stabbed him in the back and then cut his throat.
“Why would anyone do this?” Andar asked no one in particular as he sobbed. Rage overtook him as he started to push the guards who wouldn’t stop putting their hands on him. “One of you did this! One of you army men! How could you? He was good. So good!”
One of the guards cursed at him while another took out a sword. Andar knew he had to stop or he might be arrested or even killed, but he couldn’t help it.
“He was trying to get rid of the men who did not deserve the uniform, who took advantage of it! He was killed for it.” Andar pushed one of the nearest guards as hard as he could, sending the man to the dirt. “None of you are like him! You’re all corrupt.”
Someone pushed Andar down from behind. He tried to get up, but a knee to his back slammed him down.
“That’s a lot of talk from someone who might be the murderer,” the guard accused.
Andar cursed the fool. “I tried to save him! And I was the only one who went after his murderer. You should be searching the streets right now!”
“Sounds like you were the only one here. And that’s a bloody sword you were holding. I don’t see any other weapons around here.”
“That’s a good point,” agreed another guard.
A third said, “Looks like we found the murderer.”
“Liars and crooks! That’s all you are. Liars and crooks with a uniform! The commander was ashamed of you. He even told me.”
Someone hit Andar on the back of the head with something hard, dazing him.
“That ought to shut him up,” another voice said.
Pain swelled through Andar’s head and down his spine. He had many words for the guards, but he had better start thinking of how to get out of this mess instead.
They were starting to pull him up. He cringed as he saw spots and bright lights where there should be none.
“He didn’t do it,” said a familiar voice.
“He didn’t,” agreed a woman.
As the blurriness faded, Andar saw that it was the two strangers who had come to help them.
“I saw as well,” called out a man walking toward them. “The boy only tried to help. Someone else killed the commander.”
“I saw, too,” agreed another citizen. “The boy came later.”
More of them came to encircle the guards, who finally let go of Andar. He swayed a bit but found his balance.
“Did anyone see who killed the commander?” asked one of the guards.
“I just saw someone in uniform running away,” answered a woman.
She gave the same description that the man with the pipe had: a uniformed man of medium height with short brown hair. His pants had been ripped open at the back where he was bleeding.
It didn’t take long for it to be clear that no one else had seen the murderer. The guards made everyone return to their homes. They were unnecessarily pushy about it. Andar tried to stay near Rolan’s body, but they threatened him with prison for interfering if he did not go home.
“At least tell me what you’ll do with Rolan now,” Andar said.
“This is not your concern, boy,” answered one of them.
Andar was getting sick of that word. “I’ll leave as soon as you tell me what’s going to happen with his body.”
“It’ll be brought to an investigator,” answered another. “Later it’ll be buried.”
“Did he have family?” Andar asked.
The guards looked at one another and grumbled among themselves.
“A wife in another city,” said one. “We’ll make sure she’s notified. Go home now.”
Andar didn’t want to go home, but he wasn’t allowed to stay here. He had blood on his clothes. He felt not only dirty but nauseous. He needed a bath, and then what? He would have to figure that out.
He walked to the nearest bathing quarters for army men, showing his badge that the commander had forgotten to take from him. Andar almost hoped that someone would try to stop him. He was in the mood to argue, even to fight. He didn’t care if he was hurt. But he was let through without incident.
He spent a long time bathing and washing his clothes, getting all the blood off that he could. It was almost a relief when he realized that a small stain would remain on his sleeve. He didn’t want to wash away all of the commander yet.
He went home and stumbled into bed. He had a lot of time to compose himself before Rygen and Leo came home. For now, all he could do was cry.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Time passed slowly for Leo. It had been months since Rygen began working on a farm. A lot had happened at once; Andar and Leo making their first links, the commander’s murder. But since then, their lives had fallen into a routine that did not change, at least not for Leo and Rygen. Andar’s days were most likely different from the one before because he was thieving again, but this time their father wasn’t around to stop him from taking items or coin that might result in one of his hands being cut off.
Leo tried not to worry about his brother. He and Rygen had already spoken to Andar many times about being safe. He seemed to heed their advice, but he still brought home many gifts.
It was finally Andar’s birthday tomorrow. He would be fourteen, a legal adult. There would be no more fear of being thrown out of their home. Andar had given Leo and Rygen new sets of clothing. He had brought home more wooden bowls, forks, spoons, and knives, and even a few ceramic plates that were glossy and beautiful. He said that one day he would get them silverware that was actually silver, but Leo and Rygen begged him not to. Instead, they suggested selling anything fancy and saving the money so that one day they might be able to move out of this place, because the walls looked rotten in some spots.
Andar was different after the commander’s murder. He was still nice to Leo and Rygen, but he seemed like he was always holding something in. He didn’t appear completely genuine some of the time. Leo tried to feel what he could with Artistry, but all he could tell was that his brother resented something or someone. It didn’t seem to be Leo or Rygen, so Leo didn’t know what to do about it. He eventually learned to ignore it.
Leo and Andar practiced linking items in their home every evening. They were both improving quickly, but Andar always seemed as if he expected more out of himself. Leo sometimes noticed jealously. Again, he learned to ignore it.
Rygen used the little bit of time she had in the evenings to attempt to bring Jin through a rift of her own. But Yune, during one of her visits, told Rygen that even skilled summoners couldn’t do this, so it would probably take Rygen years of patience and practice.
Yune came by once a week, every week. She never stayed the night, but she always prepared them supper, mostly with ingredients that she brought. She wasn’t fond of Andar’s stealing, and it had taken some arguing before she even agreed to eat the food that he’d brought home for them. Eventually she realized the same thing their father had. There was no convincing Andar to stop. She had to learn to live with it and even enjoy the benefits at times.
She tried to give Leo and Andar instructions about Artistry, but after just a couple lessons it became clear that she had nothing else to offer. They already had figured out their own methods of using Artistry, and trying to teach them how to use another method only resulted in confusion. With Rygen, however, Yune had a lot of interesting bits of wisdom to share that fascinated Leo and Andar as well, even if they had no interest in summoning.
Yune eventually wrote a short book on all she knew about magic and convinced Gartel to bind and sell it. Not long after that, Yune started working directly for Gartel at the Bookbinding Guild.
They all spoke sometimes of Father. They wondered where he was now, and what he and Erisena had planned. Yune said it was possible they might attempt to take Jatn from the king’s army, though it would probably take years of recruiting to get the support they needed. The rift could close by then, which would lower the value of the city. The king’s army would leave then as well.
“But then Father could come back, right?” Leo had asked.
“I think so,” Yune had answered, though she hadn’t been her normal enthusiastic self when she’d given her reply.
Leo longed to see his father. He had looked forward to hugging him every day when he was done with work. It hadn’t mattered much to Leo that their father had kept secrets from them. He cared for them more than anyone else ever would. He would do anything to keep them safe. Leo cried sometimes when trying to sleep, as he wondered whether he would ever see his father again. But Leo made sure to hide his tears from his brother.
Leo had no idea what to get his brother for his birthday. He thought about it the whole day he was working. They already had shoddy practice swords that they never used anymore. There just wasn’t time to swordfight, even if Leo purchased improved ones. He didn’t have the coin anyway. He and Rygen had saved a few coppers here and there, not enough to purchase anything Andar actually wanted.
What did Andar want? Leo could think of only one thing: a home they could call their own. Coin, then, should be his gift. It really was a waste to spend it on anything else.
He wondered what Andar would be like when they finally did have enough to purchase their own home. Would he stop thieving? What would they do with their ability to link objects by then? What did Ascendants do?
They adventured, Leo realized as he recalled all the stories he and Rygen had read together. They always needed to help themselves or someone else, so they used their power for good. Leo had no idea how he and his brother would use their power. It made Leo want to roll his eyes when he thought of it as power. All they could do was link a couple forks or rocks so that one moved when the other was picked up.
Still, Leo and Andar practiced hard, as if their skill with Artistry would mean something one day. Leo didn’t know how it could, but he enjoyed training with his brother, so he didn’t complain.
At the end of the day, he returned home without a gift. Andar’s birthday was tomorrow, so Leo still had a chance to bring home something for his brother.
That evening was just like any other. They ate and practiced. Leo and Andar linked the usual things on their small kitchen table. Rygen stood nearby with her hands out as she attempted to bring her creature into their realm. No one brought up Andar’s birthday, but Leo could feel in the silent moments shared between them that it was on their minds. Eventually, they all went to bed.
Leo awoke to someone opening the door to their home. Worried it was Rygen trying to remain close to her roaming creature, Leo quickly got up and headed for the kitchen.
“What is it?” Andar sat up.
“I heard the front door,” Leo whispered.
“Wait, listen.”
Leo heard footsteps coming toward him. His brother quietly got out of bed and put his back against the wall. He motioned for Leo to get behind him. Andar peered out into the kitchen as the footsteps came closer.
“You’d better leave,” Andar warned, “or you will be hurt.”
“Andar, it’s me.”
“Aunty?”
She walked into their room and chuckled a bit. “I’m sorry for sneaking. I had hoped not to wake anyone. I have a surprise for your birthday.”
“Aunty,” Andar chided as he walked back to his bed. “It’s late. I don’t want anything right now. You woke Leo, and he has to be at the guild tomorrow morning.”
“What’s going on?” Rygen asked as she walked in.
“And now you woke Rygen as well,” Andar complained. “Go back to your inn, Aunty. You can give me a gift tomorrow.”
“Oh, but this is a grand gift that cannot be given during the day. All of you stay here and let me get it. It’ll just be a moment.”
“I’m sorry about her,” Andar whispered as she left.
Rygen grumbled a bit. Leo was just as tired as she must’ve been. “You can go back to bed,” Leo told her. It was the only way he could get into his own bed without feeling guilty that she stood in front of it.
“She said to wait here,” Rygen reminded.
“Well, you can use mine as we wait, then.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah.”
Rygen lay on top of Leo’s messed up blanket, using her two hands as a pillow. She was always too nice. Leo sat beside her and put his blanket over her. He adjusted his pillow so she’d use it as well.
“Thank you.”
She looked sweet as she pulled the cover up to her chin. Leo had grown a lot in the last few months and was now taller than Rygen. It was strange to think that their height difference would only increase over time. Rygen didn’t seem small when Leo thought about her, but she really was.
He put his hand on her side through the blanket. She found his hand from underneath and squeezed it, then let go.
Leo was falling asleep sitting up when Yune eventually returned. He heard not just her footsteps approach but another pair as well.
Leo gasped as a familiar silhouette stood in the doorway.
“Remember to keep your voices down,” Yune warned in a cheery tone.
It was a good thing she’d warned them, for Leo might’ve screamed without it. “Father!”
“Leo!” His father knelt and opened his arms. Leo ran into them, nearly knocking his father over. “Oof. You’ve grown so much! Let me see you.”
Darren leaned away and looked closely. Leo took a long gaze at his father. It was hard to recognize this bearded man by sight alone. He’d never had a beard before.
“Father, is that really you?” Andar asked as he approached.
“Yes, come here Andar.”
Yune lit a lantern. Leo immediately recognized the hard glimmer of his father’s eyes and could see how much he had gone through to be here. Although a scraggly beard masked the rest of his face, Leo could see by the crinkle beneath his eyes that he was smiling. His shoulders were broader than ever, his chest hard with muscle. Leo had always known his father to be strong, but he hadn’t realized until then just how much work his father must’ve done over the years to be this strong. This was a man who’d gone down a difficult path, but Leo figured Darren would’ve taken on even more hardship if it meant removing it from the lives of his children.
Leo couldn’t help himself as he wept, squeezing his father again. He felt so safe and loved in his father’s arms that it was hard to let go, but he had to give his brother a turn.
He was surprised when he saw Andar’s face twisting as he, too, began to cry. Darren stood to hug Andar, the two throwing their arms around each other.
“You’re both so big now,” Darren said. “I was worried you weren’t eating enough, but it looks like I was wrong to fret about that.”
As the brothers chuckled, Andar separated to look closely at the man before him. Father smiled at him, then hugged him again. Darren’s gaze caught as he looked over Leo’s shoulder.
“Rygen.” He crouched in front of her as she approached with a smile. “My sister told me what happened the day the army came. I’m so sorry about Verona.”
Rygen whimpered and cried as she pushed herself into Darren. He rubbed her back. Leo cried harder as he realized just how much they all needed his father to be here. Rygen didn’t show her grief as she had just after losing her mother, but that didn’t mean she was fine.
When the embrace was over, Darren took a chair from the kitchen and brought it into their bedroom. He sat with a sigh of relief. “Forgive me, but it has been so long since I’ve sat in a chair.”
Andar sat on his bed with his legs folded. Rygen sat on Leo’s, but he didn’t want to sit. He wanted to hug his father and never let go. He stood nearby.
“Are you all right, Father?” Leo asked.
“I’m fine. You shouldn’t worry about me.”
Andar asked, “Why not? Aren’t you with the rebels?”
Darren sighed with resignation. “Not by choice. I am with them, but I will be fine.”
“Is the king’s army still after you?” Andar sounded frustrated. “Tell us everything, Father. You know you can now, right?”
He smiled at his eldest. “I’d rather hear from the rest of you.”
“No, please,” Leo pleaded. “Tell us everything.”
“What happened during the battle with the king’s army here in Jatn?” Rygen asked.
“Where are the rest of the rebels now?” Andar asked right after.
Leo asked, “Is Erisena still alive?”
Darren put up his hand as he nodded. “All right, I’ll answer your questions, but you know nothing of what I’m going to tell you.”
“We know nothing,” Andar said. “We’ve kept your secret easily, right?”
“Right,” Leo and Rygen answered.
“I’m not worried about myself,” Darren said. “I’ll handle whatever happens. I just want all of you as far away from this mess as possible.”
“Please tell us what happened,” Andar said. “We never speak about you to anyone but Aunty.”
At hearing Andar’s urgency, Leo became distraught with a realization. Their father was not going to stay. He might even be leaving soon.
Leo was too scared to ask when. He stifled his tears and was glad when no one noticed.
“Many of us, including Erisena, made it out of the city alive,” Darren said. “We had a difficult journey through the mountains, during which more died. The army chased us through the mountain paths. We eventually decided to separate into two groups.” He paused.
“Then what?” Andar asked.
“The less you know the better.”
An awkward silence followed, the air laden with frustration.
“I’m sorry,” Darren said. “I do trust all of you. I just fear what might happen if you were interrogated.”
“We’ll lie,” Leo said before Andar could answer for him. He knew it was more important that his father hear him say it rather than his brother, for lying had always been easy for Andar.
“We will,” Rygen agreed. “We’ve done it already.”
Leo couldn’t tell if his father was frowning, with his mouth hidden by his beard.
“Please go on,” Andar said.
“All right.”
Yune brought another chair in from the kitchen and sat near her brother as he continued.
“One group is heading east to the Analyte cities. There are places there where Erisena can recoup and recruit. My group is to meet her there eventually, though it could take months for us to arrive. It will be a difficult journey, but not any harder than what we’ve done so far. There’s still at least one army brigade looking for us, probably more. I wish I could take you all with me, but it’s far too dangerous.”
Leo felt a knife in his stomach. His father was leaving again. He wiped away a tear.
“When do you have to go?” he asked, his strength barely keeping his voice steady.
“Soon, unfortunately.”
Leo couldn’t hold back any longer and launched himself into his father’s arms. He did manage to control his tears for now, though.
When he and his father broke their embrace, Leo sat beside Rygen on his bed and made a valiant effort not to cry. Rygen put her hand on his arm and smiled sadly at him.
Leo knew his father was right. The cost of them being together was too high. He wouldn’t argue.
“What are the rebels trying to do?” Andar asked.
“Erisena plans to eliminate the king and bring a new one to power. There’s also something in Analyte land…that’s difficult to describe, but it needs to be addressed soon or it could be a problem.”
“What is it?” Leo wondered.
“Its name is in Analyse. It’s called Jaktius Perl.” Darren paused.
“What does that mean in common tongue?” Andar asked.
“Remember that this is not something any of you should worry about,” Darren prefaced. “It means ‘world destroyer.’ ”
“What?” Leo asked, figuring he’d misheard.
“The Analytes named it that to give more importance to stopping it. They don’t actually believe it can destroy the world.” Darren paused again. “The rebels and I will stop it before it is a threat to any lives, but first we have to replace the current king. He doesn’t care about Jaktius Perl, only about keeping power. Someone else needs to lead humankind, a man or woman who cares about people beyond those in his or her family.”
It was strange to hear Father speak openly about such dangerous topics. Perhaps he wasn’t the same overly cautious man that Leo once knew.
How could he be? Leo asked himself. His identity is already known. He’s already running and will continue to run for years, most likely. What is there to be cautious about?
“What is the Jaktius Perl, Father?” Andar asked. “What could destroy the world?”
“It can’t,” Darren stated, then quickly continued. “It’s only a rift; no reason to be so afraid.”
There was a long silence.
Rygen asked, “Have you seen it, sir?”
“I have not, but Erisena has. It’s what set her out to start recruiting a long time ago—just after the battle between my father and the king. That surprised me. She’s younger than I am, which means she was in her teen years when she decided to dedicate her life to stopping Jaktius Perl.”
“Is she in the city now as well?” Rygen asked.
“No.”
“Oh that’s right, you said she’s heading toward the Analyte land. But she is a summoner, right?”
“Yes.” Darren’s eyes widened. “My sister told me what you have done so far, Rygen. You should be proud of yourself. Bringing a creature through a rift is no easy task. And my boys, I heard about the links you’ve been making. It’s incredible for you to be doing so much with Artistry at such a young age.”
Leo’s chest swelled with pride. He knew his father didn’t exaggerate. But Darren’s next comment made the feeling dissolve.
“You must be careful, though. If anyone with power catches on to what any of you can do, you will be used. They will entice you with riches and power, but you are too young to swear allegiance to any guild and especially not to the army. You must never join them, for doing so would mean that the king has command over your actions. Disobeying him would bring the same punishment as treason—a hanging.”
“Father,” Andar interrupted. “I am considering joining the army.”
Leo was shocked.
“Andar—” Father began.
“It would mean I could be trained officially,” Andar interrupted. “And I would make good coin. I wouldn’t have to keep stealing.”
“I don’t want you stealing, but joining the army would be worse. Besides the reasons I just listed, you would be allying with the men who want to kill me.” Darren took a breath. “Perhaps I should just turn myself in,” he muttered. “The punishment would be less severe, and I could tell them that my children had nothing to do with any of this.”
“No,” Andar said as he stood. “I know what kind of men are in the army. They would gladly kill you.”
“Aye, probably.”
“Perhaps if you’d turned yourself in before.” Andar looked at the ground. “The former commander was a good man, someone who listened to reason. He didn’t speak like the rest of the men with power. He didn’t even act like them. I think that’s why they murdered him.”
“You knew the commander?” Darren asked.
“You knew he’d been murdered?” Andar took on a look of anger. “Was it one of the rebels?”
Darren put up his hands. “Some of the rebels have come in and out of Jatn to scout. They heard news of the commander. None of us were here when he died, though. It was not a rebel. In fact, from what we heard, it sounds like one of his own soldiers stabbed him in the back.”
“What do you know?” Andar asked with hope.
“Nothing but rumors. How well did you know Rolan?”
“How well did you know him?”
“I met him a few times years ago. He was an officer then, but he took it upon himself to conduct many of the meetings between my family and the royal family when the king was not there himself. We quickly favored him over the other officers. You’re right that he was one of the few who listened. It almost seemed to us that he didn’t even take a side. He just wanted what was best. I assume you’re also right that his fairness got him killed. He wouldn’t play the game of power like the rest of them do. It was by some miracle he was even promoted to commander. Do you remember what I told you about people with power like the overseers at farms?”
“I do,” Andar said sullenly. “They’re not in a position of power because of their sympathy and fairness, but the lack thereof.”
“I wish it wasn’t like that, Andar. And I wish Rolan was still alive. Did you meet him in the Tisary during your work? My sister told me of the hole you were digging. I’m glad you stopped, even if the alternative is thieving.”
“I didn’t just meet him in the Tisary,” Andar said. “He came to our house before giving me the job. He listened to our pleas. He offered to pay the Farmers’ Guild for our home in exchange for my work. I met him several times after. He wanted to make sure I was safe because it was dangerous work.”
“But you weren’t,” Darren stated firmly. “Leo rescued you after your rope broke.”
Andar glared at Yune.
She spoke for him. “The rope only broke because Andar accidentally linked it to itself.” She looked at Andar apologetically. “There was only so much I could tell him before bringing him here.”
“Oh. I’m sorry, Aunty. Wait, how did you even find him?”
“By the river, like Leo once told me. I figured if he could come at all, it would be the night of your birthday.”
“I was hoping you or Leo would think of that,” their father told them. “But I’m glad my sister did in the end.” He glanced over. “I was relieved to see her.”
Rygen asked “Have you two caught up already?”
“We have,” Yune said. “You should use this time for yourselves.”
There was an awkward silence. Leo knew he should be telling his father important details, but all he could think to ask was whether his father had figured out how to stay safe.
“Could you tell us more about Erisena and the rebels?” Rygen asked.
Andar followed up with his own question. “What are they doing in Jatn?”
“Just picking up supplies, perhaps a theft or two. Erisena does not wish to kill anyone, not even soldiers if it can be avoided. I commend her for that, but often I must convince her to make certain difficult decisions.”
Leo could imagine his father always knowing what was best, no matter how hard the choices.
“Only the king must die,” Darren said. “He has broken his own laws. He deserves to be hung for his crimes.”
It looked as if he wanted to say more, but he stopped himself.
“The last thing I want,” he said, “is to pull any of you into this. You shouldn’t be concerned about the king or Jaktius Perl.”
There was another silence.
“We’re only worried about you,” Andar answered for them.
“I’ll be fine,” Darren answered without concern. “Save all the coin you can. Andar, you’re to be in charge of all money. You can decide to purchase a house here eventually or travel to another city. Any are better than Jatn.”
Leo was surprised Andar would be in charge over their aunt. Perhaps there was something about her that her brother knew.
“I can help them,” Yune said.
“If you can spare any coin, I would be very grateful. But let Andar keep all the coin they’ve accumulated. I’m sure he can keep it safe.”
Andar smiled. “I will.”
Was his father about to leave for good? Leo wanted to jump off his bed and grab his father, but perhaps if he stayed calm then no one would move yet.
“There must be something we can do to help you and Erisena,” Andar said.
“I want to help, too,” Rygen added.
“There’s nothing,” Darren said in a stern tone.
“Soon all three of us will have enough skill to fight,” Andar said. “But we’re wasting it here in Jatn. We should be joining you.”
Rygen hopped off the bed. “I’m sure Erisena could teach me how to bring my creature through my own rift. He’ll fight well, I know it.”
Leo wasn’t going to be the only one not to join in. He stood as well. “Please father. We can all be together then.”
Darren shook his head. With a sad look he said, “Nothing would make me happier than for all of us to be together again, but it’s too dangerous to join the rebels. Life is very unpleasant as well. I wouldn’t want it for any of you.”
Leo tried to squelch his tears. His poor father had suffered so much already, and now he would have to leave again.
“Isn’t there any way you can stay in the city safely?” Leo asked, though he already knew the answer.
“I wish I could, but I would be caught eventually, and it would mean prison for the rest of you as well when they find out we’re family. No one knows still, right Andar?”
“No one, Father. I think Rolan suspected something, but he’s gone.”
Darren stood. “It pains me to leave.” His voice cracked. He wiped away a tear. “But it is past time I go.”
Leo ran to his father and wrapped his arms around him as tightly as he could. He cried without shame as he heard his father weep as well.
“My path is set,” Darren said, “but not by my choosing. I never would’ve gone with Erisena if I’d had any other option. You know that, right, Leo and Andar?”
Leo knew his brother wanted to hug his father as well, but he couldn’t let go.
“Of course,” Andar said with a shaky voice. He wrapped his long arms partially around Leo and their father.
“During the battle,” Darren said, “I tried to get here without being seen, but it was impossible. Even if I’d made it, I might’ve brought guards here who would’ve captured all of us. I just couldn’t risk it.”
“We know, Father,” Andar said through tears. “You did everything you could. You always do.”
“I will try to return when I can,” their father whispered. “But it could be a long time until we see each other again.”
Leo had to be strong here or he would never get the words out. He took a few breaths to calm himself as much as he could.
“You shouldn’t risk it until there is a new king,” Leo said. “Only then can DVend Quim walk the streets freely.”
His father gave no reply.
There was so much more Leo wanted to tell his father. He and Andar had become stronger, Rygen too. Then he realized exactly what else his father needed to hear.
“We’ll be fine,” Leo told him. “You shouldn’t worry about us.”
“Leo that’s…” A sob interrupted him. “Yes, I can tell you are much stronger, all of you. I just wish you didn’t have to be.”
The three of them finally separated. Rygen ran and tossed her arms around Darren. He hugged her with his strong arms, making her look tiny. Leo wept for Rygen’s mother in that moment. If she could see this, her heart would be torn having to watch her daughter be left without a parent again.
Yune would still be there for them, but even Darren seemed to know there wasn’t much she could do. He had not given them any lectures about obeying her. He’d said nothing about them all living together. He didn’t even put her in charge of the coin they earned. All he wanted was to be there for them himself.
He wasn’t even gone yet and Leo already missed him.
Darren put his hand on Andar’s shoulder. “I wanted to give you something for your birthday, but all I have is this.”
He pulled a pouch out of his pocket but stopped before handing it to Andar.
Andar gasped. “The money from before?”
“We had to spend a lot to survive, unfortunately. I tried to save as much as I could because I knew I would one day get it back to you. I wish there was more I could do to help, but here. Keep it somewhere safe.”
Andar turned it upside down and counted quickly. “Eight gold coins! Father, this is so much. Are you sure you don’t need more?”
“No, I want you to have it.”
“What about horses and supplies?” Andar asked with worry. “If you stay hidden somewhere, I can buy whatever you need and deliver it—”
“No, no.” Darren smiled sadly. “I don’t want you involved. Besides, the rebels and I will be fine. If you remember, I’d already paid for a horse and carriage before the king’s army came and mucked everything up.”
“I remember,” Andar said. “Leo and I have tried to figure out who the seller was so we might be able to get the horse and carriage from him, but we couldn’t figure it out.”
“There was no way you could. I should’ve told you, in case something happened.” Darren shook his head as he looked down at Andar. “I have many regrets.”
“You shouldn’t,” Leo and Andar said at the same time.
Darren gave a nod. “That horse seller owes me a horse and carriage. I’m planning on taking what’s mine tonight. If the horse and carriage promised to me aren’t there anymore, then I’ll take others. Unfortunately, that means I must leave while it’s still dark.”
That sounded incredibly dangerous to Leo, but the way his father spoke was as if it was a simple trade.
“Come here one last time,” Darren said as he crouched and opened his arms. “Rygen, you too,” he said as she hesitated.
They all pressed together, Darren enveloping them.
“We’re all family now. Yune, come on.”
She came to embrace them from the other side, joining Darren’s arms in forming a circle around them.
“We’re all family,” Darren repeated. “It’s up to us to take care of each other. We trust each other with everything from now on. Everything.”
Soon the embrace was over and Darren stood and sucked in a breath. “I love you all.”
“We love you,” Yune answered first. Leo and Andar echoed after.
Darren walked to the front door, took a long look back, then closed the door behind him.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mavrim was dying. He was the king of all humankind, and yet nothing he did seemed to stop the poison. It was in all the water he drank. He’d figured this out when he’d stopped eating the meals brought to his chambers, but he only got worse.
He didn’t know how long it had been since he’d become bedridden, surely months. Any other man would’ve died by now, but he refused to give up. He had much more to do before his son took over his kingdom.
My son. Gavval Orello. Mavrim wondered how well Gavval feigned grief for his father’s sickness. Mavrim knew it was not Gavval himself slipping the poison into Mavrim’s water but someone working with him. Nonetheless, how could he do this to his father?
Mavrim had despised his own father after the callous leader had ordered the execution of Mavrim’s beloved Artistry teacher. Mavrim had even wished his father dead a time or two, but there was a monumental effort required to actually poison a king. Gavval had to obtain the poison from one man. He had to encourage another to add the poison to the king’s cup. The prince also had to convince servants in the know to remain silent.
Mavrim was too weak to sit up most days, but he could still speak sometimes. He demanded that his servants stop the poisoner.
It didn’t take long to realize that these were not his servants any longer. They belonged to his son. The loyalty of those in the castle had been shifting ever since Mavrim had linked the “prophet,” FLip Trange, to the statue he’d worshipped for years and ensured he was lifted out of the castle. The act itself had taken everything out of Mavrim, collapsing him.
He had awoken in his chambers a day later. The poisoning began after, and he had not seen his son or his wife one time since. To them, he was already dead. He still wondered if they suspected that he had a hidden talent with Artistry and had used it to free FLip. But it seemed more likely that they wanted to get rid of him because of his compassion for the rebels.
Mavrim didn’t care to see his son or wife anyway. There was only one person in the castle, no—in the world—who could save him now. Karlinda Orello, the wife of Mavrim’s son. She was not his wife by choice and had no power in the keep. Many years ago, she had gained the trust of Mavrim’s entire family. It was then that she made and followed through with a plan that resulted in the escape of DVend and Yune Quim from the dungeon in the capital. Karlinda knew she would suffer greatly for her actions. And she had.
Her daughter, though, was the purest, most innocent child Mavrim had met. She was a source of light in this otherwise dark castle. Mavrim had to find a way to get to her mother, but Karlinda would probably be locked away until Mavrim died.
It was clear to everyone that he and Karlinda had grown to trust each other over the years, for Mavrim openly scolded his son for mistreating his wife. It was even more obvious that Mavrim cared more for his granddaughter than for his son. Mavrim should’ve hid it better, but he had been arrogant. He’d thought no one could stab him in the back, for he was the king of all humans, the most powerful man in the world.
There was only one thing keeping him alive. He liked to believe it was his determination, but it was not that in the slightest. He had made links between his body and the body of his servers. Whatever was killing him had to kill them as well for it to finally put him away for good. He continued to fear that someone would figure out what he was doing. Perhaps someone had, but they still hadn’t been able to counter Mavrim’s Artistry. Maybe revealing his secret would come back to hurt him, but he had to take that risk. He had to survive, and there was still a chance no one had figured out that he was an Ascendant. There were other logical conclusions that could be made to explain what had happened.
Every servant who came to his chambers left sick. The rest of the castle’s inhabitants might assume the servants had caught whatever illness ailed Mavrim. It would be strange to them, no doubt, when the servants did not infect anyone else, or when they completely recovered. But again, Mavrim could not worry about this. He had to survive first.
It was no easy task to link his body to another’s, especially the female servants whose bodies least resembled Mavrim’s. The task of eating sapped all his strength. Adding a link on top of that—a strained link that required constant focus—meant complete exhaustion at all times.
Today was different, though. He’d refused all forms of drink for the whole day and commanded his male servant to remain in the room, close to his side. Many times the servant had complained that he was beginning to feel ill, but Mavrim threatened that his head would be removed if he disobeyed.
Finally, Mavrim was feeling as if he might have enough strength to stand. His throat was so dry that he couldn’t speak but a few words at a time. He had tried and failed over the months to tell these servants to fetch Karlinda. They always said they would try, and he’d believed some of them. Something stopped them from getting to her, and then he never saw them again. He had come to terms with the fact that he was the only one who could get to her, for no one would physically stop the king.
As much as he longed to be on his feet again, Mavrim also wanted to know what had happened outside his quarters in the months that had passed. FLip Trange, the grandson of the master mage KRenn Trange, had been taken into this castle as a boy. He’d been held here for nearly his entire life as punishment to his father, who had disobeyed Mavrim’s request for troops when it was time to stand against the Quim family. All of this history felt as though it described the life of a different king, one who would rather see the demise of his own country than pass the crown to any other man.
Mavrim had changed. He was proud now, not of his family but of himself for standing against them. They would still destroy the kingdom over losing their ruling power, but he would save it. He had lifted FLip out of the castle because the nineteen-year-old boy was known as a prophet to the holymen and religious folk. Their flock would follow him anywhere, and there was only one place FLip could go. His escape meant he was now a rebel. He had to join the other rebels.
Mavrim had not met this Analyte woman, Erisena, who most likely planned to dethrone him. He wondered if FLip had found her by now. Even if he hadn’t, FLip had to have gathered an army from his father’s generous estate. Perhaps his father was with him. If not, they might’ve had a struggle of their own as each fought for control of the religious folk.
Mavrim knew he was currently the enemy of this unfolding tale, but he did not care so long as everyone found out the truth eventually. He longed for change. He was sick of murdering.
He almost fell as he rose up from his bed.
“Sire!” The servant tried to stand as well, but his weak legs betrayed him. He fell to the floor.
Mavrim almost tripped over him as he forced his shaky legs to take one step at a time toward the door. His heart beat like a drum. Sweat drenched his forehead and back. He made it out of his chambers but stopped in fear as he came to the stairs. He might just die right here.
His legs felt numb and uncoordinated, as if they belonged to another man. He tried to grab the railing for balance, but his grip was as feeble as a toddler’s.
He took one step at a time, swaying. He would’ve shouted for Karlinda had he the voice. He felt as though he was going to pass out at any moment. Why wouldn’t his heart calm? His body ached for relief as if he’d just sprinted around the castle wall, but all he’d done was go down half a stairway.
He was about to give up. There was no way he could find Karlinda. If anyone else saw him, though, they would think he was delirious and immediately tell the prince. Gavval would come and put him back to bed. Yes, he must give up before he died.
Wait. There was one other person who might be able to help him. Where was she?
He noticed sunlight coming in through one of the openings along the stairway. He knew where she should be at this time.
Someone saw him and called out his name in question as he came to the bottom of the stairs.
“I’m…fine,” he grumbled out in a voice that was not his own.
“Someone get the prince! The king is sick and out of his bed!”
“No.” He wheezed with pain. More were shouting now, but he could barely make out what they were saying. Someone put their hands on him. He wanted to make a link between his body and this woman’s, but he had barely enough energy to keep his head up to see where he was going. A group had surrounded him now, looking as if they wanted to stop him.
“I’m fine!” he managed to squeak out.
“You don’t look it, sire. Please.”
“Die if…” Mavrim coughed and almost fell to his knees as he grabbed his throat. “Die if you touch me,” he wheezed out.
Their hands came off him.
He stumbled on with the hurry and determination of a man who’d lived past fate. The only reason he was still here was because he had a purpose. It was just a short walk down this hall to the lesson rooms.
He had to move quickly. No one else tried to stop him with their hands, only their words. He heard none of it. He wished he had the breath to tell them that he was being poisoned and that someone had to stop it, but all that these lowly workers could do—even with genuine concern—was tell someone else. That person might tell another person, who might tell another. But even if the truth made it to the ears of someone with power, like a member of Mavrim’s family or his “trusted” council, then the news of his poisoning would vanish. He was already certain the servants had relayed his claims to whoever they could. It had done nothing.
He had just enough breath left to make it to the one person who could reach Karlinda, but could he get the words out? Would this all be for nothing? If Karlinda eventually heard the truth, was there really anything she could do about it?
No, but perhaps her daughter could on her own. Yes, it was up to Fyra now. Mavrim saw her in front of him as he stumbled into the lesson rooms where she and many other children had stopped writing at their little desks to stand and gawk at him.
Fyra was the only one who ran toward him. The others backed away in obvious fear, some even screaming. He must’ve looked like death itself and probably stank like rot.
“Grandfather!” She already had tears in her eyes.
He put his hand on her little shoulder, for he had no strength to support himself. Her little knees buckled for a moment, but she stood and leaned close as if knowing he had very little time left.
“He poisons me,” Mavrim whispered, though he wished he could shout it. “Help.”
She gasped, then asked, “Who poisons you?”
“My son!” Your father!
He wasn’t sure he got the last words out.
Everything went white. He felt himself falling and tried to lean the other away so as not to crush the innocent little girl.




CHAPTER FIFTEEEN

On the way to the Bookbinding Guild, Leo noticed a change among the people on the streets. They seemed less busy than usual. Many chatted outside shops. Others smoked pipes and made a seat out of barrels nearby. Whatever had caused this change seemed to be good news, as many of them held little smiles as if sharing a secret.
Leo wished Rygen still worked at the guild with him. He didn’t know why, but Rygen always brought out Leo’s courage. If she was here, he would be brave enough to approach these grown men and women to ask what happened.
When he arrived at his place of work, he set to completing his usual task that had become easy, but it unfortunately had also become boring. It was repetitive work, folding and piercing parchments, then looping thread to hold them together. He used to be proud that he was part of a team who made books, but that feeling had faded soon after Rygen left. Now he just worked for the coin.
Leo heard the other workers gossiping about something when he entered. A few let out exclamations of surprise. Soon a small group had formed, drawing in nearly every worker there. Leo stopped his work to walk over and listen, but Gartel entered at that moment and everyone quickly returned to their tables.
“It’s all right,” Gartel announced with a smile. “You’re all speaking about what happened last night, I presume?”
“Do you know if it’s true?” asked one of the workers.
“I just came from the commander’s office.” His smile widened. “It is true.”
There was a commotion in response to the news, but they quickly quieted as they waited for Gartel to continue. Leo was curious about what had happened, but he was even more interested to find out more about the new commander. Was he good, like the last one? Or was he like Rhenol? He doubted people were talking about that, though.
One of the workers said, “I heard he fought through twenty soldiers, but he killed none of them. Is that true?”
“The commander wouldn’t tell me the exact number, but his embarrassment made it clear that twenty might be accurate.” Gartel made a sound Leo was certain he hadn’t heard the guild master make before. He let out a low laugh and suddenly looked years younger. “He took a horse and carriage out of the city and didn’t even kill a single guard who tried to slay him. He only disabled them or frightened them into giving up.”
Leo lost his breath. It was his father they spoke about! The whole city seemed in on it, and all of them were amused? They must hate the soldiers as much as I do.
“DVend Quim must still be the same swordsman he once was.” Gartel spoke as if telling a story. “I just wish I knew what he was doing here in Jatn. Apparently, he was with the rebels who were driven out. I asked the commander if he knew why DVend returned, but he wouldn’t tell me anything. It’s hard enough to get him involved in the investigation for my belongings. I doubt I’ll ever find out anything about a rebel, but it’s good to know there are men like DVend Quim out there. There is still hope for change.”
A hush fell over the large room. Many were nodding.
Gods, my father is a hero to them.
How strange it was to hear news about DVend Quim as if he was the hero Leo had read about. Leo’s father seemed like a different man than this swordsman who was hailed as the best in the world. But when Leo imagined his father attempting to escape with the horse and carriage that he’d previously purchased, it was easy to picture him getting out of the city no matter how many stood in his way. He had always done what he thought was right, and nothing had stopped him before. Except once, when he couldn’t find a healer to help Mother.
Gartel looked right at Leo, making him aware of how red his cheeks must’ve been. He tried not to look like he knew a secret, peering away from Gartel. When Leo glanced up again, the guild master still had his gaze on Leo. A hard look came into Gartel’s eyes as he approached.
“Leo, come with me.”
Dutifully, Leo followed Gartel to his office where Gartel closed the door. Leo had never gone in here before. There wasn’t much in Gartel’s office beside his desk and some cabinets. From inside, Leo could see that there seemed to be something missing from the corner, where the wooden floor was cracked and scratched.
The safe, Leo realized. Gartel has to look at its absence every time he’s in here.
It would drive Leo to near madness.
“I must apologize about something,” Gartel said to Leo’s surprise. Rather than take a seat behind his desk, Gartel leaned back against the front of it. “I was wrong before when I called your father a brute.”
“Oh,” Leo blurted stupidly. He was unsure what to say, for his thoughts were still on his father’s little adventure last night. Leo hoped he had made it out of the city without harm. He figured there would be talk of his injury if Father had suffered one.
“There’s no reason for you to pretend anymore,” Gartel said. “I know the truth now. I’m surprised you were able to keep this secret so well.”
Leo had a bad feeling that Gartel somehow had found out more than he should have.
“What do you mean, sir?” Leo asked.
“Perhaps if I explain, it will ease your worries. I’ve been working with someone who knew your father well. You’ve probably seen him a few times. He’s a tailor named Raenik, but he has other skills.” Gartel made a sour face as he stopped. “Leo, I want to trust you with something in hopes that you will trust me as well. I didn’t choose for the situation to occur, but now that it has there is no reason for us to keep our knowledge to ourselves.”
Leo felt as though he’d taken a blow to his stomach. He couldn’t speak.
“I see you know what I’m discussing.”
Leo was too obvious; he’d already given up everything. He wished he could be more like his brother and keep control over his demeanor.
“It’s all right,” Gartel said. “No one can hear us in here if we talk quietly, and nothing we say to each other will reach the ears of anyone else. I promise you this. Can you promise me the same?”
“I don’t keep anything from my brother,” Leo warned. If that was enough to stop Gartel from continuing, then that was fine with Leo. He was not the one who wished for this conversation. What good could come from it?
Gartel let out his breath. “I’m sure we can trust Andar with this. Even if he does steal things, he has proven he knows how to keep a secret better than most grown men. Speaking of…” Gartel went to fetch something from one of his desk drawers. He took out a book and set it down. “I have something for him for his birthday.”
“How did you know it’s today?” Leo asked. If Gartel hated Andar, why put an effort into not only remembering his birthday but getting him a book?
“I was reminded of it when I spoke with my friend, Raenik, this morning. But before I continue, I need your agreement.” Gartel extended his hand. “Promise not to share this with anyone else except your brother.”
Leo shook Gartel’s hand. “I promise,” he said, though he would have no qualms about breaking it if necessary. He already figured he would tell Rygen what Gartel said.
“Good, then let me begin. The whole city has heard about what happened last night. I found out at the market this morning, where I met Raenik. There’s something you need to know about him. He worked with your father a while back. He helped your father with something, and your father helped him in return. But the kind of help your father provided turned him into a man that Darren was not proud of. This was the man I met in my guild, the man I assumed to be the only version of your father. He was a brute, but only because he had to be at times.”
Again, Gartel spoke as if telling a story. There was a note of respect in his tone that lightened Leo’s mood.
“I know from Raenik that you and Andar were not aware of your father’s relationship with Raenik. Your father took great measures to make sure of it. In fact, I had begun to wonder if you even knew any of the truth. But then I remembered that you had lied to me.” He lifted a finger. “You told me that Rygen was living with all of you—including your father. You told me that Darren would take care of her like he took care of the rest of you. You can tell me honestly now, Leo. Your father has not been in Jatn since the army came. Has he?”
Leo took his time to think through the outcome of each answer. He didn’t see any benefit in telling the truth, but he saw no way of getting away with a lie. Whoever Raenik was, he seemed already to know Darren as DVend. He must’ve told Gartel. But Leo still couldn’t figure out why Gartel would confront Leo with it.
“No, he never returned home when the army came,” Leo said. It would be easy to lie, he realized. He could even bring himself to cry if he dug deep within his buried emotions and told Gartel how worried he was for his father. The only lie would be when Leo said that he had no idea where his father was now.
But Gartel had changed drastically in the last few months. This was a man who hated the army. He didn’t try to hide this fact. He wanted people to know. He wanted them to join him in despising the crooks in uniforms who had come here and taken so much from the people of Jatn.
“I know who my father is,” Leo said calmly.
Gartel took on a prideful grin. “And you kept it to yourself, as did Andar. I commend you both for that. When did you find out?”
“Less than a year ago.”
“Please tell me the details. I want to know.”
Leo couldn’t help but ask. “Why?”
“Your father is a remarkable man. How did he decide to tell you, and when? There must be a story there.”
Leo had never seen the guild master speak so enthusiastically about anything as he did now. It was only then that Leo realized that Gartel must love stories as much as Leo and Rygen did.
“He changed when Rygen brought over Quim and Kin: Crowns and Betrayal.”
“Of course!” Gartel let out a triumphant laugh. “I should’ve known.” He folded his arms and leaned close. “Tell me how he reacted to it.”
Leo did not share this man’s enthusiasm. Seeing Gartel this way reminded him of the first time he met his aunt. There was nothing good that could come from discussing these details. It was dangerous and nothing else.
“He was not himself for a while. He wanted to read it, but he hadn’t shown any interest in the other books we’d brought, so Andar and I thought it to be strange. He had a particular interest in the…” Leo stopped.
“In the what?”
“Are you sure we should be discussing this?”
“Leo, I couldn’t be more sure of it. Trust me.”
Leo supposed he had to trust Gartel now, even if he didn’t want to. The guild master already knew enough about Leo’s father to go to the authorities. Nothing else Leo could say could hurt them any more than that.
“He had a particular interest in finding out about the author.”
“And do you know who she is now?” Gartel asked with a hinting tone.
“I do.”
“Isn’t it marvelous! Oh, I hope they were able to reunite. You must tell me what happened and where Yune Quim is now.”
Leo hesitated. Did Gartel really care about Leo’s family or was it the same kind of pretend care that he’d shown Rygen?
Leo needed to know something before he continued. “Why does this change what you think of my father?”
Gartel looked confused. “Why wouldn’t it? He is not the man I thought he was.”
“My brother is not, either,” Leo snapped.
Gartel frowned at him, then dropped his gaze. He seemed to be in thought as his mouth twisted about.
“You’re right. He is not the boy I thought he was. However, I will not argue with you about whether or not he is a thief because I know he is, and I’m sure you know as well. But there is a lot of good to Andar, a lot of maturity, too.” Gartel leaned back and glanced at nothing in particular to his side. “He’s an extraordinary boy. I’ve always known that.” He looked at Leo pointedly. “And I’ve always felt the same about you, even before finding out about your father. But now that I know who he is, there is no denying it. Of course finding out the truth changes how I feel about Darren. He is a man of honor and always will be. He does nothing for himself.”
Gartel took a quick breath as if partially frustrated. “Now I see that you feel uncomfortable sharing everything about him. I understand that, Leo. It must be difficult to divulge a secret that you’ve kept a long time.”
Leo supposed that was true. He didn’t reply, though.
“Let me tell you something about your father that you perhaps don’t know. He met Raenik many years ago, when Darren first came to the city. He needed falsified papers so that he could work. He had no coin to pay Raenik, though, so he promised a service instead. Raenik, unfortunately, had been involved in nefarious affairs that sometimes called for certain people to feel…intimidated. Your father was Raenik’s weapon, though he refused to ever hurt anyone. Nonetheless, he still had to learn how to make it seem like he would. That is the man that I met. But I know it’s not who he is in his soul. He had many battles with Raenik as to what he would and would not to. No matter how desperate he became, he never compromised his morals. Raenik respected him for that. He only shared this with me this morning, for he and I have come to trust each other, as I hope you and I will. He was amused to hear of how DVend had come back into the city to steal a horse and carriage, then disarm and disable twenty guards on his way out. Raenik and I might not be rebels, Leo, but we certainly sympathize with them. If the opportunity arose, I see no reason as to why I would not help them with their goals. Do you see why you can trust me now?”
Leo nodded.
“Have you heard any of this about Raenik and your father?”
He shook his head. He did believe it, though.
“Did you see your father last night?”
Leo nodded.
“I figured,” Gartel said. “Do you know where the rebels are going now?”
“He didn’t want to say because it would endanger us,” Leo lied.
“I figured that as well. Do you know when you will see him again?”
Leo held in his tears as he shook his head.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Leo. It’s easy to forget how hard this must be on you. I have to ask, though. Why did he decide to leave with the rebels when the king’s army came? According to Raenik, the army did not know he was here. He could’ve stayed.”
“He didn’t choose to leave with them. He was meeting with them to tell them that he would not join them, but that’s when the army attacked.”
“Oh.” Gartel was silent for a long time. His face went from surprised to regretful. “And now he’s stuck with them.”
Leo nodded.
“But I hope he has joined their cause now that he has no other choice.”
Leo nodded.
“I know you must be afraid,” Gartel said. “But your father must’ve told you how to deny?”
Leo wasn’t sure what Gartel meant.
“Soldiers have asked about your father’s disappearance, I’m certain. What did you tell them?”
Leo realized what Gartel meant then. “Yes, we told them nothing.”
“Good, and you will continue to deny if you get questioned about anything else. You know your father as Darren. He did not come home when the army took the city, and you have not seen him since. You are worried. Do you understand?”
Of course, I’m not stupid. “Yes sir.”
“I’m glad. I don’t want anything happening to you or your brother. We never spoke about any of this. You don’t know who Raenik is, and I have no idea who Darren Litxer really is. But Leo…” Gartel took on a hard look as he crouched. “I hope you will come to me if you or your father needs help. With anything. I really mean that.” He offered his hand again.
Leo shook it and tried to put on a proud smile. “I will.”
Leo left and was glad to be out of Gartel’s office. He did believe that Gartel had intentions to help rather than hurt, but besides offer coin or shelter, which it was clear he would not do, how was he supposed to give the rebels assistance? It seemed instead to Leo that Gartel just wanted to feel part of this rebellion even though he wasn’t involved. Even Leo himself didn’t feel part of it. Was there even a rebellion happening? From what his father had described, it seemed that the rebels were just trying to survive.
Leo felt such pity for his father that he couldn’t hold back his tears. Father must be so miserable, and for many years he would continue to be miserable. Leo left the building to take a quick walk as he cried to himself. He figured Gartel wouldn’t punish him so long as he returned soon enough. The whole city gossiped about his father as if what he’d done was heroic, but really he was just trying to live. Gartel’s questions about Leo’s father were posed as if he was jealous of Leo’s situation. What was there to be jealous of?
As Leo walked around and heard more laughter and gossip about what DVend had done to the guards, he felt as if all of Jatn was part of a joke at his expense. He knew it was not that way at all. They were angry, like Leo was. They wanted to feel that the army would be punished for their crimes. Perhaps there was a joke after all, and it was only Leo and his family who were in on it: There would be no further punishment to the guards. This was not the beginning of change. This was nothing but a man trying to survive.
Leo felt that it was time for a change, though. He needed it to start with himself, but he just didn’t know how.
He returned to his work desk feeling angry and frustrated. He spent the rest of the day pretending to work as he linked the various objects around him.
He headed home at the end of the day. His brother was home, and so was Rygen. Leo’s spirit lifted. Rygen was in her room, Leo’s father’s old room, with the door closed. He could hear her shuffling about, which meant she was changing. She had just arrived home like he had.
When she came out, she perked up at the sight of Leo, which took away the last bit of stress he had brought home with him.
“Hey, Ry,” he said.
As she started to greet him back, Andar asked Leo, “Did you hear about what Father did last night?”
“I did,” Leo said. “Everyone at the Bookbinding Guild was talking about it most of the morning.”
“It was the same on the farm,” Rygen said. “Your father’s a hero.”
Leo wasn’t surprised when he noticed Andar rolling his eyes. “They don’t know Darren at all. They think they know DVend.” He shook his hands. “Never mind. There’s no reason—”
“I felt the same way,” Leo interrupted. “You wouldn’t believe Gartel today.” He went on to explain how the guild master acted as if Gartel and Leo had joined the rebels in their “cause” against the king.
But Andar’s first comment wasn’t about their father or Gartel. “He really said I’m extraordinary?”
“He did. And mature with a lot of good in your heart,” Leo remembered.
“Perhaps he isn’t as bad as I thought.”
“He is.” Leo felt strange to have to remind his brother of this. “He never offered to share his home with Rygen, and he has no intention of risking anything to help our father.”
“Well of course, but that doesn’t mean he’s as bad as Rhenol.”
Confused, Leo asked, “You thought he was?”
“Yes. Need I remind you of how he threw me out of the guild and would’ve done the same to you if it wasn’t for Father?”
That was true, but Leo thought Andar was still exaggerating at comparing Gartel to the farm overseer who had planned to cut off Andar’s hand after “catching” him stealing. But Leo couldn’t bring himself to defend Gartel. The guild master had spoken as if they were allies, but Leo felt that his only allies were the people in this kitchen. Even his aunt seemed to have her limits as to how much she would do for them. Or perhaps it was just how little she actually could do for them.
Leo held no grudges, though. Gartel and Yune’s lives were too difficult for them to care for Leo and the others as much as his father did. He just didn’t want to convince himself to rely on them.
“It doesn’t matter,” Leo said. “Today has reminded me of Father’s advice. No matter what Gartel says, the only people I can rely on are the two of you and Father.”
Andar was nodding, but Rygen looked confused.
“What about your aunt?” she asked.
“I trust her,” Leo said. “But I wouldn’t rely on her.”
“Leo’s right,” Andar said. “We can only rely on ourselves, which leads me to something that I’ve thought a lot about since Father left last night. We do need to rely on each other, and ourselves. So if we want to make something out of our lives, then we have to change something, because it won’t happen otherwise.”
Leo felt a spark of excitement. Was it a coincidence that he and his brother shared the same thoughts or was it the link they shared? Either way, he was ready for change.
“What are you saying we do?” Rygen asked cautiously.
“We join the army,” Andar announced.
Leo’s heart lowered with disappointment. “That’s your idea?”
“Don’t judge so quickly.”
“I won’t do it,” Rygen said with conviction.
Andar’s mouth was open, but he didn’t speak for some time. “I’m surprised you’ve made up your mind so quickly, Rygen. You haven’t even heard why it’s the best decision for us.”
She folded her arms and said nothing.
Andar continued, “I spent most of the day talking with people around the market, and I learned a lot. Let me tell you about a woman named Lane Writhe who I heard much about. She was young when she first discovered her ability with Artistry, but she was very poor. Sound familiar? Well, she was a farm worker for many years, but eventually she became known as someone who could make a link. That’s when she was recruited by the Farmers’ Guild as a mage in training, no longer a farm worker. It was with them that she trained and eventually grew to become an Ascendant, and she isn’t even thirty! But the whole time she was training with the wretched Farmers’ Guild, she was speaking with rebels. She joined Erisena, and she was one of many who left with the Analyte when the king’s army came.”
“So she’s with Father now?” Leo asked.
“I would assume so, but that’s not my point. Do you see the benefit she received by joining her enemies for a time? She joined the Farmers’ Guild so she would have more time to train and would earn much more coin than if she trained on her own and stayed a farm worker. Then she abandoned them with a kick to their mouth when she left with the rebels. We’ll do the same to the army. We’ll join only until we’re ready to kick ’em in the mouth and join the rebels.” Andar was jubilant as he pointed at them. “It’s a great plan.”
“It sounds good, yes,” Leo said, “but there has to be something very wrong with it. Why else would Father forbid it?”
Andar sighed. “Remember Father, our father? He never wanted us to take a single risk if we could avoid it, no matter how much it might help our lives. He doesn’t want us to join because of the potential dangers, but I say they are worth it.”
“There are many, though.” Rygen started to count off a list with her fingers. “We’d have to do everything the army tells us. They could send us to another city to train. They could separate us. They could even force us into battle, and execute us if we refuse!”
Andar appeared surprised. “You’ve thought about this before.”
She nodded. “And there’s another reason I’ll never join them.”
A heavy silence filled the room as they realized Rygen would not say it aloud.
Leo questioned his brother, “How do you expect her to join the people who murdered her mother?”
“Rygen, I will never agree with their methods. I will never be allegiant to them no matter what they make me swear. The way I expect you to join them after what they did to Verona is the same way Leo and I can join them even though they hunt for our father. In fact, this is the best way to go against them. We need to be stronger if we will ever have a chance of making a difference. This is the way.”
Leo’s hands became sweaty as he recognized his brother’s steadfast tone. Andar had already made his decision.
“When are you joining?” Leo asked as a great fear pulled his small voice back into his throat.
“Tomorrow,” Andar said. “And the two of you should come with me.”
Rygen fell into a chair and covered her face as she started to cry.
“This is for the best,” Andar said softly, then looked at Leo as if silently asking him to console her.
Leo sat beside Rygen and put his arm around her. She put considerable effort into stopping her crying, then dried her eyes.
“Are you joining as well?” she asked timidly.
“I don’t know yet.” Leo just wanted them all to be safe and together. There was a risk the army would separate them during training or for a later task. Perhaps they wouldn’t even train Leo and Rygen yet because they were too young. They might put them to work on horrible tasks like digging a hole deep into the Tisary, as Andar had done.
Rygen told Andar, “The army must have some kind of way to tell that you are loyal and not a rebel. They could catch you.”
“They only have questions and tasks,” Andar said. “My answers will be lies, and I can do whatever task they give me. You and Leo can as well. I know this is the best decision for all us. I haven’t brought up my age when trying to convince the two of you about anything before, but I must now. I am a lot older than you two. I know what’s best here.”
Rygen hung her head and didn’t speak.
Andar asked, “Leo? What do you think?”
“I think you’re right that it is best for us…right now,” he specified. “But we might realize later that it was not the best decision.”
“If you want to do something important with your life, then it is the right decision.”
Leo couldn’t bring himself to disagree with that. He had been yearning for a change earlier today, and this was it. Rygen looked up at him with imploring eyes. He could see that she could not be convinced.
Andar said, “You both can think about it for the rest of the night. I’m going to the recruitment office tomorrow to show them what I can do, and I expect both of you to come with me.”
“I don’t need time to think,” Rygen said, her cheeks crimson. A frightening look of anger sparked in her eyes. “I’m not going to join those people, ever.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A day had passed since Darren had successfully made it out of the city with a horse and carriage. He was not proud of maiming many of the soldiers who stood in his way, but at least he had not killed anyone. As he’d suspected, most of the men on the night watch in Jatn were not the best swordsmen. In fact, most of them on the day watch probably were just as unskilled. It was their sheer numbers that secured control over the Farmers’ Guild in the political battle for the city. The really fearsome army men were those still looking for Erisena and the other rebels like Darren.
Most everyone called him by his birth name now, DVend Quim. He was surprised when even the guards he beat somehow recognized him well enough to shout that DVend Quim was fleeing the city with a horse and carriage. Darren was certain hundreds of townsfolk must’ve heard as well, and the news had probably spread throughout the city the next day. He hoped his children knew he was uninjured and safe.
He met with his group of rebels outside the city. Darren had been charged with leading this smaller group after he’d convinced Erisena that Mavrim’s army wouldn’t suspect rebels to return to Jatn. This was the best city to gather supplies and an even better place to recruit. It was here that citizens had seen firsthand the destruction and negligence of the king’s army. As he rode over the hillside in the carriage, he could see by the swell of his group that they had grown by at least a few hundred. There were many horses with them now, while before they had none. There were even pigs and sheep. The recruiters had done well.
It was evening by the time he made it across the countryside and was greeted by Lane Writhe at the front of the group. Every day she appeared dirtier and more worried, but Darren couldn’t help but think she was more beautiful with each passing moment. He knew the attraction went both ways—he’d seen it many times in the looks she’d given him during the countless hours they’d traveled and planned together. But nothing would happen between them. Darren would make sure of it. This was not the time to open his heart to anyone, as there was only enough room in it for his children. He would return to see them again when he could, but his most optimistic plan for success told him that it would be years. He could easily let that get to him, for the fact felt like a terminal disease. It could cripple his spirit permanently if he let it, so instead he focused on each task at a time.
“Any trouble?” Lane asked. She had the dark eyes of a wise woman, which came as a contrast to the rest of her youthful face. She had light freckles across her cheeks. Her chin had a sharp and nearly flat curve beneath a thin mouth. She often looked as if someone had begun to tell her a joke to which she already knew the ending, and she did not find it amusing. But when she did smile, it was as if a storm had ended and a bright sun appeared in the sky.
“None,” Darren said. “What about here?”
“We saw no patrol.”
“Have any of the new recruits told us where the cavaliers are?” Darren asked.
“One. He worked in one of the army’s bathhouses before joining us and overheard talk of them traveling to Analyte land in expectation of Erisena heading there.”
“Do we know which city they’ll search first?”
“We don’t.”
Darren hoped Erisena would not be found. The Analyte woman was a marvel when it came to summoning and recruiting, but she was no battle strategist. Fortunately, she had a few people with her who Darren had grown to trust in times of need. He had taught them much of what he had learned as a captain in his father’s army.
Soon Darren had his group of nearly a thousand rebels walking southwest. With the cavaliers of the king’s army heading to Analyte territory to the east, Darren would take advantage by visiting the many cities and small towns located in the other direction. It would also bring them farther from the capital, which reduced the chances of them being found.
They hadn’t walked for more than an hour when they spotted a troubling sight to the north near Jatn. What looked to be a mass of men and horses appeared as silhouettes on the hillside.
“Perhaps the bathhouse worker was wrong,” Lane said.
“I don’t think that’s the cavaliers,” Darren said.
He feared any group led by the king or one of his commanders, but the infamous cavaliers were the most deadly. When the king’s army had come to Jatn, the cavaliers were the ones who’d chased down Erisena and the rebels. If it wasn’t for the massive beast she’d summoned, which had died fighting back the skilled men on horseback, everyone here would probably be dead as well.
The prized cavaliers of the king, however, had no reason to be near Jatn. Perhaps this was another brigade, or could it be a group unrelated to the king’s army? Could it be more rebels who’d heard what happened and come to Jatn for battle?
“They’re coming this way,” Lane said nervously.
More and more of them swarmed over the hill at the horizon. There had to be thousands. It would take them an hour to reach the position of Darren’s group. He had a choice to make. He could tell his group to hurry and keep their distance from them, but Darren’s group was unlikely to lose them in this open terrain. There were no mountains or forests for many miles. He did not like that plan, so he was glad he trusted his instincts that these were not enemies.
“Give me the violet flag,” Darren said. Lane handed it to him, and he packed it into his bag. “Take everyone to the hills south of here. Watch for our sign. If you don’t see it, I’m dead or captured and you must take everyone southeast. You’ll try to lose them in the mountains, though expect the journey to take two weeks to get there.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, go now. They’re not an hour behind.”
Lane whistled for everyone’s attention. “Follow me, and hurry! We’re walking through the night. If you can’t keep up, you will be left behind.”
It was harsh but it was how the situation must be handled. All of these men and women had given up comfort and safety when joining the rebels. They would not complain.
Morning light peaked over the horizon as Darren chose which hill to use. He climbed around and hid himself on a ledge, then waited. He had his sword. He had his knife. He had their violet flag. If these men posed any threat to the rebels, Darren’s last act would be to destroy the flag so that it could not be used against them. If they were allies, the flag would be raised among this group when they rode to the rebels the next day.
There was little light left for him to make out the people as they walked past his hill. Very few had armor, but almost all carried swords on their belts. A surprising number of them were women, possibly even half. He saw no sigils, no flags. They seemed more prepared for a journey than Darren’s group was, however. Many animals were with them, along with carriages full of sacks and barrels. But they looked less like an army and more like denizens evacuating their town.
Darren climbed around and walked up the rest of the hill. When he made it to the top, he was surprised that it still didn’t seem as if he’d been noticed. How were these people not more aware of their surroundings?
“Halt!” he announced.
None appeared frightened as they stopped and looked up. A number of them asked who he was, but others were calling out a familiar name. Fa-lip soon was at the end of everyone’s beckoning call.
Darren could already tell this was not the king’s army, for none of them aimed arrows at him or ordered him to discard his weapons. Neither did any come behind to surround him.
“Who are you all?” Darren asked.
“We are with FLip Trange,” answered a few.
Others said, “He is KRenn reincarnated.”
Even more called him a prophet.
Darren had heard of FLip Trange, the grandson of KRenn. Did that mean FLip’s father was here as well?
“What about HSon Trange?”
A boy rode through the crowd. He was certainly older than Andar, but he didn’t appear a year over twenty. He was fair skinned and blond.
“My father was vanquished,” he said, “because he stood against us.”
“Are you FLip?” Darren asked.
“I am—KRenn reincarnated.”
At least he didn’t claim he was a prophet, yet.
“I heard you were imprisoned in the castle after your father refused to fight alongside the king.”
“I was, but the gods lifted me out of the castle.” He spoke as if it were a fact. “Are you with the group we see heading south?”
“What’s your purpose?” Darren asked, ignoring everything else FLip had said so far.
“We wish to provide aid to the rebels,” FLip answered without a care.
“You’re going to get yourself killed telling that to a man you just met.”
“I’m not,” he answered with pride. “The gods are with us. They have protected us thus far and will continue to do so as long as we speak only the truth. They have already lifted me out of the castle, guided me to my followers, and brought all of us here to you. Therefore, I know you are not a sign of our demise. You are a rebel. We have been searching for months and finally found you.”
The group of what Darren assumed to be religious folk let out a gospel cheer.
Darren wondered how FLip had really left the imprisonment of the king’s castle. Could this be a trap of some kind? No, the king’s army was too powerful and too numerous to need tricks. They massacred and had no fear.
“You do not believe me,” FLip presumed. “You need some proof before you take us to your rebels.” He rolled up his long white sleeve to expose the top of his right arm where a brown birthmark was visible. “I was born soon after KRenn disappeared, and I have the same birthmark at the same place on my body as he did.”
Darren was not convinced of anything. When Darren was a child, his father had met with KRenn several times. Darren had even spoken to the mage himself on more than one occasion. He remembered nothing about a birthmark, and there were certainly no other similarities between him and his grandson. FLip clearly assumed things he could not know, while KRenn had an adventurous mind eager to experiment. He was a master Ascendant and summoner, and yet he was humble. Before he disappeared, he’d told Darren’s father that he was traveling to Analyte land because he felt that something was amiss. He wanted to inform the Analyte king and investigate it himself.
News of his disappearance reached the human kingdom months later. According to the Analytes, KRenn had convinced the Analyte king to send a powerful mage with KRenn to investigate the disturbance he felt in the mountains north of the Analyte capital. When neither KRenn nor the mage returned, the Analytes sent more mages in hopes of uncovering what had happened. The Analyte mage’s body was found with deep gashes and broken bones. KRenn was nowhere to be seen. Nearby was a rift bigger than any ever recorded in history. It continued to grow as they watched it and still did many years later.
The Analytes blamed KRenn for this, believing he had done something on their land—an experiment of sorts—that had gone awry. They even assumed that the human king had sent him there for such a dangerous experiment, and now there was an ever-growing rift that would one day destroy the Analyte capital before sweeping across the entire Analyte kingdom, as well as making its way into human territory. They named it Jaktius Perl: World Destroyer.
“After you find the rebels, what is your purpose?” Darren asked. He needed to know if FLip planned to stop Jaktius Perl or if his intentions could divide the rebels.
“We wish to provide the rebels aid in their battle against the king. He is a greedy and malicious man who must be removed from the throne. I spent many years observing Mavrim Orello. He is a godless destroyer.”
“And then?” Darren asked.
FLip looked up in confusion for a moment. He didn’t answer the question, asking his own instead. “What else do you need to know before you take us to the rebels? Do not forget that we are here to help you.”
Darren supposed it did not matter what FLip intended after they killed Mavrim. If the rebels ended up trying to stop Jaktius Perl by themselves, then they would be in no worse situation than they were now.
At least they had the Analytes’ support. The Analytes had already tried so hard to at least stop the rift from growing, though. Erisena had informed Darren that they were out of ideas now. Their whole reason for betraying the Quim family and joining the king’s army against them was to acquire the king’s support in stopping Jaktius Perl. Mavrim Orello had promised many human “farmers” to the Analytes if the war was won. These farmers, Erisena said, were all dead now.
They had been sent to the rift with the Analyte army. Erisena was not aware of all the experiments these humans were forced to participate in, but none of them made it back to the Analyte capital alive. Mavrim had known their lives would be lost when he sent them, but he had not cared. All of them had fought with the Quims against him. He would’ve murdered them himself had the Analytes not made use of them.
However, he did not send any other humans to Analyte territory afterward, even though the Analyte king had requested more men many times. In fact, Mavrim had done nothing to help stop Jaktius Perl. He would die of old age before it came within sight of his castle, and he was more worried about maintaining power over his own people than about what happened in Analyte land.
Darren wondered about the true nature of how FLip escaped Mavrim’s imprisonment. Perhaps someone had betrayed Mavrim, like Karlinda had in order to free Darren and his sister from prison. Perhaps one of these betrayers to Mavrim was here within FLip’s group, ready to lie to the others and claim that FLip was lifted free by the gods.
No matter what happened, Darren supposed allowing them to join his group of rebels would help. They might have enough strength to fend off a brigade of the army now, so long as it wasn’t the cavaliers, and any extra supplies would go a long way.
Erisena might decide to turn them away eventually when she finally met this “prophet.” But until then, Darren supposed he had more people to worry about now.
“I’ll take you to the rebels,” he said.
Many cheered. The news spread fast as they shouted to each other.
Darren came down the hill and shook FLip’s hand.
“Is DVend Quim with your group?” asked FLip, sounding more like a young boy with each passing moment. “I would very much like to meet him.”
Darren held in a grumble. “You just did.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Leo went with his brother to the army’s recruitment office in northern Jatn. He hadn’t agreed he would join yet, though. First he wanted to hear what the recruitment officer would tell them.
The place of recruitment wasn’t a building as Leo had thought. It more resembled the small shops like Leo would see at the town market. Each seller had their own booth, usually narrow and tall so the sign at its top could be seen among the crowd. At least this booth was a little wider to afford more space.
“I suppose the army doesn’t put much effort into recruiting when they already have so many troops,” Andar said.
The man in uniform stood as they approached. “How old are you?” he asked Andar skeptically.
“Fourteen. I was the only Tisary digger until the commander was murdered. Rolan wanted me and my brother to come here because he knew we were special. We have thought much about it and finally decided that we want to learn more about joining the army.”
“Your brother is far too young. As for you…” His eyes swept up and down. “You may be considered a man where the law is concerned, but to the army you’re still a pup. Both of you should come back when you’ve grown more. Come back when you’re sixteen.”
Leo could feel his brother holding in an insult. It was probably that the army seemed to think this man was a pup as well, forcing him to sit out here and respond to the many people interested in joining.
But Andar spoke politely as he said, “Sir, my brother and I have some skill over Artistry.”
The man barked out a laugh. “Let’s see a link, then.”
“What would you have us link?”
“Your choice,” he said with a smug grin.
“Your boots,” Andar decided without delay.
The man looked down. He grin was replaced with a scowl. “I won’t go through the trouble of unlacing my boots just for you to fail. Pick something else.”
“You can leave them on,” Andar said. “Just come stand out here.”
The soldier looked as though he suspected a trick as he warily walked out from his booth. “You try to touch me and I’ll put you in prison myself.”
“We won’t,” Andar promised.
With a look to his side, he silently asked if Leo was ready. Leo nodded.
They had made a link between their own boots many times. It was easy enough for one of them to do it on their own. So with both working together to grab the Artistry in the air and swarm the boots with it, they were able to shape out a link in no time.
“Done,” Andar announced.
The soldier scoffed. “That quick?” He laughed. “I don’t know what you think you can...whoa!” He tried to move one foot, but his other foot edged forward as well. He fell on his rump and looked at his boots as if they’d betrayed him.
Leo heard a few murmurs behind him and turned to see a small crowd had come by to find out what had made the solider fall. Even touching one could lead to a trip to the dungeons, and the six onlookers seemed to be worried as they edged closer.
Some asked what happened, while others confirmed they saw the soldier fall on his own.
The soldier gave one glance at them and pretended everything was normal as he started to get up. But Leo and Andar kept the link strong between his boots. The soldier’s legs shook, his boots swaying to an unheard rhythm. He let out grunts of effort, even grabbing one of his legs and attempting to bend it so as to get a foot on the ground. But his other boot banged against the dirt and prevented him from moving the other.
It was no struggle to keep up the link, for the soldier never applied much force to either boot. A few of the citizens came over as if to help but were unsure what to do as the soldier’s legs shook violently now. Leo held in a laugh as the man’s face went red.
Andar snickered too quietly for anyone but Leo to notice, hopefully. He composed himself and asked the soldier, “Do you want us to break the link now?”
“Yes, break the damn link,” he grumbled.
“And my brother and I will have the option to join the army as mages?”
The crowd had grown to a dozen. Questions buzzed around.
“Those two boys did this?”
“They linked the soldier’s boots?”
“They’re too young for that, aren’t they?”
“How old are the two of you?” one asked them directly.
“I’m fourteen and my brother will be eleven soon enough,” Andar announced.
It wasn’t true that Leo would turn eleven soon, but Leo supposed that didn’t matter right now. He just wanted the option to join. He still hadn’t determined if he wanted to, though.
“How do I know who’s responsible for this link?” asked the soldier, now on his feet thanks to the help of people pulling him up by his arms.
“We both are,” Andar said. “But I’ll run all the way to the other street so you can see that my little brother is strong enough to hold the link on his own.”
Andar ran off as the soldier started to object. He then sighed as he glared at Leo. “You still linking them?” he asked dubiously.
“Yes sir,” Leo said as he concentrated.
The soldier held the side of his booth for balance, then made a face as he struggled. Leo could feel the link straining against the force of the solider attempting to move one of his boots while holding the other still. It was an easy battle to win. The crowd watched as the soldier did not move.
“Can you move one boot without the other moving?” Leo asked, knowing the answer already but wanting this to be over. He didn’t like being the focus of everyone’s attention, even if many of the crowd’s statements were that of marvel.
“This has to be some trick,” the soldier grumbled.
“I could link your hands together as well,” Leo said with a tone of respect.
The crowd’s laughter came as a relief of tension to Leo. He didn’t know why, but the attention suddenly didn’t bother him anymore. In fact, he enjoyed it.
“Want me to?” he urged the solider, eager to see what would happen if he did.
The soldier grunted as he managed to move one of his boots. But the other moved in the same direction, causing him to lose his footing. He held the side of his booth tightly as he tried to get his feet back beneath him, but soon he fell hard on his rump once again.
The crowd stifled laughter.
“Break the link,” the soldier growled.
“But my brother hasn’t come back yet. He still needs to prove he can hold the link on his own.”
“You both can join. Just break it!”
Leo made a show of sweeping his hand across the air as he tore the thick line of Artistry in half between the boots. “There,” he announced.
The solider looked relieved as he moved one leg at a time and gingerly got back on his feet. Andar returned as the crowd had different reactions for Leo. Some congratulated him. Others worried for him, urging him not to join. But most seemed to be amazed as they asked how he’d learned to use Artistry at such a young age.
“What happened?” Andar asked.
“He’s letting us both join,” Leo explained.
“He didn’t need me to hold the link on my own?”
“Not after I asked if he wanted me to link his hands as well. He just wanted it to stop.”
Andar laughed.
The soldier kept his head down as he leaned over the flat surface of his booth and wrote on a scroll. Eventually he looked up and bent his finger to call over Leo and Andar.
“Papers,” he said.
They handed over the papers with the names of their parents, their own names, and their places of birth. After hearing the truth about their family, Andar and Leo had realized that Andar’s papers were falsified like their father’s. Andar was really born in Halin, where their father and mother were born. He was given the name Andar Quim, but the false papers that he handed this recruitment “officer” said he was Andar Litxer of Jatn. Leo’s real papers read Leo Litxer of Jatn. He felt a little left out at not being listed anywhere with the Quim family name, but he still considered himself to be as much a Quim as his brother and father.
He was worried when the solider stared at Andar’s papers for a while longer than Leo’s. But the wax seal of the king looked exactly the same on both. Leo and Andar had compared them already. Raenik must’ve had a seal just like the officials who took care of identification papers.
“Who trained both of you?” the soldier asked.
“No one,” Andar said. “We trained ourselves.”
The solider looked up with an irritated squint of his eyes. “Lying to a solider is an offense to the law.”
“It’s no lie!” Andar said. “I learned by myself, and then I told my brother what I figured out. We practice together but with no one else.”
“And how am I to believe you learned with no training?”
Andar told the skeptical man about his meeting with the commander and starting work in the Tisary. He explained how he learned much about Artistry from Rolan and from the mages he met down there. He was given many breaks, in which he studied Artistry and practiced.
“Like I said earlier,” Andar stated, “Rolan wanted to recruit us because he knew what we could do, but he was killed right in front of me.” Andar let down his head. If it was an act, Leo could not tell. “Now I want to make him proud.”
The soldier didn’t reply as he looked at Andar for a short while. Eventually, he finished writing on a scroll, then held it out. “Don’t fold or roll this, or the ink will smudge. You will be taken to the capital. The wagon leaves this afternoon. Here, take it.”
Andar took hold of the scroll. “We aren’t sure if we want to go yet,” he said. “We have many questions.”
“It’s a long trip. Make sure you’ve eaten and bathed. You have to bring all the food you’ll need and all your belongings with you. Have you prepared?”
“No,” Andar said.
“Then you’d better hurry. The carriage leaves from the northern road out of the city. Show that scroll to the man in charge.”
“We’ll take the next carriage,” Leo decided. “So now we have time to ask questions.”
“The next carriage isn’t for six months.”
“What?” Andar said. “Why so long?”
“We train foot soldiers here in the city, but mages-in-training need to be brought to the capital for further testing before they can join. Tests are conducted every six months. Carriages from each city are to arrive at the capital before the time of the test.”
“And what happens if we pass?” Andar asked.
“You’re offered an army contract.”
“What would our lives be like then?”
“I don’t know what a mage does each day. Any questions about that you must direct to the mage tester. You really should hurry if you want to make this carriage.”
Leo told his brother, “Let’s just wait until the next carriage.”
“Why?” Andar said. “That’s too long.”
“Because we won’t be able to tell Rygen we’re leaving.”
“She’ll understand.”
“She won’t!” Leo argued, incredulous his brother would be fine with abandoning her without even telling her where they were going. “I know her better than you do.”
“We’ll leave her a note, and we’ll come back as soon as we can. I’m sure she’ll understand if we explain the situation in a letter.”
Leo supposed she would understand, but that wouldn’t make her life any easier. The crowd had dispersed by then, but Leo still couldn’t concentrate in his haste. He spoke before he’d fully formed his thoughts.
“You go first, and I’ll take the next carriage.”
Andar’s face twisted with sadness. “You would separate from me just for Rygen?”
“I would come six months later, I promise.”
Andar looked to the ground. Leo’s heart wrenched.
“If that’s really what you wish,” Andar pouted. He glanced up. “But I might be sent away with the army before you come. We might never see each other again.”
“If that’s true, then you’re admitting that we might never see Rygen again.”
“No.” Andar spoke firmly. “We can always come back to Jatn to see her.” His voice picked up. “And hopefully convince her to join after she sees how much better our lives are. But if I leave six months before you do, we could be sent off to different places at different times. We would have no idea when and where to meet each other. I could come back to Jatn while you’re away for years. Then you could return to Jatn when I’m assigned elsewhere. Do you see?”
Leo nodded.
Andar asked, “And don’t you want to go with me?”
Leo figured his brother would not try to put on an act right now. This was too important.
“I do.” But upon seeing the sadness on his brother’s face, Leo had to say more. “I really do, Andar, and I agree it’s best not to wait. I just don’t want to abandon Rygen.”
Andar had a sharp breath. “This might be hard to hear, but you are not abandoning her. She’s made the choice to stay when she could come with us. Skyfire and ash, she’s certainly skilled enough to earn recruitment.”
Leo supposed he couldn’t argue against anything else Andar said. But there was one more important thing he had to bring up. He led his brother away from the booth to give them privacy.
“What about Father?” Leo asked. “He will come back to Jatn to look for us.”
“That’s likely to take years, if he’s able to come back at all. If you really want to increase the chances of seeing him, then we should join the army because one day we might be sent to ‘attack’ the rebels. We could save Father then. But if we don’t join the army, then we are as useless to him as we are to ourselves. Six months is too long. There’s no telling what might happen if we stay in Jatn all that time. You could be banned from the Bookbinding Guild if Gartel so desires. You won’t have anywhere else to work. I might be arrested. Our home could collapse in the next storm. It’s dangerous, Leo. We have to get on that carriage, and we have to get ready right now if we’re going to have any time to leave a note.”
“Can we run to Rygen’s farm to tell her what’s happening instead?”
“Yes, so long as there’s time after we finish everything. We have to hurry. You’re with me, right, brother? Together forever.”
Guilt ate away at Leo, but a veneer of pride made it easy to ignore it for the moment. “Together forever,” Leo agreed.
Andar was right. If the army really did improve their lives, then it should be easy to convince Rygen to join them. She would be heartbroken at finding out they were leaving without her, but she had already known this could happen when she decided to stay.
Leo would come back for her as soon as he could.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Rygen began her day like all the others. She walked a little farther than she wanted to in order to get to the farm where she worked. Her overseer wasn’t nice, like Gartel, but he didn’t strive to make everyone’s life miserable like Rhenol did to Andar. Rygen used to work on the same farm as the two brothers. Andar did talk back, but Rhenol had provoked him. He seemed to enjoy his power over Andar and looked for opportunities to punish Andar, even when Andar hadn’t said a word to him.
Rygen didn’t bother trying to make friends with any of the other farm workers at her new job. Most were older. What’s more, they were forced to spread out and weren’t allowed to talk to one another while working. She spent today preparing the wet dirt for seeds, shaping it into grooves. There were only so many tools, and she hadn’t earned one yet. Sometimes she wondered how necessary her tasks were on the farm. There were many laborers on the large property, dozens hard at work every time she glanced up. A mansion was at its center, just like at Rhenol’s farm. All farms in Jatn were designed the same, according to Leo, who had heard that from his father.
Shock struck her as she noticed someone familiar speaking with the overseer by his mansion. There was no mistaking his large frame and ugly grimace. He didn’t have the same cold look in his eyes as when he’d entered their home drunk and grabbed Rygen. He looked embarrassed, failing to meet the overseer’s gaze. But as he glanced around, he found Rygen and smiled at her.
She shuddered. He did not have on a uniform any longer. Soon he was being sent to the toolshed. Rygen watched as he came out with a shovel. He came back with his gaze on her and began work nearby.
So the army had finally banned Marcus Dowl. He should be in a prison, though, not here. He hadn’t done anything to Rygen, but she had never seen another man look at her body like that. She knew terrible things would’ve happened if Leo hadn’t found the commander nearby.
He would not work here if she could help it! She took a wide berth around him as he stared at her. She was overcome by a disgusting feeling of something crawling over her skin as she imagined him gaping at her backside. She met the overseer at his mansion.
“Why are you over here and not working?” the overseer questioned.
She looked over her shoulder to find Marcus still staring at her. It enraged her.
“The man staring at me is a criminal. He broke into my home while in uniform and grabbed me. I don’t know what he would’ve done if my friends hadn’t been with me. One had to fight him to stop him from grabbing me, while my other friend ran to fetch the army commander, who came in and reprimanded him.”
Surely, the overseer had to show some compassion. He did glance at the former solider at least, but then he called him over!
“Marcus, come over here.”
The large man’s flesh jiggled as he jogged over. “What is it?” he asked.
“Did you grab this girl?”
“You saw me arrive at your farm for the first time just now! I haven’t touched anyone.”
The overseer rolled his eyes. “Not now. At another time.”
The solider looked closely at Rygen. Either he didn’t recognize her or he played the part very well.
“I haven’t even met that girl before.”
“You have!” Rygen insisted. “Your name is Marcus Dowl. You were a soldier not long ago, when you drunkenly barged into my home and grabbed me.”
He ignored her to address the overseer. “I don’t know her. She’s lying.”
“No, he’s the liar!” Rygen yelled. “He must’ve done other things to be banned from the army now. He shouldn’t be here.”
“She does know your full name…” the overseer said.
Marcus became irate as he gestured at Rygen. “She could’ve found out my name any number of ways! I didn’t touch her or anyone else.”
The overseer had a hard look down at Rygen. Why did he seem so bothered by her bringing this up? Couldn’t he see that this man would be a problem!
“He’s a liar,” she told him firmly, holding in her emotions as best she could. “He’s dangerous.”
The overseer glanced sideways at Marcus. “Normally we don’t question the history of a man, but now I need to know why you were removed from the army.”
Marcus let out his breath, then glared at Rygen as if wanting her to pay for this.
“For drinking, all right? I had been warned, but I drank too often. I’ve stopped since then.”
The overseer scolded the man with a finger. “Just don’t come here drunk, and don’t let me see you talking to or touching anyone.”
“I won’t.” Marcus turned around and walked back to the shovel he’d left on the ground. Rygen watched as he picked it up and glared back at her.
“Well?” the overseer asked, his annoyance obvious.
“He’s a liar,” she repeated.
“Just keep your distance from him, and I’ll keep my eyes on him.”
Would the overseer really, though? He didn’t put a lot of effort into making his statement sound genuine as he peered down at Rygen with malice. He seemed to want her to leave him alone.
“If that’s all you’ll do, then I’m transferring to Rhenol’s farm,” she said to test him.
She hoped to get some compassion from the overseer now that he finally saw how serious she was.
“Fine! You can’t do as much work as a man like Marcus can anyway. Get off my farm and don’t come back.”
Rygen felt as though he’d stabbed her in the heart. She put her hand over her chest and turned away in case she cried. She noticed Marcus staring, then looking away quickly. She was filled with rage. She stomped out of the farm, opening the gate and slamming it shut as hard as she could. She wanted to knock the whole fence down, but the wood smacking the barrier barely made a noise.
She didn’t walk far before her anger melted away and shame replaced it. She would have to work for Rhenol again. He would laugh at her, maybe even make her beg. The last overseer didn’t care about anyone, but that was a blessing most days. Rhenol enjoyed making people suffer, something Rygen would never understand.
She stopped by her shared home with Leo and Andar, thankful that at least she could complain to them later this evening. She missed her mother every day, but the pain was fading. A hope remained. She would one day have enough time to find the woman who had killed her mother. She didn’t know what she would do yet, but she had to locate Celia before she could figure that out.
Rygen pocketed Gartel’s recommendation letter that she’d kept and headed to Rhenol’s farm. It was eerie to walk down the same road that she’d taken every morning for years because she used to walk with Leo, not alone. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when Leo was not with her, except the one year she worked at the Bookbinding Guild. Even then, she would see Leo often as they read together at night.
Rhenol looked older than she remembered. His face was covered in wrinkles. His thin hair was gray. He was as ugly as he was mean, his features an insult to Rygen’s eyes. Or perhaps that was just his strong personality rubbing off on him.
He sat on a bench on the deck of his mansion, smoking his pipe. He didn’t bother to put it out as Rygen climbed up the few steps and held in a cough.
“Who are you, little girl?” he asked snidely.
“Rygen Nexi, sir. I worked for you for many years.”
“Rygen…ah. You left to work at the Bookbinding Guild! You bragged about it before sauntering off.”
She had not bragged. She was very polite, as she would be now.
“Unfortunately, I cannot continue my work there. I would be so grateful if you allowed me to work on your farm again.” She bowed.
He snickered. “What happened over at the fancy book guild?”
“Nothing, sir.” She handed over the letter Gartel had written. “The guild master wrote this for me when I had to leave. It explains that I was an excellent worker.” It also told anyone who read it that she was diligent and smart, and any employer would be lucky to have her. She let Rhenol read that.
“If that’s true,” Rhenol said with a shake of the scroll, “then why did you leave, hmm?”
“Because I don’t have enough money to live anywhere but in a farm house.” Anger slipped out in her tone. “My mother was murdered by a creature. A summoner in the army called it forth solely to see what kind of destruction it would unleash. Many others were killed as well. That’s why I’m here again.”
“Oh.”
She didn’t speak, for the only noise she could make by then would be a scream. She really was back here again, and she wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.
“The army has caused all kinds of problems for me as well.” Rhenol handed her Gartel’s letter. “You can start work in the field.”
“Thank you.”
She turned to leave, smiling as she wondered if Rhenol perhaps wasn’t as bad as she thought.
“You’ll only be paid for a half day today,” he called after her. “And that’s only after I make sure you’ve done adequate work.”
She stiffened as she turned, gave a small bow, then hurried away from him.
Throughout the day, Rygen wanted nothing more than to go home. She felt like something was stuck in her chest and it would only come out once she returned and complained about everything to Leo and Andar.
When evening finally came and she was paid for her work, she dutifully went to the market to look for something she could purchase with her measly five coppers. She was finally smiling when she made it home that night. She was a little later than usual, but that was fine. It meant she wouldn’t have to wait for Leo, and Andar should’ve been home for a while. He might’ve even started preparing something delicious as he sometimes did.
Her heart stopped when she found the kitchen to be empty. “Leo, Andar?” she called. Were they all right? What could’ve happened?
She lit the lamp on the table and saw a small note. Dread overcame her. They had told her they would see about joining the army today. They couldn’t have joined without telling her, could they?
She read the note.
“Rygen,
Andar and I visited the recruitment officer and showed him what we could do. We only wanted to find what would happen IF we joined. He told us that after mages pass the initial test in their city, they are taken to the capital for the final test. Each carriage leaves each city once every six months, and it’s leaving Jatn TODAY. Andar and I wanted to stay, but Andar convinced me that six months is too long to wait. I really hope you understand, Rygen! I feel terrible for leaving this way, but I promise I will return as soon as I can. We are to leave for the capital now. I’m so sorry.”
She stopped. They had really left without seeing her?
She hoped she had misunderstood. She read the last part carefully.
“We hid something for you in case a thief looked around. We want you to have it. Look where no one else would look, where a gem fell that started all this. I’m so sorry we can’t be there with you, Rygen. I wish you would’ve come with us, but I understand you not wanting to join. I just hope you understand me as well. I can’t abandon my brother.
Please tell Miqu where we went, and go to her if you ever need any help.
Goodbye for now, Rygen. I will miss you.”
She searched the small house for whatever it was they had left her. Surprisingly, she shed no tears and wasn’t sure why. Were they really gone? What would she do now?
She looked everywhere and soon came to believe it wasn’t in the house. Then she realized where it was. She brought her lamp outside and walked across the stretch of dirt between her old home and her shared home with the Quims. After a while of searching she came to a patch of dirt that looked as if it had been dug up and then reburied. She dug through it and found a pouch. Inside were four gold coins.
Their father had left them eight gold coins, so they were giving Rygen half. This was more than she could hope to accumulate in her lifetime, most likely. She clutched the pouch tightly as she ran back inside.
She had no idea where to hide it so that no one would take it from her. Andar had kept the coins on him at all times, but she didn’t trust herself to keep them from being pickpocketed. But if she stored them here, someone could come in and steal them.
Her eyes filled with tears. She ran and leapt onto her bed and wept into her pillow. She really was completely alone now.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Two people were already in the carriage when Leo and Andar found it on the northern outskirts of Jatn. It was a little old thing, sitting beside the road. A single horse at its front bent his long neck down to rip up and chew on the sparse grass around it. Carriage wasn’t the word Leo wanted to use for it. There were two narrow benches at each of its short ends. They faced each other without much room in between.
“It’s just a wagon,” Leo complained to his brother. “Not a carriage.”
“We’ll be in the capital soon enough.”
Leo waited for his brother to figure out where they would sit. A boy and a girl were already in the wagon. They had sat across from each other, choosing opposite corners. They didn’t look at one another, so they didn’t seem to be friends.
“How old are they?” Leo asked in a whisper. His brother was always better with ages. The boy looked older, or maybe that was just because he was much bigger than the girl.
“I think the boy is about eighteen, and she’s probably sixteen.”
There was no driver at the front of the cart yet. Leo and Andar each had a bag stuffed with all the clothes and food they could fit. Neither of them knew how long the ride to the capital would take, but the recruitment officer did say it was a long trip.
Leo worried about what Rygen would feel when she read his note, but he had made his decision. Andar had told him not to feel guilty because it was the right thing to do. Leo tried to take his brother’s advice, but he hadn’t figured out how.
“What are you poor boys staring at?” asked the older boy.
Leo suddenly was ashamed of his frayed shirt and pants. He expected Andar to say something mean back to the older boy, but he just turned Leo away and said, “Ignore him.”
But Leo glanced back for a closer look at the boy’s clothes, curious if he was as rich as his lofty tone implied. He did not wear a cape or a fancy hat, but his coat had silver buttons. His black shoes were shiny and looked sturdy, might’ve even been new. He certainly had coin. So did the girl. She had on a dress that looked expensive. It was not a single shade of brown but decorative across its front, with some sort of floral design, then solid brown again at its sides. It had no sleeves, but she had on some sort of close-fitting black undergarment that came all the way down to her wrists. Although she was shorter than the boy, he was probably the height of a grown man, so she was still taller than Leo.
“Are you trying to steal from us?” called the boy. “Get out of here!”
They continued to ignore him. He began speaking to the girl.
“The poor are all thieves when they have the chance to be. Should I make them leave?”
She shrugged, nervously looking away from the boy again.
“You don’t care that they plan to steal from us or perhaps from the man who’s going to take us to the capital? You realize he won’t take us if we let it happen!”
“We’re not stealing anything!” Leo yelled, unable to stop himself. “We’re going to the capital, too.”
“Right,” the boy said sarcastically. “Oh good, the driver is here.”
The driver was a portly man in his forties who already was short of hair and breath. “Over here, all,” he announced. “Have your forms out.”
The rich boy hopped off the carriage and hurried over. “Those two are trying to sneak on.”
“Form,” he responded, holding out his hand.
The boy handed it over. The driver took a look, then nodded. “Wait in the carriage.”
“What about them?” He pointed at Andar and Leo. “They could be dangerous thieves.”
The fat man glowered at Andar specifically. “I can only take mages to the capital for their final test. I’m sorry lads.”
“We are mages,” Andar said.
“Let’s see your papers then,” the driver said dubiously.
“I would, but I was taught to let ladies go first, sir,” Andar scowled at the older boy.
The girl smiled shyly as everyone turned to her. She handed her form to the driver.
“Good. Onto the carriage, now.” He turned to Andar. “Your form.”
Andar handed it over. The boy read over the driver’s shoulder.
“Looks right,” said the driver, though he sounded confused.
“It must be fake,” claimed the older boy.
“Who did you get this from?” the driver asked Andar.
“The recruitment officer…”
“Of course,” Leo could almost hear his brother add.
“All right, onto the carriage.”
“It must be fake!” repeated the boy.
“If something’s amiss, they’ll sort it out in the capital. It’s only my job to bring mages there.”
Leo realized then that this man had no uniform on. He probably wasn’t part of the army but was just paid by them for this task. Andar had told Leo that there were many workers paid by the army, especially those responsible for feeding the soldiers. More coin spent by the king. Just how rich is he exactly?
Leo held out his form as the driver turned away.
“What’s this?” asked the driver.
“My form, sir.”
“I figured you were just here to see your brother off.”
Andar called from the carriage, “My bother passed the test as well.”
“Now that certainly cannot be!” yelled the older boy.
“I told you to get on the carriage, young sir,” said the driver. “Please wait there for me to settle this.”
Shocked, the boy finally turned and headed to the wagon. Leo didn’t like how the driver kept calling it a carriage. That made it sound much bigger and fancier than it was.
“Do you have skill with Artistry or summoning?” asked the portly man, his voice soft.
“Artistry.” Leo kept his voice low as well. No one on the carriage could hear them. He didn’t know why the driver preferred this, but it made Leo more comfortable anyway.
The driver looked at the form again. “This says you’re only ten years old, Leo Litxer.”
“I am.”
The driver squinted as if curious.
Leo asked, “Would you like me to link something?”
His eyes widened. “You can already link, even?”
Leo didn’t want to make this man fall, for it looked like it could take a while before he managed to get up, so he linked the man’s hands together instead with a quick weave of Artistry.
“There,” Leo said. “Move one hand.”
The driver moved his right hand to the side. His left followed. He shifted it up and down, then drew a small circle in the air. The left mimicked its movements.
“Remarkable,” he said. “I’ve never heard of such a young mage.”
Leo smiled with pride. He waved his hand and broke the link. “It’s broken now.”
The man moved his hands independently of each other.
“Just remarkable,” he repeated. “Off to the carriage with you.”
Leo hopped over, but his joy dissolved when the rich boy started complaining again.
“You’re actually letting him on?”
“He has as much right to be here as you,” the driver retorted.
Leo was glad to see that Andar had taken a free bench and the rich boy had chosen to sit next to the girl. That meant Leo could sit next to his brother. Unfortunately, it also meant that he would be sitting across from the snobbish boy.
Leo would not look down, holding his head up with pride. He wished the boy would ask for proof that Leo was a mage.
Instead the boy shook his head and looked off to the side. The driver took his seat on the wagon and steered the horse onto the road to begin their journey. The boy and the girl sat at the rear. They faced Andar and Leo, who faced the opposite way, riding backward. Leo enjoyed the sensation. He had never been on a horse or a wagon that he could remember. It was fun to go backward. Behind him was the driver. There was a plank of wood separating them, but it didn’t reach higher than Leo’s neck. He turned around to look at the horse as it walked. The animal was large and strong, its black tail flopping around. Leo smiled with excitement. His brother grinned down at him.
The boy’s silence didn’t last long. He yelled past Leo and Andar, “Driver, don’t you know that no one as young as that little boy can be a mage of any kind! Besides, they have to pay for lessons. Didn’t you see their clothes? They are obviously too poor!”
The driver turned around and yelled in Leo’s ear, but it was worth it. “I’m not discussing this further. They are to be taken to the capital along with you and the girl.”
The boy scoffed. He asked the girl, “Can you believe this?”
Her mouth scrunched as she glanced at Leo. “It is a bit strange,” she said softly, as if hoping they wouldn’t hear.
“A bit? It’s an insult is what it is.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Because my parents spent a lot of coin for a summoner to train me, and I spent a lot of hours working at it. Didn’t you?”
She nodded.
“And yet they go with us as if they’re equals. They’re not. I don’t know what they did to get here, but I’m sure it wasn’t legal.”
Unlike the girl, the boy didn’t seem to mind if he was overheard.
“I’m sure the authorities at the capital will sort it out,” she said.
“Yeah,” Andar agreed. “So you might as well shut up, rich boy.”
“You shut up!” he retorted.
“Good one,” Andar said.
“Rude, filth.”
“Rude?” Andar jabbed his finger. “All you’ve done since we’ve met is insult us, and we’ve said nothing back until now. I’m not going to take it any longer.”
The boy scooted forward. “You want to fight, do you? All you poor know how to do is steal and fight. Then go ahead. Challenge me.” He was much bigger than Andar.
Leo was going to link the boy’s feet to each other, but he found that his brother had already done so. Leo went to link his hands instead but found that Andar had finished with them as well.
“Come here, then,” Andar stood and turned his cheek. “I’ll even let you get a free hit, you horse’s ass.”
The boy balled his fists but did not move.
“Skyfire and ash, you’re probably as weak as you are ugly,” Andar teased. “Come on. I won’t let you get a free hit for long, coward.”
“Sit down and keep quiet!” the driver was yelling, but it was too late.
The rich boy fumed as he stood up. But shock overtook him immediately. “Whoa!” He wobbled, then danced around a bit. He half fell onto the girl, who screamed and pushed him off. He spun the other way, jerking oddly as he bounced around the small open space in the middle of the wagon. He tried several times to reach out for balance, but every time he turned to grab the side of the wagon, he spun too far and missed it.
Leo was amazed at how long the boy stayed on his feet with all his limbs linked, although it was probably because there was no room to fall down. He kept bumping against everyone, yelling out in confusion. The driver screamed for him to sit down.
Eventually the boy stumbled hard against the side and toppled right over. The driver yelled for the horse to halt.
Leo laughed when he saw that the boy was able to sit up. He looked at his hands as if they had betrayed him. Then he glanced down at his feet.
Andar leaned over the edge. “Believe that we’re mages now?”
The boy’s mouth fell open. “That was you?”
“Yes,” Andar said.
“What did you do?” the girl asked Andar.
“I linked his shoes and hands to each other.”
The girl’s eyes widened in obvious shock. Leo wouldn’t have known that this would surprise even other mages in training. Perhaps he and Andar really were strong, and not just for their young age.
“Did he really link them?” she asked the boy as he came to the side.
He didn’t answer her as he shook the door, expecting it to open. But it was latched from the other side. Leo went to open it for him, but Andar reached over and put his hand on it.
“Can you answer her so we can be done with this, please?” Andar asked with irritation.
“Let me in! Driver, they—”
“Just answer her and I’ll let you in!” Andar interrupted.
“Driver!”
The driver turned around, but he didn’t look as if he wanted to get up. “I agree with Andar, there. Did he or did he not link your limbs together?”
“He did, all right! Now make them let me in.”
“So are we mages?” Andar asked. “Or do you need another demonstration?”
“Fine, you’re mages. Now let me in.”
Andar opened the latch. The boy pulled open the door and left it open as he climbed in. Leo closed and latched it. The boy looked off to the side, refusing to meet anyone’s gaze.
Leo and Andar smiled to each other. All were silent as their journey continued.
A few hours passed. Leo watched as the land changed. The dirt path their horse took seemed to go on for miles. He wondered if it reached all the way to the capital. Would they have to cross between mountains, perhaps a river, or maybe even another city? He wondered how long he would be riding. He hoped he wouldn’t have to sleep sitting up.
He didn’t worry about whatever test he would have to take. Instead, he worried about Rygen. Andar had convinced Leo that she could take care of herself, and Leo knew she could. If she ever did need help, their aunt should be there for her. But Leo still wished Ry was here with them. Everything would be better with her here.
Soon the driver was fetching something to eat from his bag, and the four of them decided to do the same. Andar broke the long silence.
“We are poor, you know,” he told the older boy and girl. They looked over at him. “But we can’t help that. We work hard every day, but the little bit of coin we earn goes toward our supper. We both started as farmers, but we proved ourselves to Gartel Lusitan, the guild master at the Bookbinding Guild. I’m not sure if either of you have heard of him, but we both worked there.”
Of course Andar had been banned for stealing, but they didn’t need to know that.
“That’s the truth?” asked the boy.
“It really is,” Andar said. “But even at the Bookbinding Guild, we couldn’t make enough to move out of the home provided by the Farmers’ Guild. I stopped working there eventually and started working for the commander of the army directly, as the one digger in the Tisary. I didn’t have a trainer, like the two of you did, so I had to train myself and then teach my brother what I found out.”
“So you were in the Tisary?” asked the girl with some amazement.
“For a while, yes, but I almost died there. My brother had to save me.”
“What happened?” she asked.
Andar told the story from beginning to end. He spoke of Leo like he was a hero, but Leo felt that his brother was exaggerating. He felt even stranger when he noticed the older boy and girl staring at him with what looked to be admiration.
“We decided to join the army after that,” Andar said. His gaze fell to his feet. “I saw the commander killed. He was a good man, but he was stabbed by one of his own men. I didn’t see who. Did you hear about any of this?”
The girl shook her head.
“I did,” the boy said. “I didn’t think it was true.”
“I wish it wasn’t,” Andar told the floor. He looked up. “I hate that whoever did it was not caught.”
“Me, too,” said the boy. “I hate when people are not caught for crimes, especially murder.”
Leo felt a spark of a connection between the two oldest boys.
Andar stood and offered his hand. “I’m Andar Litxer.”
The boy stood and shook Andar’s hand. “Edward Fola.” He looked uncomfortable as they finished, glancing around with one hand on the back of his head. “Andar.” He looked down into Andar’s eyes. “I’m sorry about earlier. I was wrong to judge you and your brother before I knew much about you. My family has had a lot of trouble with the poor, especially boys younger than me, so I think I have some anger in that regard. Nonetheless, what happened was my fault. I’m the oldest here, I think, at eighteen.” He gazed at the girl for a moment. She nodded. “I’m the oldest, so I shouldn’t have allowed such a disorderly situation to develop. My parents would not be proud of that. I’m terribly sorry. Will you and your brother forgive me?”
“Skyfire and ash,” Andar said. “You rich sure know how to apologize. Of course after that speech you’re forgiven.”
Everyone chuckled.
“And your name?” Edward asked Leo with his hand out.
“Leo.”
Edward gave Leo’s hand a firm shake, though his skin was strangely smooth. “Glad to meet you.”
“And you?” Andar asked the girl.
She stood and curtsied. “Jaimy Westlan.”
Andar and Leo bowed. They had been taught by their father to do so in front of all ladies, especially if she had already curtsied. Edward waited until she faced him, then he bowed to her. She curtsied and smiled bashfully as they sat beside each other again.
“How old are you, Jaimy?” Andar asked.
“Sixteen.”
“And how did the two of you come to be here?”
Jaimy looked over at Edward, but he gestured for her to go first.
“I don’t know what to say. I have no stories like you, Andar. I was just tutored every day.”
She paused as she looked to be having trouble for reasons Leo didn’t understand.
“What about magic?” Andar asked with intrigue.
“Oh, of course I would be happy to talk about that. Except…” She had a long face with drowsy eyes that made Leo think she was often sad or perhaps tired. Her hair was brown and fluffy, hanging not much past her shoulders. “I don’t have nearly the same skill as you, Andar. I’m probably closer to the level of your brother.”
Leo looked to his brother. It was up to Andar what he wanted to divulge.
“Actually, he’s just as good as I am.”
Jaimy put her hand over her mouth.
Edward laughed. “He jests.”
Andar lifted his eyebrows as he looked down at Leo, asking without words if Leo wanted to take over.
Leo was bored making easy links. He decided he would challenge himself here, as he felt a surge of strength and confidence at knowing he had an audience. He grabbed the Artistry around them and fastened it to the boy’s left shoe, shaping the Artistry into a cocoon around it until it stuck.
Leo could feel the Artistry calling for something similar to the boot. It wanted to be linked as much as Leo wanted to link it. He extended a thick ribbon of the Artistry over to the girl’s right shoe and began to wrap the Artistry around it.
“What’s he doing?” asked the girl, making Leo realize he was staring at their shoes with intense concentration.
“Wait, give him time,” Andar said.
But Leo was finished by then. He looked up and said, “Done.”
It took a considerable amount of his attention to maintain the link; the shoes were not that similar. The boy’s were bigger and black. The girl’s were smaller and green. Even the shape was different. The boy’s shoe was taller, going up close to his ankle, and had a thicker sole. But Leo held the Artistry in place as it tried to break itself up. Leo could almost hear it telling him, “Hey, these are not the same.”
“What’s linked?” asked Jaimy.
“Your shoes,” Leo grunted out. He felt as though he was holding a heavy rock with his mind.
She moved her other leg, the one that was not linked to anything. “No, it’s not.”
“No, the other.” Leo’s body was burning as if he was sprinting. The Artistry was screaming at him now, “These are not the same! Let go!”
The girl lifted her other foot, and the boy’s foot lifted from the ground.
“Hells of fury!” exclaimed Edward as he watched his leg extend.
“He really linked our legs?” Jaimy asked.
“Let me move mine,” Edward urged. “Relax so we don’t break the link by straining it too hard.”
They set down their legs, and again both lifted up. The girl threw her hand over her mouth once more.
Leo couldn’t keep the link together any longer even if he wanted to. He let it break with a huge breath and found himself to be panting.
His brother shook Leo’s shoulders in triumph.
“That is nothing short of incredible,” Edward marveled. “Isn’t it?” he asked the girl. “I don’t know as much about Artistry as I do Esitry, so I want to be sure.”
“It is,” she murmured, staring at Leo wide-eyed.
“You’re really a summoner?” Andar asked Edward.
“Not by any definition.” He chuckled. “All I can do is feel and move Esitry. My trainer confirmed it for the recruitment officer, who couldn’t tell. I have yet to bring a creature though to this realm, but I think I’m close. I just need to be close to a rift.”
“How come you didn’t use the rift back in Jatn?”
Edward laughed. “How rich do you think I am?”
Andar blinked for a while with a straight face.
“Are you not aware how much coin it costs to train at the rift?”
“I’m not,” Andar admitted.
“It’s ten gold coins an hour, and you have to pay for a minimum of four hours. That’s forty gold coins!”
Andar and Leo had three left between them after their father had left them eight. They’d spent one on supplies for this trip and left four with Rygen. Forty was a lot, but Leo was surprised even the rich boy would say so.
“Your family doesn’t have forty?” Andar asked.
“Well yes, of course we have more than forty, but my family isn’t rich enough to part with forty so easily. And for what purpose? I had already passed the summoner’s test with my trainer’s assistance. I wouldn’t waste my family’s coin by trying to bring through a creature. I’m sure they’ll teach me how to do that in the capital, and they’ll even pay me to train.”
“They’ll pay?” Andar asked, his voice laden with greed. Edward and Jaimy laughed.
“Yes, they pay very well so long as we are accepted,” Edward said.
“We will be,” Jaimy added.
Edward clicked his tongue. “I apologize, Jaimy. I never let you finish your tale.”
She waved her hand. “There isn’t much else to say. My parents allowed me to start lessons with a trainer when I turned fourteen, and I eventually felt Artistry. I haven’t made much progress. I can barely hold a link together between two stones. I do hope to be accepted.”
“I’m sure you will,” Edward encouraged.
Leo wasn’t so sure, but he hoped so. It felt good to have people he could think of as friends. He would hate to see them sent back to Jatn.
If only Rygen was here as well. Then all would be perfect. There wasn’t much room for another body, but he wouldn’t mind at all if she sat pressed against him.




CHAPTER TWENTY

It took ten days of riding to reach Halin. Leo was excited to arrive, not just to see the city—for he had never been outside Jatn—but for the reprieve from riding in the carriage. This was the town where Andar and their father were born.
The first few days during the trip had been full of chatting and laughter, but the long days had begun to wear on all of them after the third or fourth. Leo longed to bathe, as he was sure the others did, too. They had stopped beside a river halfway during the trip to Halin, but the water was so cold that Leo had only given his skin a cursory cleaning.
Halin looked a lot like the northern side of Jatn. The streets were busy, the people didn’t appear poor, and the buildings were mostly two stories tall. There were many more wells around the city than could be found around Jatn, and the water looked clear whenever Leo watched someone pull a bucket up.
The driver took them all the way through the city from south to north. Even though Halin wasn’t very large, it was a slow trip because of the narrow streets. Leo didn’t mind, for there was much to see.
Edward and Jaimy had not been to Halin, but still they knew much about the city. It was their tutors, they explained, who had told them about the other cities. Besides the capital, Halin had the most history. The whole city was surrounded by a wall, though gates were always open during the day, allowing in a plethora of traders. There was no Traders’ Guild anymore; it formerly had been run by the Quim family. It used to be the most powerful guild in the world, overseeing all goods brought in and out of Halin.
It was delightful to hear Edward tell the tale of the Quims’ battle against the king, especially when Leo’s grandfather, DFaren Quim, was the hero of the story.
They had asked the driver if he could show them the old Quim mansion, but it was too far out of the way. It had been taken over by some lord loyal to the king anyway. All of the Quim wealth had been usurped. It irked Leo to think that he could have been wealthy had the king not interfered after a rift was discovered just outside Halin. Leo’s grandfather had extended the city wall around the cavern opening. He’d prepared for the king to fight him, and he could’ve won if it wasn’t for the Analytes’ betrayal.
According to Edward and Jaimy’s tutors, there were a couple theories as to why the Analyte king had betrayed the Quims, and why so many Analytes had gone along with his deceitful order. Most people believed it was because the Analytes needed farmers. They had too much land to cultivate with just their own people, and often small villages were subject to barbarian attacks. After the Analytes helped the human king, Mavrim Orello, all the human soldiers who had fought against them and Mavrim were forced to migrate to Analyte land and become farmers.
But others believed that something else was happening in Analyte land, something that required bodies. Edward’s tutor theorized that KRenn Trange was involved in something related to Artistry, Esitry, or possibly both, that resulted in a catastrophic event. There were tales about something in Analyte land that could one day destroy the entire human kingdom.
Leo and Andar knew what it was: a growing rift. Their father had told them about it. They didn’t say a word, though. They were two poor boys who were not supposed to know anything about this. It was shocking enough to Edward and Jaimy when Andar told them that he and his brother could read. Leo couldn’t imagine their reactions if Andar enlightened them about the growing rift.
The driver groaned as he climbed out from his seat and held his back. It was evening by then, and Leo was aching for a cooked meal and a warm bath.
The driver had said very little throughout the entire trip. He only told them what they needed to know, like how long he was stopping and for what purpose. He’d never spoken about himself, never even given his name.
“I usually take recruits to the Garnishvale Inn over here.” The driver gestured at one of the many two-story buildings, specifically the one with a sign that had the name of the establishment written too fancy for Leo to make out the letters. “It looks like it’ll put a bigger dent in your coin than it really will.” He eyed Andar and Leo. “But if you require a cheaper place, I know of one a little ways to the west. The beds and meals are not quite as good, but you should have a fine rest nonetheless.”
“Nonsense,” Edward said. “They’ll stay here with all of us. I’d be happy to pay for any accommodations the two of you require. I know you’ll pay me back after you make up the coin.”
Leo was speechless. He didn’t know how much it cost exactly, but it was probably more than the inns in southern Jatn, which were around five copper for just a room to sleep in. Here, Leo would require not just a room but a bath and a meal. It would probably be a few silver, judging by the fanciness of the place.
“That’s kind of you, Edward,” Andar said. “But we have enough. Our father left us a good amount of coin before he disappeared.”
They had told Edward and Jaimy of Darren and his work at the Digging Guild. He had been part of the team who had discovered the Tisary. Edward and Jaimy didn’t know of the extra coin paid to their father for this discovery, and Leo felt better keeping it that way. But it seemed that Andar had grown to trust them well enough to mention it.
“He was paid a bonus for the Tisary discovery,” Andar said. “Of course my brother and I would trade it all to see him again, but at least it helps.”


◆◆◆
 
Leo slept very well that night. He awoke clean and not even hungry for breakfast because of how much he’d eaten last night, though he enjoyed his poached eggs and buttered bread nonetheless. Soon he was in the wagon again, watching the stone walls of Halin shrink away.
The capital was the same distance from Halin as Jatn was from Halin, which meant they had another ten long days ahead of them. Leo tried to sleep through much of the boredom, but then he would stay awake at night. The four of them chatted, but there were only so many stories they could tell. Leo had recited the tales of all the books he remembered reading with Rygen. He’d even talked about her in depth, expressing his worries. Everyone assured him she seemed as though she would be well. He knew she would survive, of course, but he did not think she would be “well.”
On the eighteenth day, they traversed over the last hills that blocked their view of the Orello castle that sat below the northern mountains bordering the continent. Leo stared at the castle as they got closer, but it just looked like a gray blur.
It wasn’t until the day after that he was finally close enough to see it in detail. It was so large and sturdy that Leo imagined it could never be attacked, even by an army of thousands. What could they do against such enormous walls and towers? But when he asked Andar, it was Edward’s answer that surprised him.
“There are weapons,” Edward said. “Siege weapons,” he specified. “They can knock down the castle’s walls.”
Leo had not read anything about them. His brother seemed curious as well as he peered at Edward.
“There are catapults, ballistas, battering rams, and more.”
“Ballistae,” Jaimy said.
“What?” asked Edward.
“It’s not ‘ballistas.’ It’s ‘ballistae’ for plural.”
Edward made an annoyed face. “I say that’s doltish. Why not simply add an ‘s’ at the end?”
“I don’t know, but my tutor taught me that.”
Edward went on to describe each of the siege weapons. Then he explained that many of the castles had their own weapons to attack groups of enemies at once and even damage enemy siege weapons.
“Gods,” Leo muttered as he imagined the carnage. “Has any such battle occurred?”
“Not since the Orellos came to power. The battles since then have all been on the field, without the use of siege weapons.”
“And all were the king’s army against rebels,” Jaimy added.
“Don’t forget there have been many quarrels with barbarians,” Edward said.
“Oh, I wasn’t counting them. They have been too small.”
“Yes, I agree.”
As they fell silent again, Leo pictured a great battle around the castle. The road brought them in an arc away from the castle. By the end of the day, it had disappeared behind the hills. They would reach the capital tomorrow.
In the morning, Leo asked if Edward and Jaimy could tell him everything they knew about the capital again.
“You don’t remember?” Edward asked.
“I just want to hear about the training grounds once more,” Leo specified.
“They’re well known for being extravagant,” Edward said without the same enthusiasm as the first time he’d spoken about them. “Only mages with the king’s army are allowed to use them.”
“And that’s where we’ll be tested?”
“I don’t know.”
The driver surprised Leo by speaking up. “Yes, the training grounds are where I’m taking all of you.”
Edward rushed forward and put his knees on Andar and Leo’s bench. “Are they quite extravagant like we’ve heard?”
“Quite, now sit back. I don’t want you falling and hurting yourself when we’re so close.”
“We are?” Edward asked.
“Just after this hill, young sir. Sit back.”
“What else can you tell us about the training grounds?” Andar asked as Edward retook his seat.
“Eh, I’m driving. I don’t want to be chatting.”
“At least give us something else,” Andar urged.
But the driver didn’t speak again.
Leo turned with his brother to watch as the horse pulled them up the long hill. It wasn’t steep, but the poor animal seemed tired as it huffed and neighed. At times, Leo had forgotten that a single creature had pulled them nearly all the way to the capital. How marvelous it was not having to walk all this way, but now his feet were calling to be used. He shook his legs a bit to ready his muscles.
They came to the top of the hill. The capital didn’t look as interesting as Halin from afar because there was no wall surrounding the city. He’d heard from Edward that the king’s army held power over all the guilds here, but there still had to be some powerful ones like the Farmers’ Guild in Jatn, Leo figured. When he’d asked about it, however, Edward and Jaimy didn’t know.
There were many buildings, but only a few stood out because of their size. The tall ones were deeper in. It looked just like northern Jatn from afar.
Once they entered the city in their wagon, Leo studied the people. There was something about them that made them seem different from those in Jatn and Halin, though they looked the same. Leo couldn’t figure out what it was.
His brother answered his unspoken question. “No one’s looking at us.”
“Yes, but why?” Edward asked no one in particular.
“Keep quiet for now, young sirs and madam,” the driver turned to tell them in a hushed voice. “Don’t want to draw too much attention.”
That puzzled Leo. He watched the people carrying baskets or rolling barrels down the road. Most seemed to be focused on their tasks. Leo observed none standing leisurely for a chat or walking slowly as if without a destination. He did see some people looking out from their second-story windows. But as soon as Leo met gazes with any of them, they closed their shutters.
The wagon went through the city drawing no one’s attention until a man in uniform stepped in front of it. He had stripes across his chest, marking him as someone with power, most likely.
With the horse coming to a stop, the army official walked over to the driver’s side. He held a scowl. “Who are you?” he asked.
The driver handed over some papers. Leo assumed the man’s identity and possibly his task were written on them.
The army man read over them, then glanced up at Leo and the others with a disapproving look.
The man pointed at Leo. “That boy is certainly not fourteen.”
“He’s ten and a half, sir,” answered the driver. “But he was approved by the recruitment officer in Jatn.”
“Jatn.” The army man scoffed. “A city of thieves, cheats, and rebels.” He approached Leo. “Let me see your papers.”
Leo handed them over, content not to speak if he didn’t have to.
“Leo Litxer…” The man read and seemed to be done a moment later as he looked up, but he would not hand Leo back his papers. “What do you have skill with? Artistry?”
“Yes sir.”
“Prove it.”
“Sir,” Andar began. “He—”
“Quiet. Let me see him prove it.”
Leo thought twice against linking this man’s feet together. Instead, he concentrated for a moment and connected his papers in the army man’s hands with Andar’s papers. His brother had them out as if ready to hand them over.
“I’ve linked the papers.” Leo gestured at them.
The official made a twisted face of anger. “If you’re lying, I might believe you are a rebel attempting to gain access to the army’s training center.”
Leo’s nerves almost made him lose the connection, but he held firm. “I’m not lying.”
“Right.” But the guard was shocked as he moved Leo’s papers to the side and Andar’s papers lifted up off his hands. They floated in the air. Leo knew that to anyone else, it might’ve looked like a trick. But Leo could almost see the tube of Artistry holding them together as he concentrated to ensure it would not break.
“You’re not doing this,” the guard said with some doubt. He moved Leo’s papers around, and Andar’s mimicked the movement through the air. “It must be one of the others on the cart.”
“It’s only my brother,” Andar confirmed. “He shocked the recruitment officer in the same way. Can we please pass now?”
“I’m not finished with you.” The guard still wouldn’t give Leo back his papers. “Tell me boy, why are you here?”
“To join the army,” Leo said.
“And why do you wish to do that?”
Confused, Leo asked him, “Are you the test giver who decides who joins?”
The man took two sharp breaths as he muttered something. “I’m Aaron Elm, the director of the city perseverance!” Leo didn’t know what this meant, but Aaron certainly made it sound important. “You speak of Farns, the trainer. All he does is decide who has enough skill to be trained as a mage. He is a fool who would be out of work if it were up to me. He trained many mages who went on to leave the army and eventually became rebels.”
Leo’s heart trilled as he wondered if Aaron might be on to them.
“And while Farns was training rebels,” Aaron continued, “I caught hundreds of them. You will answer my questions, or you can refuse. But only rebels refuse to answer.” He stood close to Leo’s face. “Why do you want to join the army?”
Fortunately, he had much practice speaking about this with the others on the way here.
“I was poor in Jatn. My family owned nothing but a few clothes. My mother died when I was too young to remember her, and my father was killed recently, I think. We are still waiting for news of his body.”
Leo expected these words to soften the scowl on Aaron’s face, but they did nothing.
“I wish to join the army because I wish for a better life,” Leo said. “My brother taught me how to feel Artistry. We’ve learned how to use it together, but we don’t have time to practice, and we don’t have coin to pay for a trainer. We’ve seen death because of rebels in Jatn. The city would’ve been better off if they had never come.” His stomach soured at saying the words, but the next part was true. “I want to become an Ascendant to bring peace to the other cities. I want to find everyone who wishes to fight and stop them before more die.”
“I’ll find out if that’s true or not eventually.” Aaron shoved Leo’s papers into his hands, not seeming to care that it made Andar’s papers move also. Andar reached up and grabbed his, and Leo broke the link. Aaron pointed at the other three. “I will find out the truth about all of you if you hope to rebel.”
The driver got the horse going again as soon as Aaron turned away.
“Why is he like that?” Andar asked the driver.
“Don’t know” was all the man said.
Edward got up and leaned against the divider to ask the driver, “Have you met him before?”
“Yes, plenty of times.”
“Has he ever taken anyone away before they reached the test giver?”
“Aye, plenty of times.”
A moment of shock passed.
“What happens to them?” Andar asked.
“Don’t know. Don’t see them again.”
Angrily, Andar said, “Why didn’t you warn us about him!”
“Keep your voice down and I’ll tell you, but you mustn’t speak of this anymore, all right, young sir?”
“All right.”
“I can’t say anything to warn the mages in training like yourselves because Aaron might find out and think me to be a rebel protector.”
“That’s absurd,” Andar commented.
The driver threw one hand into the air. “Nothing I can do about that. How he catches rebels is not my business. I’m loyal to the army and won’t do anything to change that.”
“Yeah, loyal to the pay,” Andar whispered to the others. They muffled laughter.
Leo noticed again how everyone tended to their own business. He imagined they had all seen Aaron, or perhaps others like Aaron, dragging off innocent people because of a suspicion. Leo wondered what horrible things were done to them. Everyone knew the king’s army tortured. It was their method of torturing that remained in rumor.
Leo was not innocent, though. And he was beginning to feel sympathy toward more rebels than just his father.
They did not need to go much farther to reach the training place. Leo forgot his anger as he was taken by awe.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The training grounds was not a large place, but it was extravagant. Leo already felt as though he was part of something bigger than himself when he stood outside its entrance. The long wall of white reminded Leo of a castle but with much more decoration. Towers composed the front corners, with statues standing on small awnings against the towers’ faces. Massive engravings swirled and flowed above two wooden doors striped with brass. At the top of the whole structure was a huge circle with a clear glass opening. Leo could see the sky behind it, painting the glass blue and white.
There was a guard outside the closed door. The driver walked over to him as Leo and the others followed. The driver presented the four forms to the man, who looked at each one closely.
“From Jatn?” the guard inquired.
“Yes.”
“Where are the other mages from?” Andar asked the guard.
“From every city,” the guard murmured without looking up from the documents. He took his time with each of them until he came to Leo’s. “Ten years old?” He had an inquisitive look at Leo before turning to the driver. “The officer was certain about him?”
“He was,” said the driver. Then he coughed a few times as if on purpose, and made his hands plainly visible.
“You’ll be paid in a moment,” the guard said. “Let me take them inside first.” He pocketed the forms and placed his hands against the door. He pushed hard to open it, but it soon gained momentum and glided the rest of the way.
Everyone murmured with admiration. The interior was long and wide with a higher ceiling than Leo had ever seen. Enormous pillars striped black and gold made up a walkway. Leo felt prickles as he followed the guard down it.
“So much gold,” he heard Andar murmur to himself.
Paintings of men and nature covered the high walls. The floor was shiny, and Leo didn’t understand how. Doorways branched off into more halls. The guard took them down one of them.
The training grounds was so spacious. There were many people walking around, but this place could never be crowded. Leo forgot all desire to rebel. He just wanted to be here for a while. Did the trainees actually live here?
Rygen should be here with us.
He was a little irritated with her that she had chosen to miss this, not that he knew why it irked him. He should feel only pity, but the more he focused on his anger, the hotter it became.
She was probably miserable in Jatn right now when she could be here. She was not usually stubborn.
Guilt came as he realized he should’ve tried harder to convince her.
The guard brought them to a door where two benches rested near the walls. A group of young men and women were seated on one. They stared at Leo’s group. He supposed these people were trainees as well. All were around Edward’s age, or maybe even older. Leo drew a few puzzled looks as they noticed him.
“Sit and wait to be called,” the guard instructed. “Do not wander or you will be disqualified without a test.”
They sat on the bench adjacent to the other one. The guard knocked on the closed door and called out, “I’ve got four more here.”
A long while went by before the door cracked open. An arm with thick gray hair reached out. The guard handed over the forms. The door shut.
“Don’t move,” the guard reminded them as he walked away. He looked back once, and then he was gone.
One by one, four young men and woman left the room before another was called in. Some tests were short. Others were long. Only one of them appeared happy when she left, and her test was the shortest. She practically skipped down the hall, toward another room. The others hid their expressions as they looked away and hurried off toward the entrance. Leo couldn’t imagine the horror of coming all this way only to be denied.
His nerves got the better of him when Edward was called first. Leo tried to make a link between his own boots as he waited, for practice, but found it impossible to focus.
“I can’t do it!” he told his brother in a shaky voice.
“What can’t you do?”
“I can’t make a link anymore!”
“That’s absurd. You’ve done it a thousand times.”
“I’m trying. I can’t.” Leo noticed his hands shaking as he moved them to help his mind grasp the Artistry, but he continued to fail.
“Relax,” Andar said with a chuckle. “You’re just nervous. I’m sure you’ll be able to.”
Edward was in the room for a long time, giving Leo plenty of time to practice. Eventually, he could focus again and found control over the Artistry once more. He had a breath of relief.
But it went away when Edward emerged with a grin and the trainer called out, “Leo Litxer, you’re next.”
Leo looked at Edward as he passed by, hoping for some quick advice. But Edward just smiled down at him and said, “You’ll do wonderfully, Leo.”
The door was only open a crack. Leo decided to knock rather than push it open.
“Yes, come in. Come in.”
Leo pushed the door open just enough to squeeze through. He was startled when a man with gray hair appeared just to Leo’s side, quickly shutting the door after Leo.
“Stand in the circle.”
One was drawn in the center of the room. These quarters were small, probably similar to Leo’s house if it had no interior walls or windows. A table with an assortment of items was in front of Leo. It held boots, rocks, belts, shirts, and other things Leo had linked before. He smiled with confidence.
But there was something on the table that called to him. He needed to touch it, no, to possess it. He saw it toward the back of the table where it was hidden behind the boots. It was a gem.
“Stay in the circle,” ordered the man.
Leo didn’t realize he had stepped out of it. He hurried back, but he couldn’t keep his gaze off the stone. It seemed to glisten as if it was the source of some kind of energy. A deep blue color, it looked smooth and small enough to fit in Leo’s hand, though he probably wouldn’t be able to close his fingers all the way around it. As he imagined doing so, he started to walk toward it, only to catch himself this time.
He remembered where he was, about to be tested. Or perhaps the test had already begun. The test-giver had short gray hair, but he did not appear very old. He looked like a capable man as he peered at Leo curiously. He was not large or strong like Leo’s father, but he had the same look in his eyes as Father had when he’d finished testing Leo and Andar—one of surprise.
Leo remembered where he’d felt a gem like the one on the table. Andar had brought one home before all of this had begun. He had taken it from the table of a woman at the market, who they later figured out must’ve been Erisena. She had set out the stone to catch someone like Andar, someone with an affinity for magic. She had probably wanted to recruit this mage but was surprised when he turned out to be only thirteen. But Leo had never learned much about the stone itself. He’d read plenty of stories in which powerful stones played a role, but how true were any of them?
“I’m Gare Farns,” said the test-giver. His gray hair fell down his neck, yet it was straight and kempt. He had on a fancy long robe. Leo imagined he had been born wealthy, for it was hard to imagine this man begging for anything in his life.
“I will train you in Artistry,” said Gare, “but only if you pass.” His tone was more curious than dubious. He did not offer his hand, though. “Do you know what you have, Leo?”
Leo thought for a while but didn’t know what Gare meant. “Skill with Artistry?” he tried.
“I figure you do, but that’s not what I’m referring to.” Gare looked down at a couple forms in his hands. “Your brother, Andar, is out there as well, correct?”
“Yes.”
Gare cracked open the door and called out, “Andar Litxer, come in here.”
Andar rushed inside. “Is everything all right?”
Leo shrugged at him.
“Yes,” Gare answered. “Leo, move to the far end of the circle. Andar, stand at the close end.”
Gare walked around as Leo and his brother positioned themselves. Gare stood in front of the table, not far from either of them.
“Andar, do you know what you and your brother have?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Oh that’s what you’re asking!” Leo blurted. “I do know what we have.”
“Good, good.” Gare flashed a white-toothed smile. “Tell me how you found out you have this thing between you?”
Leo let his brother answer.
“We’ve shared feelings.”
“How do you mean?”
But Andar fell silent as he glanced at the table. Leo could feel his brother noticing the stone behind Gare. Andar walked toward it.
“Stop,” Gare said.
Andar snapped his head back. “I’m sorry.” He returned to his spot.
Gare turned and picked up the stone. He held it up in front of him. “This is a testing stone, nothing more. It’s used to tell when people have a connection with Artistry. It isn’t necessary with you two, so let me get rid of the distraction. He walked to the corner of the room, where a clear case waited on a table. Gare put the stone inside and covered the glass with a cloth. “You will stop feeling its pull soon.”
Gare returned to his previous spot in front of the table. Shortly after, Leo no longer felt the urge to run over and grab the gem. Leo had many questions about this possible rift stone, such as how it worked and what the clear case was made out of to stop its attraction. But now was not the right time.
“Artistry comes in different forms,” Gare explained. “But we still don’t know everything there is to know about Artistry itself. We do know about links, though, and through links we have learned much about Artistry. Are you paying attention closely?”
“Yes,” Leo and Andar said.
“There are only four known types of links. The first is fast-forming and strong, such as the Artistry from fire. The second is fast-forming and weak, such as the Artistry from air and water. The third is slow-forming and strong, such as Artistry from earth. And the fourth is slow-forming and weak, such as Artistry from two items that are similar.”
“May we take a moment to write this down?” Andar asked.
Gare chuckled. “No, this is something you will learn when it becomes more important to you. For now it is helpful so I can explain a few things.” He took on a sly look. “There is a fifth type of link that has only been discovered recently, although it is thought to have existed since the time Artistry came about—which was probably around the same time as the creation of our world. Do you know what kind of link I am referring to?” Gare grinned as he spoke, giving Leo the hint he needed.
“The link between me and my brother.”
“Exactly!” Gare rushed over to them and took their hands. He joined their hands over the circle. “Imagine your limbs are Artistry. You have a thick and very powerful connection between the two of you, just like your arms.”
Leo looked down at the circle between them. He tried to feel for Artistry there, but he instead was distracted by all the Artistry everywhere in this small room. There was an abundance of it.
“I don’t feel anything different between us,” Andar said.
“I don’t, either,” Leo agreed. They dropped hands.
“Because you are so very young! Fourteen and ten—it is a marvel the two of you already can feel Artistry. I even imagine you can make links; am I right?”
“Yes,” Andar confirmed.
“Marvelous. You see, this link between you is the strongest form of Artistry. It is not only powerful, it draws in all the other Artistry near it. The two of you will have access to an excess of Artistry because of it. You probably have for years already. But I’m assuming all of this because this is the first time I’ve felt a link like this between people, brothers nonetheless.”
“The first time?” Andar asked.
“Yes, there are not many links like this.”
Leo beamed at his brother, but Andar’s grin faded as his brow furrowed.
“But how do you really know it’s there?” Andar asked Gare.
He laughed a bit. “Because I am a strong mage who is also quite old. I know what different forms of Artistry feel like because I’ve felt them all before. But never between people, no no. Usually rifts are the other place I feel this kind of link.”
Andar asked, “Rifts are linked to something?”
“Why yes of course, to the Esitry on the other side.” Gare shook his palms back and forth. “This is all information you will learn, but first I need to ensure you will be loyal.”
“So we’ve already passed the test to prove we are mages?”
“Certainly. I’m not about to let two brothers who have a stalwart link between them leave so easily.”
Gare sounded as if he might be jesting as he chuckled to himself, but there was greed in his tone that was unmistakable.


◆◆◆
 
When Leo and Andar had finished answering Gare’s questions, the trainer immediately told them they had passed. They joyously ran off to join Edward in another section of the training grounds where they were to wait for Jaimy. There were only three other people there besides the three of them; the older girl Leo had seen walking off happily after her test, and two others. One was a boy who seemed closer to Edward’s age than Andar’s, but the other was a pretty girl who was probably close to fourteen. Andar and Leo jabbered with Edward with so much excitement that it was difficult for them to follow any thread of conversation. The other three kept to themselves and seemed content to do so.
“I have heard of Farns before, I think,” Edward said when they had calmed down some. “He’s been the only mage trainer for a long while.”
“Isn’t his name Gare?” Leo asked.
“Yes, that’s his first name. But most people call him by his last name, Farns. It must suit him better.”
Time went by, but Jaimy didn’t show up. Dread came over Leo when Farns came in by himself.
“The testing period is over,” he announced. “Congratulations to all of you.”
But Leo had already celebrated. “Where’s Jaimy?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, but she wasn’t qualified to join the army yet. She can try again in six months.”
Leo was shocked.
Andar asked, “Will she be taken home?”
“Yes, by the same man who took her here with the rest of you.”
But she’ll be completely alone this time. Leo was sad enough to shed a tear for her if he let himself. “Can we at least say goodbye?”
“There isn’t time,” Farns replied. “The testing went long. You are to sign your contracts and learn where you will be staying.”
Contracts…Leo had forgotten about them. He still couldn’t bring himself to worry, though, as his heart ached for Jaimy. He imagined her weeping in that moment. She might even cry through much of that long, long trip.
A single scroll, short in length, was handed to each of them. Leo had just gotten his when his brother blurted out, “Forty months?”
“Is that a problem?” Farns sounded ready to scold.
“No, just a surprise,” Andar said in a casual tone. “But why forty months?”
“Because that’s the decided time. Your first lesson is not to question your trainer, Andar.”
“Yes sir!” Andar said with enthusiasm. He rolled his eyes at Leo when Farns looked away.
“Forty months!” Edward whispered as he came close.
“It’s probably forty because it doesn’t sound as long as three years, even though it’s longer,” Andar said.
Leo became flushed. Longer than three years, gods! Andar was right. Forty months had not sounded that long.
Leo asked Farns, “But will we have time to return to Jatn for a little while? I have a friend there.”
“Your friends and family are permitted to visit you here in the capital, but you are not to leave.”
“Until when?” Leo asked, knowing there had to be a break at some point.
“Not until the contract is finished.”
Leo was horrified. He looked down at the contract and found other lines that made him succumb to complete panic.
“Failure to abide by the rules of your trainer will result in imprisonment. Abandoning the army during the course of your contract is considered treason and will result in your death.”
Death! They would actually hang Leo if he left for Jatn before forty months were up? He looked up at Farns, who had a hard expression as if he wanted to hear no further questions. But could he really order Leo’s death? Death?
There were other fearful murmurs spreading around.
“This is the army of King Mavrim Orello!” Farns boomed. “You have come here requesting to join as soldiers! Soldiers follow the orders of their officers and do not ever abandon the army. You will be trained, fed, and paid. In exchange, you do as you’re told until your contract ends. If you cannot do that, then you should not sign this contract.”
Silence overcame the room. Then pens started to move. Soon everyone was handing their contract to Farns. Leo was the only one left.
“We might even be told to fight in a battle?” Leo asked. His brother had warned him of this, but it had seemed so far away at the time. Now it felt as though it could happen tomorrow.
“Yes,” Farns said. He softened his expression as he knelt in front of Leo. “Sign the contract, Leo. I will make sure you are safe, don’t worry.”
Leo noticed everyone was staring. At suddenly feeling like a coward, Leo quickly signed the document and handed it over. Farns checked each one.
“I’m taking these to be certified and recorded. Wait here.”
All were quiet after he left.
“There’s no going back now,” Andar whispered to Leo.
“Do you think Rygen and our aunt will be all right?”
“Yes, they will take care of each other.”
Leo wasn’t so sure, though. He knew he should worry about himself, but instead he wondered how he was going to see Rygen again. Forty months was too long when he hadn’t even said a proper goodbye.
There had to be some way to reach her during his training. He would not give up.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Forty months later
Leo had set off with his horse and supplies and had been traveling south for many days now. As soon as Leo’s contract had ended, he’d rushed around the capital to prepare for his trip back to Jatn. He’d been counting the months left for a while. Forty certainly was a lot, but each one had gone by faster than the last.
Andar was into his teenage years now, at seventeen. Leo would be fourteen soon enough and could call himself a man if he cared to. He certainly didn’t feel like one yet, especially when all he did was train with Artistry, sword, and horseback riding. Like Andar, he yearned to use his skills to do something but at the same time wanted nothing to do with any task the army would ask of him.
Fortunately, Leo had not been called upon to fight. He and his brother, along with the friends they’d made while training, had remained in or near the training grounds for the entire forty-month period.
It was Rygen’s birthday that he cared most about now. She was turning fourteen today, and he had pushed his horse a little too hard for his liking to ensure he arrived at Jatn on time.
Rygen was a couple months older than Leo, but he imagined that no one would be able to tell if they saw them together. Leo had grown very tall, almost reaching his brother’s height already, and Andar was taller than many grown men now.
Leo hoped his aunt had taken good care of Rygen. He had wanted to write to both of them, but there was no mail delivered between Jatn and the capital. It was just too far. He tried to write a letter for Rygen that he addressed to the mail office in Halin, in the hope someone would open it and take his payment within to deliver it to her address in Jatn. But they had probably just taken his coin and ripped up his heartfelt letter. Andar had laughed at Leo for counting on a stranger’s kindness. They had experienced no such thing before arriving at the capital for training, and none after as well.
Leo arrived at Jatn early in the day, thankfully. He spent the first few hours purchasing the supplies he needed for his trip back, then he paid to put his horse in a stable where his animal would be taken care of. His horse had become precious to him, purchased with his own coin a couple of years back.
He arrived at his old home with plenty of time left in the day. He would have to leave in the morning if he had any chance of making it back to the capital in the time he was given by Farns. His trainer was too strict. He had booted out one young man who had failed to show up for training for only one day; banished without even a warning. Leo thought of that day often. He and the other young soldiers had argued with Farns in hopes of changing his mind, but Farns punished them for talking back to him. The boy who’d been ousted claimed he was too sick to get out of bed, but he was called out on his lie. He had been seen around the capital with a young woman.
Now he could never reapply to the training program. About every six months, new mages were tested and either sent away or joined the assortment of young men and women. Leo wondered if he or his brother would receive the same strict punishment if they disobeyed Farns, or if they would be given some lenience. It hadn’t taken long for everyone to see that they were different from the rest of the mages. Still, he didn’t want to take any chances by being a day late. He would leave Jatn tomorrow morning no matter what happened with Rygen.
He was nervous to see her as he knocked on the door to their old shared home. Would she even recognize him? How much had she changed in more than three years? Was she with another boy? Marriage was not legal until fourteen, but many women had arrangements set before then. Could she have one already? Leo had no expectations and yet a hundred curiosities. The one that made him the most nervous was wondering if she hated him for leaving or if she still considered him her friend.
No one answered. He knocked again. Judging by the soon approaching sunrise, she might’ve left for work already. Or perhaps he had the wrong address? Was there any way he could’ve mixed it up? No, this was the same road. His former neighbor’s houses looked just like he remembered. She must be at work, but did she still work at the same farm?
He walked away but looked back over his shoulder in case she did answer eventually. He stopped and gasped as he noticed the roof. He had been so focused and worried before that he didn’t see the gaping hole. About half of it was missing!
He feared it had collapsed on her. With panic, he ran to the inn where his aunt had been staying the last time he was here. But after a quick chat with the innkeeper, he found out that “Miqu Yenu” had left long ago. The innkeeper didn’t know where she’d gone, just that she suddenly had some coin and was happy to tell many people about it.
Leo ran to the farm where Rygen last worked. He asked around, telling people her description and age, but no one knew of her. Leo couldn’t locate the overseer until the man arrived at his mansion and announced the midday meal. Leo tried to ask about Rygen, but the overseer wouldn’t speak with him until he had finished handing out food to his workers. Leo should’ve worn his uniform. That would’ve made this go faster. But he had changed out of it right after leaving the capital. He hated the looks he got—or more like the lack of looks because people feared him. He especially didn’t want Rygen’s first look at him to be in uniform, though he did have it in his bag to be put on right before returning to the capital.
Finally, he had his chance to ask the overseer about Rygen, but the man said he didn’t know who she was. Trying to describe her amounted to nothing.
Leo figured he would have better luck finding her by visiting the Bookbinding Guild and speaking with Gartel. Hopefully they had kept in contact if she wasn’t there.
Could she have left Jatn? The idea pained Leo. He had promised to come back as soon as he could. It had taken too long, though. He couldn’t be insulted if Rygen had a chance to improve her life and took it. Still, the thought put more speed into his run.
He arrived at the Bookbinding Guild in the afternoon. Most of the day was already gone and he still had no idea where Rygen was. He didn’t see Gartel, and his office door was open. But Leo was surprised to recognize a woman writing at one of the tables. He still feared for Rygen, but he couldn’t help but smile as he approached the woman.
She glanced up and smiled politely, but she didn’t seem to know him. “Hello, young man. May I assist you with something?”
“It’s me,” he said with a large smile.
“I’m sorry, do I know…? Wait! Leo!” She hurried around her table and hugged him. “You’ve gotten so big!”
“Yeah.”
“You look well!”
“Thank you. Can we talk a little more privately?” He gestured for her to follow him to one of the corners of the room.
She smiled up at him when they came to a stop. It was a little strange to be taller than her.
“I just can’t believe how you look now! I didn’t even recognize you.”
“And you haven’t aged a day, Auntie.”
“Oh, stop.” She tossed her hand and pretended to blush as she framed her face and turned from side to side.
“Have you heard anything from my father?” Leo asked.
“I haven’t yet, but there’s talk of the rebels gathering in the Analyte capital. I don’t know how true it is. As a soldier you might know better than me.” She squinted with a turned head. “Are you still a soldier? Rygen showed me the note.”
“I’m glad she did. Yes, I’m still a soldier…for a while longer. If there is going to be an attack on the rebels, Andar and I should be sent there.”
“Your father would not want you trying to help him.” Her frown shifted into a wry smile. “But I like it, so long as you and your brother stay safe. Oh, I wonder if we’ll ever see each other again if you are sent after the rebels. We must have a way to find each other.”
“Where do you plan to spend the next few years, Auntie?”
“Years? Gods, I can barely plan out next week.” She gestured at the table she’d left. “I wrote a book about magic that has sold enough for Gartel to decide to give me more writing work. Not all my stories sell, but I do enjoy creating them. I only wish I could earn enough coin to purchase a home for Rygen and me to share. Have you seen her yet?”
“No, I’ve been trying to find her. I have to leave at dawn,” he told his aunt with urgency.
“Ah, say no more. She’s still farming and living in one of their homes, but she switched to work at Rhenol’s farm the same day you left, I believe.”
“Why?”
“That ghastly man who put his hands on her showed up. You remember the one, who Andar wrestled as you fetched the commander?”
“I wouldn’t forget him. What did he do?”
“Nothing that we know of. He arrived at the other farm after being removed from the army, he said for drinking, but Rygen and I think otherwise. He went to work there, so Rygen left.”
“I would really like to see her,” Leo said quickly, hoping his aunt would excuse him so he wouldn’t leave so rudely.
“She’ll be leaving for the market to purchase supper ingredients soon anyway. You should come with me to my place. We can eat and you can tell me everything you have time to divulge. Then you can rush over to Rygen’s. I’ll give you her address.”
Leo was eager to see Rygen right now, but he couldn’t refuse his aunt. She was family, and she was right that Rygen would be leaving the farm soon anyway. He might miss her by the time he arrived, then he’d have to wait at her home, and he’d much rather surprise her by knocking.
He left with Yune, who said Gartel wouldn’t mind her excusing herself from work early.
“I’ll just tell him I have no ideas left and need inspiration. Hey, that’s actually true! I’m sure you’ll give me plenty with your stories. Enough about me, Leo! Tell me everything.”
He spoke briefly of his travel and then flew through his days of training. There wasn’t much to say, for everything was a routine. Meanwhile, his aunt brought him to the Red Crown Tavern, where she had a room. Leo had passed by this establishment several times. It was moderately fancy and therefore moderately pricey as well, with a big red crown on the banner at its front. He thought it strange for her to waste coin here, but perhaps she was only staying temporarily for reasons he couldn’t figure out.
He rushed through his story, thankful there wasn’t much to tell. As soon as they were finished eating, he hurried out. He felt a little silly running through the city, but most people were headed home themselves with eagerness. They seemed to care little about anyone else, for they would soon see their families.
He came to Rygen’s house and quickly fixed his hair. He’d had it trimmed before leaving, but it could still be messy if he let it stick up. This Farmers’ Guild home was smaller than most others. He hoped Rygen was happy here.
That was unlikely. Instead, he just hoped she would be as happy to see him as he was excited to see her again. He didn’t care if the years were unkind to her. He remembered her to be as beautiful as a sunrise, down to her heart. She would always remain that way to him, no matter what she looked like.
He knocked on her door. He had one final fear about returning to the capital late. He might be a day late already, even if he left now. I really must leave in the morning.
He was glad when she opened the door without asking who it was first. He could see the surprise on her face as she recognized him immediately.
“Gods…” Her mouth dropped open.
She was older, certainly, but she was still Rygen. She had long hair, just as fair as it was before. He gray eyes were wide and full of knowledge that Leo couldn’t wait to find out. She was slight in stature, perhaps barely taller than she had been at ten, but she was blossoming into a beautiful woman just like Leo was becoming a handsome man, as he’d found out over the years.
She gaped in surprise. He felt as though he should say something, but he didn’t know what. Finally she spoke.
“Leo?” Her voice had changed, unfamiliar to him now.
He nodded, too full of worry to utter a word.
She smiled as she jumped over and hugged him tightly. His nerves were gone, replaced with a burning attraction that he tried to ignore as he wrapped his arms all the way around her thin frame and pulled her closer.
“I can’t believe you’re here at my door!” She leaned away. For a moment he thought she might kiss him as their lips were close. He lost his breath. “You’re like a mountain now!”
He reluctantly let her step away. She grabbed his shoulders and squeezed. “Gods, you’re strong!”
He laughed, painfully aware that he still hadn’t spoken and had better utter something soon or she might think he’d hit his head and gone mute.
You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in years. No, not that. But what else could he say? It was all he could think.
She seemed a little concerned at his reticence, turning away to eye him sideways.
“Yeah, they feed me well at the training grounds,” he finally managed to get out. Leo felt a slight tension between them then, as both were reminded that Rygen was not fed nearly as well. Or perhaps it was his deeper voice that surprised her.
“Come in,” she said. “Tell me what they have you doing up there.”
He shut the door after himself as he entered a familiar kitchen. All the houses had the same design, with just a small circular table in the middle. This one only had one chair. Rygen seemed content to stand and stare, a little close but he enjoyed her proximity.
“My days are boring to talk about. I train with Artistry most of the time, but I spend many hours on horseback and many more sparring with sword.” He thought of one interesting thing, though. “Besides linking, I participate in magic duels with the other mages.”
“Duels? How do they work?” She folded her arms.
The tension was still there. Leo felt strangely aware of his hands, wondering what to do with them. Was this a mistake? Were he and Rygen even friends still?
“Two items are linked together, and then two mages fight over making the items do various things. It’s much harder than linking, so it makes pairing difficult items easier after building our strength against another mage.”
“So they still call you all mages, not Ascendants?”
“Yes, but only as a formality. My brother and I link as well as the instructor already.”
“I would bet so! And do you always win your duels against the others?”
“I suppose,” Leo tried to answer modestly. “But the instructor still understands Artistry and Esitry far better than the rest of us. We have a lot to learn still.”
She frowned and asked quietly, “So you’re going back?”
“Yes, but not until I hear all about you.”
“No no! I won’t say a word until you finish telling me more. My curiosity about you and your brother has been eating away at me for the last…how long has it been exactly?”
“Exactly? Forty-one months and ten days.”
“Forty-one months and ten days!” She tilted her head. “You kept track?”
It was easy when his contract was forty months long, and it took twenty days to travel from Jatn to the capital. But he just smiled and said, “How could I not have? I’ve missed you every day.”
He felt the tension melt away as she let out a breath and smiled sweetly at him. “I’ve missed you, too.”
She surprised him by stepping close to embrace him again. Holding her was like hugging warmth on a cold day.
When they parted, she asked, “Who wins the duels between you and your brother?”
“Andar wins most of the time. He’s an excellent mage.”
“You said you spar with sword as well?”
“Yes, frequently.” Leo didn’t want to boast, so he didn’t know what else to say.
“And…?” Rygen smiled with raised eyebrows. “How are you with sword?”
“I’m decent.”
She pushed his shoulder. “Don’t be modest with me. How good are you?”
“Well, Andar is better than I am.”
Rygen grinned knowingly. “But you’re still better than everyone else, I bet. And I would assume you’re one of the youngest there. Am I right?”
It was true. “Enough about me, Rygen. I can’t wait any longer to hear about you!”
“Alright, I’ll let you get away with no more answers for now. Well, as you can see, it turns out I’m going to be short.” She extended her arms and spun around. Then she made a fist. “But I’m fierce.”
“I would never doubt that.”
The same thoughts circled through his head about how beautiful she was and how he needed to kiss her. It was hard to focus on much else.
He reminded himself that he was the only mage in the training grounds to link a shoe, a belt, and a rock together and hold the Artistry in place strong enough for all three to be lifted. If he had the focus to do that, then he could focus on Rygen’s words. On her beautiful voice that came out of her succulent lips…focus!
“I can’t wait any longer,” Rygen said. “There’s someone I need you to meet.”
His heart dropped into the pit of his stomach. Who was this man? Leo fumed with jealousy.
Rygen stepped back and pushed out her arms. She opened her hands and focused. A black arc formed in front of her. Its edges extended, sweeping down until they met to form an oval. It grew outwards and became spherical. White lines shot across, reminding Leo of the rift in the Tisary here in Jatn that he hadn’t seen in many years. But this was not red. It had a blue tint to it, though dark overall.
A foxlike creature jumped through that Leo immediately recognized. He had lain awake many nights wondering about not only Rygen but her summoned creature. It looked just like he remembered. Its snout seemed a little too wide and short, and it seemed to have too many teeth, but that was probably just because Leo was more used to the appearance of a fox. It had thick, strong legs, with sharp claws. There was no doubt in Leo’s mind that this creature would win a battle versus any other creature around the same size, at least in their realm. Jin’s blue fur was strange yet beautiful. It had a friendly look to its eyes as it regarded Leo.
He was too shocked to say anything as the creature came over and sniffed around his boots. It looked up at him curiously. He was a little frightened and didn’t mind showing it with his expression as he looked at Rygen.
She gave a quick laugh. “There’s nothing to fear, big large Leo! You can even pet him.”
Leo cautiously reached toward the creature. It took a step forward to allow Leo to graze its back, walking past him as if hardly interested anymore and circling around to Rygen.
“Rygen, you are incredible.” He’d meant to say this was incredible, but he’d let his true thoughts slip out. “I’ve met a few summoners, and the only ones who can open their own rift are much older than you and have been training for far longer. You must have exceptional skill with Esitry.”
He expected her to be curious, but she just nodded and said, “Yeah, I figured that.”
His excitement diminished as he remembered one summoner in particular, a woman who had entered his thoughts many times over the years.
“Rygen, I push for Celia’s arrest every time I have the opportunity to speak to someone who might have the power to stop her. I tell them about what she’s done to the people in Jatn, but they do nothing. They either can’t help or don’t care, or both. It constantly reminds me of how awful those in charge of this army really are.” He was about to add how he wanted nothing more than to take away power from the army but she interrupted.
“Don’t worry about Celia anymore,” Rygen said. “I don’t care anymore. What’s done is done.”
Leo sensed that it wasn’t done, though. And how could it be? Her mother had been murdered by someone who had gone unpunished. Leo held anger toward the army for ruining his father’s life…twice, but his father was still alive. He knew Rygen to be angry, but she didn’t seem to want to talk about it. At least he’d told her what he’d been trying to do. He still would punish Celia if he could, even if Rygen said not to worry about it.
“Jin is hungry,” she said as she stepped back from Leo. “I’ll let him go hunt in his realm because I don’t have any food here.”
She effortlessly opened another dark blue rift. Leo marveled at it as long as he could before it closed. The summoners he’d met who could call their creatures into this realm had only stopped at the training grounds briefly for business. One demonstrated a rift, but it was far more difficult for the man to open it than it was for Rygen.
Leo and Andar’s closest friend there was Edward. But after a year, as part of his continued training, Edward had been sent back to Jatn with little to show for his efforts. He had gone with another summoner even older than him, the two of them given forms to allow them entrance to the Tisary. They had come back months later telling tales of one creature they had each managed to bring through the rift, but still neither of them could bring the creature through their own rift after returning.
Leo had given Edward a letter to deliver to Rygen at her house that said how sorry Leo was for leaving and how much he thought about Rygen every day. Edward had regrettably been unable to deliver it, as he could never sneak away from the instructor who’d gone with him and the other summoner in training. Leo had been heartbroken to hear the news, but now he supposed Rygen might’ve moved from their former home by then. He’d have to ask her about the collapsed roof.
“I suppose you spoke with Miqu already?” Rygen asked first.
“I did. She gave me your address.”
“And she told you I’ve been working on Rhenol’s farm again?”
“Yes, because Marcus Dowl showed up at the other.”
Rygen nodded. “I’ll probably be working at Rhenol’s farm for years. Did you see what happened to the home we shared?”
“I did. I worried it came down on you.”
“I was asleep when it broke, thankfully not in the kitchen. A storm caused it. They put me here instead, one of their few homes with only one bed because I’m alone. There are rumors that they aren’t going to provide housing to workers one of these years. A lot of their coin went into finding the rift. A lot also goes into repairing the homes they own so they can one day sell them for quite a lot of coin.”
Leo opened his mouth to divulge a plethora of worries that would end with requesting her to come with him, but she pushed out her hands to interrupt.
“I don’t want any coin from you.” Rygen lowered her voice. “I know you and Andar must have plans to leave the army one year and join your father and the rebels. You’ll need everything you can to better help them. That’s important. Where I live is not.”
Leo could feel himself making a face of concern. He couldn’t stop it.
“Don’t tell me you’re planning to stay as one of them forever?” Rygen asked coldly.
“Gods, no! We will leave, but each contract is forty months.” He knew this ruined the image she’d had of him counting the time they were separated, but this was more important for her to hear. “That’s why I couldn’t visit earlier. I tried to write to you, but there is no mail service from the capital to Jatn. I tried to find a way nonetheless, but nothing worked.”
“I figured it was something like that.”
There was a stretch of silence. He could feel her longing for good news. He wished he could offer her some.
“They gave us a little time before training starts again,” Leo said, “so I rushed here.”
“I’m glad you did.” She smiled, but there was a tug of sadness on the corners of her mouth.
He sighed as he had to give her the rest of the bad news. “Andar and I already signed the next contract for forty more months of service. They would be suspicious if we took a half year off…and we need the coin and training.”
“I understand.” She looked down. “So that means it’s going to be another forty-one months before I see you again? I’ll be seventeen by then.”
Leo waited until she glanced up so he could show her that he meant his next words. “I’ll find some way to come back before then.”
She nodded. There was grief in her piercing gaze.
This small house was nothing like the quarters where Leo lived in the training grounds, but he couldn’t stand the thought of leaving this place, not unless Rygen came with him.
“So when do you have to leave exactly?” she asked, her distress obvious in her expression.
“Does Jatn still have a curfew?”
“Yes.”
Leo sighed. “Then soon. I have to find an inn before dark. Any offense, even a minor one in a different city, and my training permission could be revoked. They are extremely strict toward mages in training. I wish they treated all their soldiers the same way.”
“You have to leave tonight?”
He nodded. “I’m sorry. This is the first real break I’ve had. I wish it was longer.”
“Oh. You had one break…in three years?”
“We have one day off each week, but that’s it. I’m usually just sleeping and eating most of that day. Even Andar is too exhausted to steal anymore. If I could make it to Jatn in that day, though, of course I would.” Leo chuckled as he thought of something. “Now that we finally do have some decent time off, I’d imagine Andar is taking a coin or two from some arrogant rich man as we speak. He’s been curious what the rich are like in the capital, but we’ve been confined to the training grounds.”
Rygen forced a smile. She played with her hair, or perhaps she was fixing it, although it already seemed perfect to Leo.
“So you have one break in three years…and you came here?”
“Of course. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
He had hoped to spark some joy back into the room, but a moment of painful sadness passed between them as she looked down.
Leo suddenly felt uncomfortable. Here he was in her kitchen, saying he didn’t want to be anywhere else. It was too forward. She probably didn’t feel as strongly about their friendship anymore.
He was a fool. Just hand off her birthday gift and get out of here before you embarrass yourself more.
Leo set one of his packs on the table. “I brought you something for your birthday.”
He took out the things he’d purchased for her in the capital on one of his days off: two beautiful quills, as many scrolls as he could roll together, and a whole lot of ink.
“I wanted to give you a way to write down some of your own stories…and I figured you weren’t the type of woman who’d rather have jewelry.”
She laughed and looked a little teary as she picked up a quill, then the scrolls.
“Leo, this is the best gift I’ve ever received.”
“Don’t say that just yet. I’m only doing this because I want to read something by the ‘Great Rygen Nexi’ one of these days.”
“Well, that depends on the ‘Stubborn Gartel Lusitan,’ now doesn’t it?”
They laughed.
“You still see him much?” Leo asked.
“Occasionally I visit Miqu, I mean Yune, there.”
“Why is she staying at the Red Crown? Isn’t that a waste of coin?”
“I know!” Rygen laughed. “I guess some people would rather live in the present than prepare for a better future.”
“That’s never been us.”
“No.” Rygen smiled. “And it’s not us now.”
Leo’s smile faded as he understood her meaning. There was no reason for them to be close now for it would only hurt more when they separated.
But she surprised him by asking, “If I find a way to the capital, how much are the inns there?”
He could answer that, or better yet… “You could be housed and fed for free if you join the army for the next three years. They could train you with summoning, too.”
Rygen took on a distant look as she glanced at the corner of the room. “Perhaps I should’ve gone three years ago, but pride stopped me. Now it’s too late. Jin is strong enough for them to use the two of us.” She gave Leo a cold look as if about to lecture him for his mistake. “You should be aware that they might use you and Andar soon.”
“I know. We could be put in a dangerous situation that will change the course of our lives. We’ve already decided that we are ready for that. But if you aren’t, I understand.” It pained Leo to say it.
“I will never choose to do anything they want me to do. Those are the people that are responsible for my mother dying.”
Leo had figured she wasn’t over it. “You’re right” was all he could say.
“Do you really have much more to learn?” she asked with a bite to her tone.
“We do.” He didn’t know why he was still keeping something from her. She should know the truth. “And Rygen, we want to be sent somewhere, hopefully to ‘stop’ the rebels.”
“So you can see your father?”
“Yes, and help him.”
“So you’re not going to be with them another three years?”
“Not if they find the rebels first, which could be soon. It’s another reason I can’t take six months off.”
She appeared concerned as she leaned closer. “And you’ll join the rebels then?”
“Probably, but we can’t predict anything yet. We have to be as strong and prepared as we can.” Leo paused. He couldn’t get the rest out for some reason. He might not be coming back. She had to come with him if she wanted to make sure they would see each other again.
She figured it out on her own. “So there’s really no telling when you might be coming back?” Before Leo could respond, she put up her hands and made a silly face. “Wait, that doesn’t matter,” she said with a forced laugh. She looked at Leo. “You’re doing the right thing. I plan to do the same as soon as I’m able.”
He took a moment to try to figure out her meaning. “You will seek out the rebels?”
She looked down and shook her head. “That’s not in my interest at this time.” Rygen didn’t elaborate.
Leo looked out the window. This conversation was far from over, but too much time had passed. “I’d really better get to an inn.”
“Are you certain?”
It was excruciating to leave, but it must be done. He started collecting his bags.
“I wish I could stay longer, but I have to find an inn and it’s already night. I don’t want to be seen by a guard after curfew.”
“The army is really that strict with you?”
He nodded. “I wish I was exaggerating.”
“Then I suppose this is goodbye,” she said.
Rygen squeezed him tightly, going to her toes. Her warm embrace brought on a crash of emotions. His blood flowed hot as he felt her so close to his lips.
He wondered if perhaps this feeling was actually reciprocated, for she pressed herself into him and held tight. He accidentally sniffed her hair as he took a breath. It reminded him of childhood, of innocent fun, of the world before everything changed.
Leo lost himself in memories for a few blissful moments. He had grown up with Rygen. They had learned to read together, to earn coin together, to live life together. There was no memory of fun without her being part of it.
There was no stopping his mouth as it moved toward hers. With one last miraculous moment of control, he planted a kiss on her cheek instead. She froze as his lips pressed against her flushed skin.
He leaned away for one last look at her before leaving. There was so much pain in her glistening eyes that his heart ached for him to stay just a little longer.
Suddenly, he was leaning toward her and she was tilting up her face to his.
It shocked him at first as they kissed, but soon that was replaced by passion. Their lips explored each other’s as they held on tight, neither willing to let go. Soon they found a rhythm as the pleasure of being this close with her made his heart want to burst.
Leo felt as though his whole body was aflame as they parted. He leaned down and held his head against hers as she nestled against him for a while. He listened to her quick breaths as he tried to gather the strength to leave.
When he realized it was only getting more difficult the longer he embraced her, he decided it was time.
“I have to leave,” he whispered.
“I’ll find you,” she whispered back.
It warmed his heart. “Not if I find you again.”
He parted and picked up his bags. She opened the door for him. He walked into the cold and looked back, attempting to memorize everything about her that he could.
They watched either other with silent smiles. Leo had a clear image of her that he hoped would stay with him for years.
“Goodbye, Rygen.”
“Goodbye, Leo.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Rygen awoke the next morning feeling as though last night had been a dream. Did Leo really travel all the way from the capital for her? She had wanted to visit him for years, but the trip to the capital was too expensive for her.
She’d already gone through much of money he and Andar had left her. She’d needed new clothing to fit her changing body. She still had some saved, but not nearly enough to pay anyone to take her that far north. Even if she had her own horse, she couldn’t afford the food she’d need while she traveled and did not earn coin. Besides, she didn’t know how to ride a horse.
The day had just began, and she already missed Leo. It had gotten easier to get out of bed each day after he and Andar had left, but she never stopped thinking back to the times when they were all together, just as she never stopped thinking back to how wonderful it was to have her mother.
Rygen prepared herself to leave a little earlier than usual so she would have time to look at Leo’s gift again. She opened a rift to greet Jin every morning, as well as hone her control over Esitry, and today was no exception. But she didn’t take an extra moment to play with her creature, sending him back and turning her attention to her kitchen table.
She’d turned fourteen yesterday and was now a woman, though she didn’t know how that was supposed to make her feel. Leo looked more like a man than she felt that she looked like a woman. Rygen couldn’t get over how big he’d gotten, and strong as well. She could still feel his broad shoulders when she envisioned wrapping her arms around them.
She didn’t know what to make of the changes to her own body. They seemed to be happening fast. She didn’t seem as if she would be any taller though, to her disappointment.
She picked up a jar of ink to look closely. It was so black, like the darkest shadow. She was excited to use it with one of her new quills, but what would she write? She had no time to start today, but at least she could think about her story while she worked. Usually her thoughts went to a sad place, but not today. She wanted to write down at least one sentence about something. There were so many parchments that she wasn’t worried about wasting them. All of this must’ve cost more than a gold coin. Hopefully it wasn’t too much of a burden for Leo to part with it.
The scrolls felt heavy and lopsided as if something was inside. She took off the papers covering the side openings and turned the scrolls. A small purse and a rolled note fell onto her table.
She knew it had to be money. She’d told him not to give her anything, but she was relieved to see some anyway. Rygen certainly could use it. She figured it would be a few silvers, for Leo had already spent so much on her gifts.
She opened the note first.
“I thought you would refuse the second part of my gift. If you are offended, then waste it on something like jewelry or a few nights at the Red Crown.”
She chuckled at the reference to his aunt. He must’ve written this note after seeing her.
“But I think you should use what you need and save the rest for your own house. Then you won’t have to work for Rhenol any longer. But if it was really up to me, I would tell you to use it to come see me in the capital.
Take care, woman.”
Rygen laughed again. She wiped a tear, then opened the pouch. She gasped as she counted the coins, all of them gold.
Twenty gold coins. She cursed loudly. Leo this is too much!
The gift had knocked her down into her only chair. This was more than she’d earn in a lifetime working on Rhenol’s farm. But more importantly, this gave her options. She wouldn’t be forced to work on any farm if she had her own place to live. It wasn’t enough for a house, but perhaps it could buy her time to make better coin elsewhere. She could spend a few days looking for better work. Or should she use it to visit Leo before he left for what could be forever?
She was getting ahead of herself. She ran out to make it to the farm on time, where should would be paid to think about her future as she worked.
She wanted to grab Leo and kiss him again. How could he be this thoughtful toward her after all this time? He couldn’t possibly be so wealthy that twenty gold coins meant nothing to him. He really should’ve saved it for when he turned rebel.
But she was glad he hadn’t.
As she worked that day, though, she couldn’t stop wondering things about him. Didn’t he find other friends in the capital, perhaps those he trained with? He was so handsome now, Rygen was certain other girls had shown him some attention. Other women, she corrected herself. She was a woman now and would have to get used to it.
She couldn’t believe how much trouble he’d gone through to get here, just to see her for a few moments! Would she ever do that for someone?
Yes, for him. If she had the means, she would be with him again. There was no one else who made her feel the same way Leo did. Even after being apart for years, she had never stopped wondering about him. Now there was nothing she wanted more than to see him again.
Except for one important thing that would keep her here a little while longer.


◆◆◆
 
Rygen stopped her work after half the day had passed. Rhenol would only pay her half her usual wage of ten copper coins no matter what time she finished early, so she found it best to stop after lunch rather than an hour or two before the sun began to set.
Rhenol always glared at her like she was taking advantage of him when she ate his “free” provided meal and then left afterward, but she had gotten used to it. He was probably curious how she had the coin to support herself. Rhenol knew she was the only one in her family left, so he might assume dirty things about her—a thought that came to her after he’d posed a few choice questions—but she’d ignored him.
Rygen spent the first few hours visiting different guilds in hope that they had a position for her and that the pay would be better than farm work. But most guilds were looking for younger children they could exploit by using the promise of a better position when they were older.
As evening approached, Rygen made her way north to the largest tavern in Jatn. She had been there so many times now that all the “knights of the napkins,” as the servers had come to be known, knew her by name. The establishment was called the Gorging Fish, and every night Rygen went, the massive place was bustling.
There was one woman who frequented there often. She, too, was known, and not just among the knights of the napkins who made her drinks. Most of northern Jatn had come to learn her name. She was self-proclaimed as the most powerful summoner in the world.
Rygen took an empty stool in one corner. She had never ordered a drink, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t partaken in many of the free ones offered to her by older men.
She wore none of the rags that she donned growing up, happily replacing all her old clothing that was too small for her now. She did not appear like a rich woman, for she usually wore a long tunic or work dress. If it was too cold for such clothing, then she usually went straight home before evening.
She enjoyed the free drinks and conversation, at first. It did not matter if the man was old or ugly; it always made her feel comfortable to be treated nicely. She had thought them to be fatherly, to want to welcome her.
Never. They wanted something else and often became angry when she was disgusted by their advances. Rygen’s mother had not given Rygen a single lesson about this. She had died too long ago, before Rygen’s body had changed. But Rygen had spoken with Miqu about this sort of thing many times over the last two years. Now Rygen knew to refuse the drinks or shoo the man away immediately, even if he promised he just wanted to talk. Only if they were her age should she speak with them, and only if Rygen was interested in knowing them.
But she had yet to meet anyone like that. Most of the people here were well over three years older than she was, and this was the only tavern she visited.
Rygen had spoken to Miqu many times about summoning as well, but Rygen hadn’t needed to ask anything for quite some time. She already knew as much as Leo’s aunt. The energetic woman had her identification papers and was now writing at the Bookbinding Guild—a job Rygen hoped for herself one day.
Over the years, Rygen had half expected Miqu to come by with coin or at least parchments for Rygen to write on, which Rygen would have politely refused at first. She would happily take either after her first refusal, of course, but it seemed that Miqu had no coin to spare because she had chosen to stay full time at the Red Crown.
Miqu had not turned out to be like another mother to Rygen, which she had secretly hoped soon after meeting the caring aunt of the Litxers. She had shown many times that she did want Rygen to be safe and happy, but it seemed impossible for Miqu to accept a life of poverty in order to save coin for herself or to give some to Rygen. She could not live how her brother had learned to live. Or had been forced to live, Rygen had realized at some point.
The famous summoner arrived. She was as big as most men, with short raven hair. She always appeared in her army uniform, sheathed sword and all. She usually wasn’t boisterous until she’d made a few ales disappear. She grabbed her first drink in exchange for a few coppers and took a spot in the midst of the noisy chaos.
Rygen spent the next two hours watching as the summoner’s smile widened and her words were spoken louder. Gaps between people in the tavern started appearing as night approached. Rygen could hear the summoner clearly by then. She was talking to three men, her focus on the more handsome one. All three were twice Rygen’s age, the kind of wealthy people who usually snickered at seeing such a young woman here. But today they were all wrapped up in the summoner’s words.
“You don’t believe me?” the woman said with a shrill call-to-action tone.
“I didn’t say that,” said the handsome man with a bit of a chuckle.
“I will prove it to you and everyone else. There is no summoner stronger than me. None. Watch.”
The woman pushed everyone away and spread her arms. She opened a blue rift of Esitry that was as tall as she was. About half the patrons in the tavern stopped their conversations to stare with worry. The workers and patrons who had seen this before just rolled their eyes.
“Look!” said the woman drunkenly as she pointed at the rift. “You can see its massive leg! You see? You see?”
The men backed away from the rift as they noticed something, probably the treelike leg of the creature that Rygen had seen before. Her view from the other side offered nothing but a dark tint of rocks along the ground.
“All right, you can close it,” said one of the worried men.
The summoner let it collapse and heaved a gasp. “That’s…that’s why.” She had a few more breaths, then whistled and laughed as if being out of breath was comical for some reason. “That’s why I’m the best. I’m going to bring that creature through one day. It will be the largest ever seen in our realm.”
Rygen angrily listened to her boast for a while longer until the woman finally left with the least handsome of the three men. Rygen didn’t bother following her this night. She would wait until another.
Rygen didn’t know how many nights she had followed the summoner now, though it had been over a year since she’d started. The days that had passed since then all blended together in her memory. Rygen had spent most of them on the farm, taking some time here and there to look for better work, only to find none. She had followed the summoner every chance she could, but usually the woman just stumbled home alone to her lavish house.
It was a couple weeks later, after listening to the woman spout about how close she really was now to bringing forth the creature, that Rygen felt as though she had to act soon. There was finally sincerity in the woman’s voice. She must’ve had a breakthrough of some kind.
Rygen stayed far behind, knowing what route the woman would take. But eventually the summoner was stopped by a man in uniform. Rygen was too far back to hear what they said. She climbed onto the roof of the shop she’d hidden behind and hurried across many more roofs. All the buildings on this street were close enough to share a wall at times. Rygen scampered along until she figured she was close, slowing so she wouldn’t be heard. She listened.
“Just get on with it,” the summoner was saying.
Rygen peered over the edge of the roof for a look. She recognized the new commander of the army, for she had seen him around Jatn many times. She placed him somewhere in his forties. His brown hair was trimmed short at his flanks, longer on top. He seemed to always put care into the way it folded over. He was a handsome man and appeared to know so, as he often wore an arrogant look. He wasn’t particularly strong or tall, and Rygen had heard nothing of his skill with sword or magic. She’d also heard nothing of a gentle heart, like the old commander had. Jarrel Marks was never seen in the poor districts and usually had an entourage of guards around him. Tonight was no different. Rygen spotted two of them waiting at the end of the street.
She quickly hid herself again. Spying could be perceived as a threat, and there was no one in Jatn with any power to get her out of prison if the army decided to put her there. She’d heard stories of what happened to some of the women who’d been put away. She could not let that happen to her.
“I don’t want you rambling about what you can and cannot do,” Jarrel scolded.
Finally, he would reprimand this idiot summoner. It had taken him long enough.
“I’ve never said anything about what I cannot do,” the woman said with a laugh.
“Just stop. You’re causing problems.”
“And if I don’t follow this order,” she challenged, “what will you do?”
“Celia—”
“I’m too important to your mission of killing rebels for you to dismiss me,” she interrupted with a drunken slur of words. “I’m the only summoner stronger than Erisena. What she summons next time that might stop the cavaliers will be destroyed by my creature. In fact, my incenfiend could’ve killed her beast with little help from the horsemen.”
“Except you stupidly summoned it early and killed more innocents than rebels!” Jarrel snapped.
“Don’t pretend you care about innocents.”
“I do when it could be Erisena rather than one of them. Have you forgotten about the reward for her? Three hundred gold coins.”
“Split among the team. I’ll gladly take them for myself when my creature kills her.”
“Just be quiet about your summoning progress. We’re receiving complaints.”
“So?”
“This is an order, Celia!” He sounded enraged enough to strike her, but as much as Rygen wanted to see, she kept her head down.
“I have other creatures I can bring into our realm right now, commander. Would you like to see one of them?”
Rygen heard the sound of a struggle. She couldn’t help but take a peek. She saw Jarrel grabbing Celia’s collar and trying to keep hold, but the summoner wrestled his hands off her.
“You’re lucky you’re a woman!” he said, “or you would be on the ground right now.”
“Try it.”
There was a brief silence.
“You are not as important as you think,” Jarrel said. “Don’t forget that your powerful incenfiend was found dead in one of the homes of the poor, killed with what my men found to be nothing but a dagger.”
“Luck!” Celia spat. “I will find out who killed it and make sure they die for it. I will kill anyone who tries to hurt my next creature, no matter what colors they wear. It will be worshipped like a god, and so will I.”
“Keep your voice down!” he hissed.
“I will not stop anything I’m doing! Do what you want to me, but know that I will retaliate if you dare.”
He grumbled a curse as he walked off. Celia stayed put and laughed to herself.
Even after the commander was long gone, Celia stayed and danced around. She laughed and hummed a happy tune. Rygen couldn’t believe even the commander was scared of this woman. There really was nothing that would stop her from summoning another creature. Her incenfiend had killed Rygen’s mother, along with other innocent people. Her next creature was supposedly much larger. It might flatten entire homes.
Anger roiled in Rygen’s stomach. Something had to be done about this cackling witch. Rygen followed close behind Celia, unsure of her plan. Fear was starting to get the better of her. A voice yelled for her to turn back before it was too late, but there was a stronger voice deep down that told her this needed to be done. She had to be brave. She began to feel sick as she realized what she must do. She almost stopped to vomit, panic trying to take hold. She swallowed hard as she began to sweat. Still, Rygen kept going.
Soon the summoner had arrived at her home. Celia took out her key and unlocked the door. Rygen could not let her get away again. This had to happen now!
She rushed into the home behind Celia as the summoner was entering. The drunken woman didn’t even hear her as Rygen hid behind a table near the wall while Celia closed the door. She continued to giggle to herself, sometimes even talking and pointing at a pretend commander. She reiterated some of her choice lines and laughed harder as she stumbled away. Rygen heard her take hold of something metal, probably a lantern.
Rygen took out the knife she kept on a holster fastened around her leg and stood near Celia. The summoner gasped when she got the lantern lit.
After a few curses, Celia made a face of anger. “Who are you?”
“My name is Rygen Nexi. I’m the daughter of Verona Nexi.”
“Who in hells is that?”
“One of the innocent women you killed with your incenfiend.”
Celia stepped forward and grabbed Rygen by her shirt. “Was it you who killed my creature?”
Rygen stabbed the knife into the idiot woman’s side, but her reflexes saved her from a serious cut as she jumped back.
“I will kill you!” Celia extended her hands as if to make a rift.
Rygen could feel the Esitry trying to come through from the other realm. It would tear an opening between the two worlds, but Rygen grabbed hold of it with her mind and pushed it back the other way.
At first the summoner gasped and stared at Rygen in shock, but anger soon resumed control of her features. Celia strained through expression and voice, pulling on the Esitry too hard for Rygen to stop it.
A rift had almost formed when Rygen gave up and lunged at Celia with another knife strike. She had no grace, no coordination, but surprise was on her side. Anger took hold as Rygen attacked. This is for my mother! She felt the blade sink into flesh as she fell onto Celia. The two of them rolled and grappled on the floor. Rygen lost hold of the knife.
Celia threw her off. Rygen saw the knife in Celia’s shoulder and dove for it. She grabbed Celia’s hand, which was already reaching up and starting to take hold of the small hilt. Having two hands against one, Rygen quickly overpowered the taller woman and pulled out the knife. She was kicked back as she tried to attack again.
Rygen could feel her creature sensing her distress. Jin wanted to come through to help her, but she wanted to do this on her own.
She got up as Celia began to open another rift. This one was enormous, but Celia seemed to be having trouble connecting the sides to form a sphere. Rygen tried to disrupt the Esitry, but Celia had too strong a hold. Giving up, Rygen ran at the woman with no plan as to where to put the knife. She swung wildly, missing as Celia stepped to the side. To Rygen’s horror, Celia tripped her. The knife came loose as Rygen fell.
Celia grabbed it and came for Rygen. She scampered backward on the ground as she opened her own rift. Jin jumped through and snapped at Celia. The woman stumbled back and uttered a sound of shock as the creature put itself between the two of them.
Celia laughed. “That big rift just for a kloxy? That will be your final mistake. Your first was coming into my home.” She had her hands aimed at Rygen’s rift, holding it open. “You have a talent for opening rifts. I’ll have to use this one to bring my beast through.”
Rygen tried to force it shut, but it was too late. A massive claw stepped into their realm. The leg of this beast was taller than Celia herself. Its knee bent as it tried to squeeze through. Celia pried open the rift more.
“I didn’t want to risk closing a rift on my Helefar before, but it’s time now. You should feel honored. You will be the first one it eats.”
Rygen tried desperately to close the rift, but trying to move the Esitry was like trying to move a mountain. Her only hope was Jin.
Attack! As Celia focused to stretch open the rift, Jin ran at Celia’s knees, Rygen right behind. Celia was ready as she stabbed downward at Jin’s face, but Rygen was right there with her creature. She dove into Celia’s arm. Sharp pain shot deep into her shoulder. Rygen didn’t know what happened as she hit the floor and tried to get to her feet. Celia screamed as Jin sank his teeth into her leg.
Despite reeling in pain, the summoner swung both fists hard into Jin’s skull. Rygen’s creature did not stop thrashing, until the second blow. He fell. Soon he was back on his feet, but he swayed as he tried to regain his balance.
Celia spun to go for the knife on the floor, but Rygen was there first. She lifted it to bring it down into Celia’s chest, but the woman grabbed Rygen’s arms. Gods, she was too strong. She threw Rygen’s arms hard to the side, sending the knife flying across the room.
Everything shook as another massive leg came out of the rift and struck the floor. Celia still had hold of Rygen’s arms. She rolled on top of Rygen. In a flash, her hands switched to clasp around Rygen’s neck.
“Too bad I have to kill you before my Helefar gets through. I wanted to see him devour you.”
Rygen tried to pry the woman’s hands off her neck, but this was not a battle she could win. She drove her knees into Celia’s stomach again and again. Her throat was on fire. Her body screamed for air. She knew she was hurting Celia with her knees, but everything had begun to turn white.
Suddenly, the weight on her throat was gone. She sat up and gasped for breath. Celia screamed as she tried to wrestle Jin off her, but Rygen’s creature seemed to have a good hold of her neck with its jaws. Rygen saw the Helefar ducking to align its fearsome face with the enormous rift. It would surely pass through in a moment. It had a square head with two lines of teeth. Its red eyes were a thing of nightmares. But Rygen finally felt power over Celia’s Esitry now that Celia was under attack. Rygen brought down her hands and closed the rift. She could hear the deep roar of the powerful beast, though it cut short as soon as the rift closed. Two of its legs remained in this realm. They slowly toppled over and crashed to the floor as Jin ravaged the last remnants of life from Celia.
Rygen sent her beast back and ran out of there as all the blood from the Helefar’s legs and Celia’s neck started pooling together.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Rygen could not work for the next two days. Her shoulder bled for most of the first day, and she could barely use her arm the second. She didn’t want to arouse suspicion, but she did go to the Gorging Fish each day to see if there was any talk of Celia’s death.
It turned out to be the only thing people discussed, everyone speaking with grins. Some even toasted to her demise. An older man sat beside Rygen in her corner later in the night. Normally she’d send him off immediately, but he said something before even introducing himself that piqued her interest.
“It’s not true about Celia.” The man leaned close like he was telling a secret. He smelled strongly of ale. “It couldn’t have been her beast that killed her. If she couldn’t bring the beast through the rift in the Tisary, there’s no way she could drunkenly open a rift in her own home for the massive thing. The army’s probably covering something up, as usual.”
This man did not know as much about summoning as he thought. Often summoners were capable of opening a rift for their creatures, but they had to wait until they were strong enough to enlarge the rift so the creature would not be cut in half. Rygen often thought back to her battle with Celia, rejoicing not only in her victory but in how she’d dismembered the giant beast that had wanted to come through. She had seen enough of the Helefar before the rift closed to tell it was like an incenfiend. It wanted nothing more than to destroy.
The only time Rygen felt sour about killing Celia, ironically, was when she thought of her mother looking down at her. Mother would not have wanted Rygen to risk her own safety, and she certainly wouldn’t want Rygen avenging her death. She was too gentle. Rygen used to be like her, but she wasn’t that girl anymore.
Rygen wanted to know what else this man had in his head. Perhaps there were other rumors she had not overheard yet.
“Has the army covered up anything else?” she asked.
Rygen would take nothing this man said as fact, but she knew Andar would want her to ask this very question. She did it for him, and for the dead commander who had cared about all of them. Rumors were better than nothing.
The stranger scooted over close enough to put Rygen in extreme discomfort. “The commander was murdered by the man who’s commander now.” He slurred his words a bit, but they were spoken in a calm and secretive nature that made it seem like he knew just what he was saying.
“How do you know?” she asked.
“Everyone in the army knows it, but they can’t do anything.”
“And you’re in the army?” Rygen would be surprised, for most army men wore a uniform at all times.
He scoffed. “Gods, no. I work in one of their bathhouses, though.” He smiled and used a friendly tone as he asked, “How old are you?”
“Thirteen,” she lied. Her age was one of the many things she might tell a man to get him to leave her alone, though now she would have to reduce it by a year.
He grimaced. “You look a lot older.” He glanced down at her chest.
She had just a small opening at the top of her tunic, giving no view of anything, but he peered with squinted eyes as if he might be able to find something given the right angle.
Rygen leaned back and folded her arms. “I’m thirteen,” she insisted. “You should sit somewhere else.”
He surprised her by grabbing her arm and pulling her hard. He started to stuff his other hand in her pocket. “You play games! You must be fifteen at least. Let me see your papers.”
She didn’t have the twenty gold coins from Leo with her, thankfully, but she still shouted. “Let go of me!”
Anger assumed control as she stood and shoved him. He rolled backward along the short bench, then fell between it and the wall. Silence fell upon the tavern as everyone watched him struggle to get up. His limbs flailed as he searched for something to grab hold of. He pulled himself up, his shirt twisted and stuck, exposing his large belly. Many people laughed.
He looked as if he wanted to strike Rygen as he started toward her, but a couple other men stood in front of him. He looked into their eyes, saw something that took away his anger, then stormed out.
They checked to see if Rygen was hurt, but she was fine and told them so. They invited her to drink with them, but she’d had enough of the tavern for now. She gave her thanks and left.
She thought of Marcus Dowl as she hurried home. The way this other man had grabbed her seemed to be out of anger. Although he’d made her uncomfortable, she didn’t feel the same terror as when she’d seen the way Marcus had stared at her when she was just ten. In fact, she’d never seen that look in any man’s eyes since then, and then again when he’d arrived at the other farm. She shuddered as she wondered yet again about what horrible act had finally resulted in his ban from the army.


◆◆◆
 
It was weeks later when she noticed a familiar face on Rhenol’s farm. He had grown a beard, but it was his callous gaze sweeping around the farm that told Rygen who he was. She would never forget Marcus Dowl’s eyes, no matter how much the rest of his face might change. She watched him speak with Rhenol, too far away for Rygen to overhear, and soon he began his work.
Rygen wondered whether he would recognize her. She went to Rhenol first.
“Sorry to bother you, sir, but I know that man you hired. Can you tell me why he left his work at the other farm?”
She made her question easy to answer, for it was usually the only way Rhenol would give her the information requested.
“He didn’t get on with the other workers there.” The overseer folded his arms and glared until she turned around.
Rygen supposed it might be true, but the more likely reason was because he had done something bad.
Over the next few days, her work brought her close enough to Marcus for him to glance her way many times. He never looked for long though, as he had when she was ten and caught him staring every time she checked. Strangely, he hardly seemed interested in her at all.
More time passed as Rygen watched him. She always chose to work close enough to spy when she could. He never gave her much attention, but he did spend an inordinate amount of time gaping at the reeve.
Rygen didn’t know Chay’s exact age, but she looked to be around the same age Rygen was when Marcus had stormed into her shared home and grabbed her.
Rygen stopped going to the tavern eventually, for talk of Celia’s death had come to an end. She used to lose herself to anger every time she remembered that Celia was alive. And when Rygen had reminded herself that Celia was bent on bringing an even bigger and more destructive creature into their world, she knew she had to do something. Relief was all she felt now that Celia and her creature were dead. Rygen had feared she might be caught the day after she’d killed the summoner, but that fear had passed when no one came to her door with chains.
Rygen spent each full work day at the farm, watching Marcus. There was no one else here besides Rygen who would do anything to stop Marcus if he decided to act. Fear had washed over her when she’d first realized this. He was even bigger and stronger than Celia, and Rygen had almost been killed during that encounter. She’d been too confident when attacking the drunken woman, waiting to summon her creature because she wanted to finish the job herself.
But even after Jin came to help, Celia had almost fended them both off long enough for her creature to come through Rygen’s rift.
She wanted to leave this place. Jatn used to be her home, but now it was just the city where she was trapped. Finding other work seemed impossible, and Miqu couldn’t do much to help her. Why stay here?
But if Rygen left for the capital, she might become Leo’s problem, and that didn’t sit well with her. It might be just as difficult for her to find work there, and there were no guilds that would provide housing for her. She couldn’t live on the training ground unless she agreed to join the army, which was a change in her life she wasn’t yet ready for.
She had felt from Leo’s arms and gaze that he was capable of anything he set his mind to. She missed him so much that her heart ached. He had made Jatn feel like home again, even if just for a night.
She wouldn’t plan her escape from Jatn just yet, though. Too many people had chosen to be blind to Marcus. Rygen would keep her eyes wide open.
Many days went by. Rygen knew something wasn’t right about the way Marcus made conversation with the reeve, and especially how he looked at her when she wasn’t looking back. It was even more strange that Marcus was one of the few men who showed less interest in Rygen now that she was older. She had a feeling that she knew what he wanted, but she couldn’t bring herself to ever clearly think the thought. It was too disturbing.
It took another week before Rygen noticed him stopping his work suddenly to head toward a nearby barn. She followed him but stayed outside, watching through one of the open windows.
“Hello, Chay,” he said as he walked close to her. Rygen saw that Marcus had already shut the door behind him.
The girl was seated on some hay, but she stood immediately. She didn’t respond to his greeting.
“It’s hot today,” Marcus said. “Can I sit with you?” His voice was too friendly, like sweetbread coated with sugar.
“Um. All right.”
She sounded so young to Rygen, so confused and scared. On the other hand, Marcus sounded like a grown man, like someone who knew exactly what he was doing.
“You’re very pretty,” he told the girl.
“Thank you,” she murmured politely as she looked toward the door.
Rygen was mostly behind them as she watched. She feared Rhenol would see her and yell for her to get back to work. She took a quick glance but didn’t see him across the open field.
“Actually, I should get back to work,” Chay said and stood. It was her task to ensure everyone else was working, though she was quite relaxed about it usually. This was the only time Rygen had seen her nervous.
Marcus put himself in front of her. “I won’t say anything if you don’t.” There was a threat to his tone. “We’ll play a fun game.”
Chay didn’t respond, looking down.
“You’ll like it. I promise. Just don’t say anything to anyone else and do as I say.” He stepped close and put his hands on her shoulders. She looked away, panic in her eyes. Rygen had seen enough. She quickly made her way around to the door of the barn. Fear stopped her as she reached for its handle. She had no weapon this time. She had no idea how this would play out.
She looked over her shoulder at the open field. A few workers minded their own business. She could run to one of them for help, but there didn’t seem to be a lot of time.
No, if one of them came, then Rygen could not finish this herself. Marcus would get away again somehow. He always did.
She would do this for Chay and other girls, not for herself. Rygen pulled open the door, stepped in, and closed it after her.
Chay’s dress had been pulled past her shoulders, but thankfully it still covered her. She cried out in fear as she ran to Rygen.
“We were just talking,” Marcus claimed.
“No. I know what you really are, Marcus.”
He pretended to be confused. “You’re a young woman who knows nothing.” He casually walked toward her as if he might pass by and leave.
“You don’t remember me, do you? With what you did to me, and what I saw here, I have enough proof for the guards to put you in a cell for a long time.” It was mostly a bluff, though there was a chance he would still be in serious trouble if Rygen went through with it.
She turned around to open the door just for the reeve, but she heard Marcus running toward her. He was faster than he looked, pushing the door shut and leaning against it as Chay screamed and cowered behind Rygen.
“You should think hard about whether you want to get the guards involved,” Marcus told her with a cold stare. But in his voice was fear.
Rygen knew she should summon her creature now, but she just couldn’t bring herself to attack Marcus yet. She needed to see just what he was capable of. For reasons she didn’t understand, a great hesitance stopped her from wanting to end another life.
“When the army banned you,” she said, “I bet they warned you that you would be punished if you were caught again.”
“We were just…talking!” He spoke through gritted teeth.
“I’ll let the guards decide that. Move away from the door.”
He stared at Rygen. “All right, all right. Just give me a moment.” He calmly leaned down and lifted up a leg of his trousers. He pulled a knife out from a holder affixed around his leg and quickly grabbed Chay by her hair. She shouted out as he pulled her to him and wrapped his arm around her. It looked massive around her small body. Rygen herself wasn’t much taller than the reeve. She stepped back out of reflex.
“You’re going to stand back and say nothing, or she dies. Then I’ll kill you. Now Chay, you’re going to take off your dress.”
“Please, no.”
“Do it.”
Marcus must’ve had practice scaring little girls because he seemed confident in the way he ignored Rygen as if she was powerless to do anything. She had fully opened a rift before he even glanced her way again.
“What in KRenn’s mind?” he uttered in shock.
Jin jumped out of the rift. Rygen closed it. Her creature snarled at Marcus. The man pushed Chay away from him and leaned down, pointing his small knife at Jin’s head.
“Send him back,” Marcus demanded. “Or I will kill you both when I am done with him.”
Rygen feared for the safety of her creature. She could communicate some focused thoughts to him, but there was no stopping him from attacking at this point. Jin knew Marcus to be a danger.
Rygen grabbed two handfuls of hay from the ground and threw the clump into Marcus’ face. He reeled back as he swatted in front of him.
Now, Jin!
Her creature jumped high and came down on top of Marcus. He tried to stab Jin, but Rygen was there, grabbing his right arm with both of hers. He gave up trying to overpower her, screaming as he tried to fend off Jin’s jaws with his arms. The knife dropped to the ground. Rygen picked it up.
Marcus managed to smack Jin away, though lines of blood ran down both of his arms.
“Stop,” Rygen ordered both her creature and Marcus. Jin stayed close, growling at Marcus as he sat slumped against the door. He started to motion as if he would get up, but Rygen stepped toward him.
“Don’t move.” She pointed the knife at him.
He glanced at it, then at Jin.
“Let me go,” he begged. “I promise you won’t ever see me again.”
“I don’t care about seeing you or not. I care about what you might do to another girl.”
She told Jin to attack.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Leo felt like the trip back to the capital was much longer than the journey to Jatn. The number of days that passed was the same, but this time he was riding away from Rygen instead of toward her. Part of him had hoped he could convince her to come with him. But it was a child’s dream, wishful yet problematic. Rygen didn’t know how to ride a horse. Leo would have to take her on a wagon, like the one he’d ridden on when he was ten, but he had no practice driving a horse from a wagon seat. He would no doubt return to the capital even later, and he was already arriving a day late.
He came to the training grounds and saw all his friends outside the lavish building rushing about as if to leave. He found Andar on his horse.
“What’s happening?”
“And hello to you as well, brother. How nice it is to see you again,” Andar quipped. “How long were you gone, twenty something days? Hmm, well that’s certainly not the longest we’ve been separated before. It wasn’t strange at all for me to train without you. And—”
“Andar, what’s happening!”
“Oh right, we’re just traveling to Analyte land to stop the impending end of the world. Nothing important, really.”
“Andar!” Leo wanted to grab his brother by his neck. “The truth, please!”
“That is the truth,” he said, his tone now serious. “We’re off to Analyte land to put an end to Jaktius Perl. Come on.”
Leo was too confused to think of the right question when there were so many going through his head. His brother’s horse had already begun following the others.
“Come on!” Andar urged.
Leo wasn’t ready to travel again. He had just gotten back after a long trip and needed a rest. It was even father to Analyte land than it was to Jatn.
He looked around for Farns and found him already riding over with a mean look.
“Leo Litxer, you’re late!” Farns sounded furious. “I told you to be here yesterday! We were about to leave without you.”
Leo prepared himself to be expelled. It would break his heart, for he would receive none of the food, supplies, or generous payments anymore. But he would still find his way to Analyte land.
“I’m sorry, sir. I only stayed one night in Jatn, then I hurried back as fast I could without risking injury to my horse.”
He was glad he had a reputation of telling the truth, for his instructor looked to believe him.
“You’re lucky we need you. The king has ordered half of all mages to Jaktius Perl. All Ascendants in training are to go. The rest of the mages are to stay to defend the land from rebels and barbarians.”
“Why now all of a sudden?” Leo asked, still trying to figure out how he could squeeze in a bath before leaving.
“You’ll be informed on the way. We’re heading out now.”
“Sir!” Leo called as Farns started to turn his horse. “I need a bath. I promise I will catch up.”
He stared at Leo for a moment. “Make it quick.”
Andar gaped as Farns rode off. “Did my little brother just disobey an order?”
“You’re rubbing off on me ‘big’ brother,” Leo said sarcastically. He knew it bothered Andar that Leo would probably be taller than him in a couple years, as they were nearly the same height now.
Andar forced a laugh. “So did you also take a lesson from my wooing demonstrations when you visited Rygen?”
“No, I want her to like me more as she gets to know me.”
This time Andar laughed genuinely.
Andar had spent his early free days with a young woman before she had lost interest in him. He had gotten along well with the next girl he met, but it was a very different relationship than the one Leo had with Rygen. There was no denying how beautiful the girl was who was interested in Andar, but the two of them had broken up after another few months. Leo didn’t keep much track of the girls Andar courted afterward, for there had been many, but none of the relationships lasted long, to Andar’s embarrassment.
It was known among the young men and women in the capital that mages in training were likely to be sent away at any moment. None of their relationships tended to last. Besides, men in the army had other rumors attached to them, nasty ones that deterred women who wanted a husband.
Leo had met many women while out with his brother during their free day each week, but most were older and shared no connection with him. Leo had tried to pursue a few over the years, but he never had any luck. Some had seemed interested until they’d found out he wasn’t even fourteen yet.
Most of the time he felt too guilty about abandoning Rygen to enjoy another woman’s company much. The things he liked about their appearances or manners of speaking just made Leo imagine how Rygen looked or spoke these days. He had wondered for years what would happen if went down to Jatn again. Would they still be friends? Would she be as beautiful as he envisioned? Now he felt silly for doubting himself, and her.
Leo had made a few friends, but all were trainees like him. It came as a surprise when some of the older trainees announced engagements for marriage. It had been easy to forget just how much older most of them were until moments like that. Leo was better with Artistry than all of them, except his brother.
Leo bathed in the fancy bathing quarters in the training grounds that he had grown accustomed to. By the time he was done, the rest of the mages in training had already left the capital with half the army stationed here. There was no one around to tell Leo to hurry up, to force him to arrive at a specific time. He decided he wanted a hot meal and paid for a fine one at a nice tavern he frequented with Andar often. It was evening by the time he finished. What was the point of going now just to catch up to them as they slept?
He stayed in his own bed in his quarters in the training ground, for his back needed a good rest. His horse could use a day as well. Farns would be furious to find out that Leo had disobeyed him further, but the instructor had already admitted that Leo was needed. Leo had to take advantage of this momentary freedom.
In the morning, he had a quick breakfast and rode off. He caught up to the traveling army by evening, feeling quite refreshed. Not recognizing anyone toward the back of the long line of troops, he rode around them looking for his brother. Many had donned armor already as if expecting an ambush. It worried Leo as he realized there was a possibility his father and the rebels could attack this brigade. What would Leo and his brother do during the fight? Leo would not kill a rebel, but could he kill his friends who would fight against the rebels?
He came up with no answer as he rode past them all. One person caught his eye. He was a man who seemed too old to fight, with a long white beard and a wrinkled face. But he seemed to be surrounded by four guardsmen, if Leo’s eyes were not playing tricks. They remained close, but not too close, to the old man on horseback as they kept watch with vigilant eyes. It was as if the important man didn’t want his guardsmen to make themselves known to anyone. One stared at Leo threateningly as he caught Leo watching.
Must be some powerful Ascendant or summoner, Leo figured.
Soon he was riding alongside his brother and friends. Before he could ask anything about their task, Andar was teasing him again.
“Skyfire and ash, how long were you in that bath? I thought you might’ve drowned.”
“Shut up. What do you know about this mission to stop Jaktius Perl?”
Andar started a few different sentences but stopped himself. “Wait, you weren’t even here for the news about the Orellos.”
“What news?”
“A while ago, the king sent his son to the Analytes to see the expanding rift for himself. Mavrim Orello had received many messages from the Analyte king calling for aid, but no action had been taken until now. Gavval Orello spoke with the Analyte king and was advised to venture close to Jaktius Perl. He must’ve been frightened by the sight of the growing rift because he sent a request back to his father for half of all mages to come.”
“And Mavrim agreed?”
“It’s hard to believe, I know,” Andar said.
It was known among all that the king did not send troops anywhere except to stop rebels.
“So the threat of the rift must be…” Leo stopped to search for the right word.
“I know,” Andar repeated. “I know.”
There were no other jokes that day.
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Mavrim Orello had seen a very young man staring at him a little too long. He announced to his men, “Move away from me. You are making this far too obvious.”
They shifted away and melded into the rest of the line of man walking alongside their horses. They did so without a “Yes, sire,” or any similar response. At least they weren’t stupid men. Mavrim wished he could trust them, but the only two people he could trust now were Karlinda Orello, the “wife” to Mavrim’s son, and Karlinda’s ten-year-old daughter, Fyra, Mavrim’s granddaughter. It was Fyra who Mavrim had sought help from more than three years ago, when his son had tried to orchestrate Mavrim’s demise through poisoning. Mavrim had stumbled into Fyra’s lesson room and collapsed, but first he had told his granddaughter that it was his son—her father—who was poisoning him.
It didn’t take long after for Mavrim to awake in better health. He had found out that his granddaughter had been separated from her mother for weeks, so Fyra took it upon herself to storm into the kitchen and demand not only to watch all meal preparations for the king but to bring the food and drink to him herself.
Mavrim assumed that his son had tried in vain to figure out some way to kill Mavrim even after Fyra had involved herself, but no further harm had come to him. It had been years now, but Mavrim still believed another threat was coming.
Soon after recovering, he had sent his son, Gavval, to Analyte land. It was the only way to stop himself from ordering the death of his only son. Mavrim had stopped loving the thirty-four-year-old man long ago. It was the chaos the hanging would cause that had stopped Mavrim. Besides, he had no proof of the poisoning. Mavrim had killed thousands of rebels for less cause than this, but he was a different man now. He had aged rapidly, no doubt from the poison, but he still had some years left to change the course of humankind.
He had hoped his son would see Jaktius Perl and realize that there were other concerns on which to better expend his efforts than destroying his own father. Mavrim had ordered Gavval not to return to the human kingdom until he and the Analyte king had come up with a solution that would stop the expanding rift.
A full year had passed. Mavrim figured his son had spent most of the time in Analyte land drinking and whoring, refusing to even meet with the foreign king. Eventually his mood must’ve changed, for a message did come with a proposed solution.
The rift was found to be made of pure Esitry. With enough summoners pulling it apart, and enough Ascendants disturbing it with Artistry, it should collapse as all rifts did eventually.
But other rifts were composed of Artistry in the human realm and Esitry in the dark realm. There was a balance between them. Eventually they collapsed because Esitry within range in the dark realm ran out, and the stalwart link between the energies broke. The portal became unstable and died out.
Sending half the Ascendants and summoners in Mavrim’s kingdom to Analyte land was a good plan. Esitry sought out Artistry usually. When bonded, one energy could even modify the other’s properties so that a mage wouldn’t recognize it. But there still should be enough of both energies for mages to disrupt them so that the rift collapsed.
There were only theories as to what had started this rift and why it continued to grow. History told of no events like this one, not even of a single rift of pure Esitry. Mavrim agreed with most experts that KRenn Trange had most likely caused this inadvertently, for the other theories made even less sense. But how KRenn did this was a mystery to all.
Mavrim could’ve stayed in his castle after ordering so many of his troops to Analyte land, but he was one of the strongest Ascendants in all of Aathon. If he really had changed and wanted to help the world rather than cause more bloodshed, then this was his second test.
He’d passed the first when his family had decided to send an army to destroy the rebels in Jatn nearly four years ago now. He had ordered his men to send Erisena a message, not to attack, but he knew that order would be ignored. So he had linked FLip Trange to the statue the young man had spent countless hours worshipping and had the statue hoisted high within the keep. He’d held the Artistry strong as FLip lifted up and over the castle wall, where a team of holymen with horses awaited, summoned by Mavrim himself for a meeting that would never take place. They had witnessed FLip flying up over the wall and had escaped with him.
Multiple reports had since confirmed that FLip took nearly all the followers of his father when he showed up. His father, the son of KRenn Trange, had been powerless to stop his followers from wanting to leave, for they believed it was the gods themselves who had freed FLip. But FLip’s father tried to stop them nonetheless, fighting against his son in the process. He had been killed because of his choice. FLip had later found the rebels, joining forces with Erisena’s loyalists. All of them were supposed to be somewhere in Analyte land these days, still recruiting in hopes of taking on the human king, Mavrim himself.
By now, though, they must’ve heard of Mavrim’s plan to destroy Jaktius Perl. If he knew the rebels as well as he thought he did, then they would have put off the task of taking the crown from him. They must now plan to show up at the rift to assist in its destruction, for destroying the rift was far more important than anything else.
Mavrim would reveal himself when it was over and call for a treaty. He would meet with Erisena and, finally, everything would start to change. He wished he could reveal his identity beforehand, for he sorely missed his private roofed carriage as well as the many, many other benefits of being king. But it was too dangerous for so many reasons. He would have to suffer through this long journey like the rest of his men and women.
He decided he’d had enough walking for now. He climbed onto his horse on his own, a feat that was once easy but now took an embarrassing amount of effort. He rode past his troops, curiously gazing at all of them. They were his men, but he wondered how many would be loyal if a conflict divided them. Would they side with Mavrim or his son? The king wanted to figure out what he could about them.
He did not look forward to seeing his son. They had spoken only once since Mavrim’s recovery from the poisoning. Gavval had claimed that he was happy to see his father out of bed finally, and Mavrim had ordered his removal from the castle immediately.
“You will travel to Analyte land and find a solution to the rift problem,” Mavrim had demanded. “You will not return until a solution is found.” Then he’d turned and walked off. He had not said another word, not even a goodbye to his son, though he did watch from the window of his quarters later that afternoon to ensure that Gavval rode off.
Mavrim knew his son well enough to predict that Gavval would never admit to poisoning Mavrim. Even if he knew he could get away with it, Gavval had always been scared of conflict. Unless, of course, that conflict involved a woman who he held power over, like his wife.
Mavrim suddenly felt something that made him stop his horse as he neared a different section of men among the long line of traveling troops. He recognized Farns, the trainer of young mages, ahead. So these young men and women were the mages in training. Farns himself had a reputation of letting many mages with intentions to rebel go through training anyway, but at least no one believed Farns was responsible. He just didn’t have a spy’s eye for these sorts of things, like Mavrim did. There had been many requests for Mavrim to change the trainer to another mage more capable of weeding out rebels in the making, but that would be the opposite of what Mavrim wanted.
It was not Farns that made Mavrim stop his horse, though. It was the Artistry around here.
Mavrim always felt as though he could reach out and grab all the Artistry within a hundred yards, but not now. There was a dense formation of some kind that was too strong. Mavrim gave it a testing pull. It felt like trying to bend metal with his hands.
He slid down off his horse, wincing from the pain in his knees. A few of the young men and women looked over as if wanting to help. He waved them off to show he was fine. They said something among each other and chuckled.
What are you doing? Mavrim told himself. Only kings dismiss people like that.
Mavrim had been a prince before he was a king. He had never learned how to do anything subtly. How was he supposed to tell someone he didn’t need assistance?
Never mind that now. He tried not to stare at two boys as he walked toward them. It was around them that this Artistry was stubborn and unmoving. What was this?
He gasped as he realized it was a stalwart link. It seemed to be connecting the two boys. One looked to be a little older, but they appeared similar enough that Mavrim assumed they were brothers. Both were tall in their youth, built well. Their hair was the same shade of brown, though the older boy wore his longer, combed to the sides. A loose cluster of strands framed one side of his face. He looked as if he was capable of revenge if crossed. The other boy seemed more gentle.
The design of their uniforms told Mavrim they were Ascendants in training. How old were they? Mavrim had trouble placing them, for both had features of young men, like their round chins and thinner arms, but there was wisdom in their eyes. They looked as if they felt they had a great purpose.
What in Aathon could’ve caused a stalwart link to form between men? The younger one spotted Mavrim staring. Mavrim looked away too late. He looked back to see the younger walking over with his horse in tow. His older brother soon caught up.
“Hey,” called the younger. “I saw you earlier. I’m Leo.”
Mavrim shook the boy’s hand. “I’m Maddox,” said the king. “I apologize for staring. I did not wish to be rude.”
“Ah, you must be rich,” said the other young man. “I’m Andar.”
Shocked, Mavrim shook Andar’s hand. How did he know Mavrim was rich? He wore a uniform that was just like so many others.
“It’s your tone and choice of words, sir,” Andar said with a light laugh. Mavrim tried to control his chagrin, for his embarrassment must’ve come out through his expression.
“We don’t mean to be rude, sir,” said Leo. “Are you a mage?”
The younger sounded as if he couldn’t be rude if he tried. His tone wouldn’t allow it.
“I am, yes.”
“I figured when I saw guards around you. You must be quite strong.”
Mavrim wondered how many others had assumed the same thing already. He should’ve dismissed his men sooner.
“I have been training a long time,” he said.
“We’re still training,” Leo said. “But we’ve yet to meet a stronger mage—”
“So let’s duel,” Andar interrupted.
Leo softly backhanded his brother in the stomach. “He’s joking,” Leo said.
After letting out a sound of shock from the backhand, Andar grabbed his younger brother in a headlock.
“Let go!” Leo demanded.
Andar casually continued the conversation with Mavrim. “How long have you been training?”
“I will link your toes to your fingers!” Leo warned.
Andar promptly let go.
Mavrim was too surprised to speak. Was this how all young men who hadn’t grown up in a castle acted?
“Don’t mind my brother,” Leo said, straightening his uniform. “He’s just been very bored lately. Have you been training many years, Maddox?”
“Nearly my whole life,” Mavrim answered truthfully.
The aggression between them disappeared as the brothers shared a look in which something seemed to be said silently. It almost looked like they had come to an agreement as they both turned back to Mavrim.
“Do you feel something between us?” Andar asked.
“So you’re aware of it,” Mavrim said.
Leo nodded. “But we’ve yet to meet anyone who can tell us what it means.”
“Not even Farns?”
“How do you know Farns?” Andar asked. “Did you train with him?”
Mavrim thought back to his first trainer, a woman Mavrim’s father had warned not to tell anyone that his son was learning to be an Ascendant. She was later beheaded publicly, accused of spreading false rumors that the prince was learning to use Artistry. She had been nothing but kind to Mavrim for years, teaching him everything he knew about Artistry. He was certain she had told no one of their lessons, and he never forgave his father for making an example out of her when rumors did start to spread.
“No,” Mavrim said. “Farns was probably still learning Artistry before I required training. But I have heard that he is quite skilled. I would expect him to know what a stalwart link means.”
Leo answered. “He said it formed between us because of similarities that it’s trying to hold onto.” He looked at his brother with confusion. “But we don’t think that’s right.”
Mavrim was a little surprised these two boys would come to him, a stranger, with questions about their link. But then he remembered how he was after his trainer was murdered. He was already so skilled with Artistry by then that none of the magic instructors had anything new to tell him. He had been desperate to find out more not only about Artistry but about his own capabilities. If a trained mage like himself had come along, he certainly wouldn’t have hesitated to ask the man many questions soon after meeting him.
These two must not be challenged enough in their training. It made sense, for the army’s official mage training program was known to just teach basic linking. These boys probably could do nothing to manipulate the links of the land or the elements, but most mages couldn’t, either.
“I must admit,” Mavrim said, “that I have never met two men who are linked in the way you are. I do not know what it means, but that does not mean I am uninterested in finding out. Tell me where the two of you are from and what your life was like before the link, and perhaps we might find an answer. But let us walk as we speak, so the time might tick faster.”
They perked up at the suggestions.
It would be a long trip to Analyte land, but old Maddox had found the men he would be walking beside.
They told him all about their lives in Jatn. Mavrim panicked as he listened because the backstory he’d prepared for Maddox was to be from Jatn as well. He had figured very few mages would be from the poor city. But as he listened to how little time these two brothers had spent with the rich in the city, Mavrim realized his story would pass muster. They spoke of their farm work, of their work in the Bookbinding Guild, and Andar soon told Maddox about his brief time in the Tisary. Eventually, they politely asked about him. The three of them had yet to figure out anything about the stalwart link, but they knew there would be plenty of time for that during the trip.
Mavrim said he was born in northern Jatn as the son to a powerful man in the Farmers’ Guild. He knew the city well enough in those parts to create many anecdotes, from bartering in the town market to dancing and drinking at the Gorging Fish. But the boys were more interested in his training with Artistry than anything else. He told them about his trainer who was murdered one day. Andar stiffened at the news.
“Did you hear about the murder of the army commander in Jatn?” he asked Maddox.
“Yes, an awful shame.” It was Mavrim who had pushed to make Rolan Kipper the army commander because he was a man who actually cared about bettering the lives of everyone, not just his loyal army men. “I wish we could’ve caught the person who killed him. I fear it’s too late now.”
Andar looked as if he might disagree about it being too late, though he did give a hesitant nod eventually.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Leo spent the days traveling with his brother and Maddox. But as soon as word got out about the skilled Ascendant, many of the other trainees had joined their conversations. At some point, Leo had watched Farns come over to listen in. He’d looked at Maddox as if they’d met, then smiled a bit when he learned Maddox’s name. Perhaps there was more to this older Ascendant than Leo knew.
Leo and Andar’s friend Edward spent much of the time walking with them. The three of them spoke with Maddox about their repetitive training. They described how they linked items together, how Ascendants dueled with Artistry, summoners with Esitry. They talked about how they sparred with sword and sometimes shield, but only the men were required to learn. Most of the female mages used that time to rest or walk about the city. There was a degree of jealously toward them from the men at first, but everyone eventually became used to the situation.
When Maddox asked if anyone failed the initial test to join, the three of them all mused about Jaimy, the young woman who’d come from Jatn with them only to fail. They had never seen her again.
Maddox spoke of many things that Leo found interesting, but the most fascinating was a subject in which he only shared a small clue.
“Farns hasn’t taught you anything about using the links of the land?”
“No, what do you mean?” Leo asked.
“It’s very advanced. I’m sure you’ll learn soon enough.”
Leo and Andar requested to be taught, but Maddox said he couldn’t if they didn’t already feel the natural links. They felt the Artistry around them, but no links. Both of them tried to feel for them constantly afterward, asking Maddox many questions, but neither of them could figure out how to become aware of these “natural links.”
Eventually Edward started to appear bored. He went to spend more of the trip with the other trainees who had come and gone throughout the conversation. Leo and Andar stayed right beside Maddox.
In a rare moment of privacy with Maddox, Leo asked him how talented the other Ascendants in Aathon were. He was surprised to find out that many did not continue to improve after their training came to an end. Leo was already better than most, which meant that Andar could be one of the best.
“But aren’t there others like yourself?” Leo had asked, while his brother held a gleeful smile in silent reverie.
“Very few,” said Maddox. “But there was one man whose skill with Artistry not only surpassed my own, he had complete control over Esitry as well. You probably have heard of him.”
“KRenn Trange,” Leo answered. The godly mage was a topic of many conversations among the trainees. He had disappeared in the same place where they were now headed, but it was before the rift had appeared. However, many believed he did not create it by accident. He went there to stop it.
Leo figured the Analyte king would straighten out that confusion. He had apparently met with KRenn twenty something years ago, before the mage disappeared. Other theories, though, said the Analytes killed KRenn. The Analytes had apparently seen KRenn as a threat, because he was a human with so much power. Andar believed that one, while Leo believed KRenn had tried to stop the rift, only to disappear somehow. He probably fell into it.
Leo was excited at the prospect of seeing such an enormous rift. It was many miles long by now, he’d heard, but apparently it wasn’t that high. Rifts were supposed to be spherical, so no one understood why this rift was shaped like an oval. But there were many things about this rift that confused the most brilliant minds.
Leo knew he should be afraid, not excited, but he couldn’t help himself. He was even more thrilled at the idea of the rebels joining in the attack against the growing Esitry. Erisena’s whole purpose in recruiting a team was to destroy this rift. She had to be there, which meant Leo’s father would be as well.
Would his father even recognize him or Andar anymore? Would they recognize their father? He had a thick beard last time they saw him. There was no telling what his hair or beard would be like now.
Leo would have to wait to find out. Analyte land was still far away.
Maddox was able to link any two items put before him. It was a marvel, for Leo could feel the skill he had over Artistry. Leo was stronger than everyone but his brother, yet Maddox made him feel as though he was just learning again. If he went against the man in a duel, he would have no hope of winning.
But even with all of Maddox’s knowledge of Artistry, he couldn’t come to any conclusions as to why a stalwart link had formed between Leo and Andar. His only theory was that they had, at some point, been connected to each other emotionally—for they were too different in age for it to be physical—and the link had begun then somehow. It was probably necessary for them to each have natural skill over Artistry for the link to form, for there were identical twins in Aathon with no link between them.
Once the link had been made, it constantly called for Artistry to keep the bond intact. So Artistry surrounded the boys, likely making it easier for them to learn how to control it, especially given their natural talent.
Talk of their link died out after Leo realized it was making the other mages jealous. He and Andar were already the best among them. The stalwart link was just more reason for their comrades to become frustrated.


◆◆◆
 
It was after many days of traveling that Leo had finally become accustomed to sleeping in a tent with his brother. He still missed his comfortable bed back in the training grounds, but he told himself to forget it. They had already entered Analyte land and would soon arrive at the Analyte capital. Depending on what happened here, Leo and his brother might never be welcomed back to the training grounds.
Leo had yet to see an Analyte. They were known for many things, some good and some bad. The Analytes had always been loyal to their king, with no rebel attacks at any point in history. In fact, there had been no battles of any kind in Analyte land. Not among each other, anyway. There were many barbarian attacks, however, because more Analytes lived in villages than cities, and not all could be defended across the vast kingdom. Leo didn’t know much else about them, nor did any of his friends. But there was one thing every human learned, and it was probably the least important thing to know about Analytes. They all had a purple tint to their hair.
Given that no humans had hair that even resembled violet in color, he was looking forward to meeting an Analyte. He wondered if, because of his strength with Artistry, he might even have the honor of meeting the Analyte king…the man who had betrayed Leo’s grandfather.
Leo knew he should hold a grudge for what the Analyte king had done. But it was difficult to be angry when Leo had never met either his grandfather or the Analyte ruler. It was easier to keep his vendetta against the human king, for he had done equally terrible things to Leo’s family, including Leo’s father. And Mavrim Orello continued to seek out the destruction of the rebels, favoring their demise over helping the others in his kingdom. He was a vile man who needed to be dethroned. It was probably with another goal in mind that the king had sent the army here. Perhaps they would be commanded to kill the rebels, and if they destroyed Jaktius Perl at the same time, then all the better.
The Analyte king was Dasfis Meplr—a name Leo had to practice several times before he no longer felt like he was butchering the Analyse language. Apparently the king’s son, the prince, had an extra “is” at the end of his name for honor, making him Dasfisis Meplr. It was similar to how humans added an extra capital letter to the beginning of men’s names to give them honor, such as how Leo’s father had been born DVend Quim. But Leo found that honorific name less confusing than the Analytes’ tradition. Dasfis and Dasfisis sounded too similar. Or perhaps Leo thought that because he was human, a fact he certainly wouldn’t forget the whole time he was here.
One night, Leo awoke to his brother shaking him.
“Leo, keep quiet. Leo, keep quiet. Are you awake? Keep quiet.”
“How can I tell you if I’m awake if I’m supposed to keep quiet?” he whispered angrily.
“Someone has a surprise for you, but you must keep quiet.”
Leo turned over. “I’m not in the mood for whatever joke you have planned.”
“It’s no joke, Leo,” said a familiar voice.
As he recognized his father’s deep voice and the outline of his large frame, Leo let out a small gasp. “Father?” he had to be sure before he could allow himself to be joyous.
“Yes.”
Both on their knees, Leo threw his arms around his father. Leo had grown, almost knocking Darren down. But Leo felt his father tense his muscles and steady himself.
“It’s good to see you,” Darren whispered with a hint of sadness.
“What’s wrong?”
Darren parted from Leo. He put his hand on Andar’s shoulder as the three of them made a small circle. Leo could not make out his father’s face, just that he still had a beard.
“This is a bad idea, Father,” Leo whispered. “The king’s troops are everywhere.”
“I realize that, but I couldn’t let this opportunity go by. I had to see you both.”
Leo embraced his father again, knowing he should be leaving at any moment.
“How did you know we were here?” Andar asked.
“We heard about the king sending his troops to Jaktius Perl. I figured they would come through this way, for this is the best route to the Analyte capital.”
“But what about us specifically?” Andar asked. “How did you know we were here?”
“Spies for Erisena in the capital.” Darren spoke almost too quietly for Leo to hear. Then he took a moment to turn his head as if to listen for someone eavesdropping. “They heard of two young men with a stalwart link.” Darren sounded as if he was about to lecture them. “You joined the army…against my wishes.”
The boys were silent.
Darren let out a breath. “But it is not my place to tell you what’s best anymore. I have not been there. Are you both safe?”
“We are, Father,” Leo answered. “We have been trained in everything we wanted to learn.”
“And we’ve eaten and rested well over the years,” Andar added.
“I can see that, even without light. You both seem healthy, not to mention huge.”
Leo and Andar gave a light laugh.
“What will you do now?” Leo asked his father, still worried he might be caught.
Darren didn’t answer. He stretched his neck as if hearing something. Then Leo noticed the sound: a soft crunch of someone’s footstep.
In a flash, Darren darted out of the tent. He was back in a moment, dragging in a man with him. Darren threw him to the ground and hopped on top of him. He took out a knife as he held his other hand firm over the man’s mouth.
“Who are you?” Darren questioned.
“Maddox, a friend of your boys,” said the old man with a muffled voice.
“You know they are mine because you eavesdropped.” Darren held the knife close to Maddox’s throat.
“He is a friend,” Leo said. “We trust him, right Andar?”
“We do.”
Darren seemed to ignore them. “Why were you listening?”
Maddox continued to speak into Darren’s palm. “I don’t sleep well these years. I was taking a walk when I noticed a man make his way into the boys’ tent. I wanted to make sure they were safe.”
“Then why didn’t you tell a guard.”
“Because a guard isn’t needed. If someone was a danger, I was sure your boys and I would handle it just fine.”
“You’re a mage?”
“He is,” Leo answered for him. “Strongest in the army.”
Darren took his hand away and stepped back. Maddox sat up, his breath heavy.
“We’ve met before,” Maddox said. “It was many years ago, but I recognize your voice, DVend. Do you recognize mine?”
Darren was still.
“Perhaps the poison has changed even my tone,” Maddox said. “But I’m sure you know who I am.”
Poison? Leo felt a chill as he realized what Maddox was saying.
Darren surprised Leo as he jabbed the knife at Maddox, but the old man had already stepped back, clearly in preparation for the attack. Maddox swept his hand in front of him. Leo could feel a powerful link, but he did not know what had been connected.
His father’s right hand came to a sudden stop. Darren let out a grunt as he tried to move, but he fell forward instead.
“I only want to speak!” Maddox said in a harsh whisper. “I am not the man who I once was.”
Andar grabbed the knife and darted toward Maddox, but the old man pushed out his palms. Andar tripped and let go of the knife. He turned his head up and shot out his hand. Leo could feel Andar break the two links, but Maddox formed them again instantly.
Leo wanted to step in to assist his brother against the powerful mage, but Maddox did not appear to be a threat. Leo found himself trusting the man, even if the rest of his family did not.
Leo calmly picked up the knife.
“Stab him!” Darren said through gritted teeth.
“Wait,” Leo replied. “He isn’t here to do any harm.”
“Harm is all he does!” Darren said as he fought against the links in hopes of getting up. “He is an Orello.”
But Leo knew that even if he did try to attack the king, the stronger mage would link his limbs together just as Mavrim had done to Leo’s family. There was no point.
“Relax and let him speak,” Leo said.
“Leo’s right,” Maddox said. “Now can I release you and your son, DVend, so we may speak? I know the Quims are an honorable family. You will keep to your word.”
Darren let out a sigh. “Release me and I will not kill you…today.”
“And you, Andar?” asked Mavrim.
Andar looked up from the ground. Leo could not see his face, but his silence held anger.
“I may not be from Jatn,” Mavrim said, “but most of what else I told you was true. I despised my father. He took away my brilliant and caring trainer, and I was also deeply saddened to hear about Rolan’s death. I was the one, in fact, who had promoted him to command my army. And I do have a son who shames me, who I do not love anymore. Prince Gavval is one of the reasons I have come here, with my identity hidden. This is far too important a task for me to hand over responsibility to my son, especially with rebels involved. I do not want them killed. They have become my only allies.”
“Release me,” Andar said. “I will not attack.”
Mavrim waved his hand. Andar rose and stood with balled fists.
“You’ve gone mad if you really believe any of what you said,” Darren told Mavrim. “Your only allies are your family.” He sounded as if he would jump at Mavrim at any moment. “I can add Ascendant to your list of lies, I see.”
Mavrim sounded sad when he finally replied. “Perhaps I may have gone mad, as you say. I am here, after all, marching into foreign territory where the rebels are rumored to be in full force. But there are some things I still know to be true. I know that I was the one who called the holymen to visit my castle with horses. I lifted FLip Trange out of my castle so that he could escape with those holymen. I was the only one among my family and council who not only disagreed with attacking the rebels in Jatn but secretly sent aid for their speedy recovery after their inevitable escape.”
“You did no such thing,” Darren retorted. “Only KRenn can make a link strong enough to remain true when a man is lifted.”
Mavrim focused for a moment. “Lift your eldest, DVend. However, be careful for he will be nearly twice as heavy as he appears.”
Darren stared at Mavrim in the silent, dark tent for a moment. Then he wrapped his thick arms around Andar and hoisted him up. Leo was shocked as his own feet came off the ground as well. Strained, Darren set Andar down. Leo came down, too.
“I am strong, DVend,” Mavrim said. “I am the only one who could’ve lifted FLip. Before doing so, I encouraged him never to return to the castle, ensuring he knew that he would never escape again. I convinced him that joining the rebels was his only choice. I knew he would gather his loyal followers and join Erisena, and my sources have told me I was right.”
“Even if I did believe you, none of this makes sense. Why would you want to assist the rebels? You have wanted nothing but to murder them, even imprisoning or slaying family and friends of rebels.” Anger colored Darren’s voice. “You were taught to be a tyrant by your father, and it is all you know.”
Mavrim let out a slow breath as he bowed his head. “Yes, you are right. I have always been a tyrant. It is all I know.” He lifted his head. “But years ago I made a promise to myself to change. I do not want the next ruler to make the same mistakes that I have. My life is full of regrets, DVend. Let me take this opportunity now to tell you that I am sorry. I should’ve left the rift in Halin be. I regret forcing my army against your father’s. He was a just man who was a better leader than I was. I’m truly sorry.”
Leo could feel his father softening as he regarded the old king.
“Why this change? I still don’t understand.”
“I believe I have my granddaughter, Fyra, to thank. It was the questions from her young, innocent mind that began to change my old, stubborn ways. She asked me why my army attacked rebels to the throne, and then why these rebels wanted to kill her grandfather. She wondered why her father, the prince, spent so much time with other women. She wondered why her mother had to remain in a prison cell. She wanted to be king one day, then wondered, sadly, why only men could wear the crown. She has asked many questions, and the answers I provided did not make sense to her. Soon they made little sense to me as well.”
“I believe him,” Leo told his father. “Why else would he risk so much to be here?”
Darren drew sharp breaths. He seemed to be in thought for a while before he gave a response.
“I suppose I do believe you, Mavrim. However, just because you are trying to change does not mean I forgive you, and it does not mean you are right about anything you have done. It does make one thing true, I suppose: The rumors of your son poisoning you must be fact.”
“Yes, my family began noticing the changes in me years ago. It was after I ordered a messenger to find Erisena and tell her I would meet that my family and council must’ve developed the plan to poison me. Any other man would’ve been killed, but I linked the healthy bodies of my servants to my own. None were killed, all exchanged for others when they grew too sick to serve me. I would’ve died eventually had I not mustered the strength one day to find my granddaughter and inform her of what her father was doing. She saved my life by interfering in the poisoning. When I recovered, I sent my son away. I cannot bring myself to kill him. He is my son, after all. But I made sure he would do good with his life by finding a solution to Jaktius Perl. Now here we all are, and I hope to meet with Erisena soon enough. I want the same thing as she does.”
“And what is it you think she wants?”
“The same thing as everyone else. She wants the end of two things: Jaktius Perl and tyranny.”
By Darren’s silence, it seemed that Mavrim was right.
Mavrim said, “Haven’t you realized by now that I am the single greatest ally you have in the war between the rebels and my family?”
“I have realized the potential for that, along with the potential for utter destruction if my trust is misplaced.”
“There are no risks you must take in this moment, DVend. I have only help to offer. Erisena must’ve realized by now that a traitor among her rebels was the reason her whereabouts reached the ears of my council?”
“She figured that out.”
“But does she realize that the spy is still with her?”
Leo’s father strained his neck as if listening for others. He then stared at Mavrim for quite some time, clearly suspicious.
“Who?” Darren finally asked.
“His name is Randalf Grey,” Mavrim said. “Months back, he visited the castle to give his report to my council.”
“There is no Randalf Grey,” Darren said.
“He must use another name with the rebels. He is in his late fifties, I’d say, long hair not too unlike mine.”
“If such a man really is a rebel, then I have not heard of him. And if I have not heard of him, then it is unlikely he would know Erisena’s whereabouts. Are you lying?”
Mavrim clicked his tongue. “My council lied to me, I see. I should’ve known. They set up a man to visit the castle and spoke to him like he was the spy. It must’ve all been an act.”
“So the real traitor is still with the rebels, likely planning something with your council.”
“There can only be one plan right now. Everyone knows the rebels will be at Jaktius Perl at the same time as my army because the rebels want to destroy it, and this is their best chance. You must tell Erisena to ensure she is not detected even by scouts. If rebels are found, then a battle will rock the Analyte mountains and leave your smaller army diminished and fleeing once again.”
“Your army would actually attack us if we’re seen helping destroy Jaktius Perl?”
“That depends on who has more power now, me or my son.”
A silence drew on.
“We will keep a distance,” Darren said. “But you do realize that the closer all of us are, the more likely we are to disrupt the rift and ultimately destroy it?”
“Of course.”
Another silence followed. Leo didn’t understand something.
“Mavrim, sire.” He felt strange uttering the words to Maddox, but he had to remind himself that this was not the same man he had gotten to know. “Why not acquit Erisena and my father right now, along with all the rebels?”
“I would if that would do anything but lead to my own murder,” he answered.
“It’s true,” Darren told Leo. “His son or someone loyal to Gavval would wait until the most favorable moment to end Mavrim, as well as ambush all the rebels. He has to keep himself as hidden as he can for now, so it’s important you don’t say anything to anyone about this. He is still Maddox.”
“I understand,” Leo said.
Darren had sounded as if his grudge had passed, but then he stepped close to Mavrim and looked down at him as if he was just a lowly street thief who Darren had caught.
“Hold true to your word, king, and perhaps there might be salvation for you yet.”
Then he gestured for Mavrim to leave. The monarch nodded and started toward the opening. He looked back.
“We have more in common now than you might realize.”
With that, he left.


◆◆◆
 
After the king was gone, a long silence filled the tent with an ominous feeling that all would not be well for long. Until then, Leo had forgotten just how dangerous his role in all of this could be.
“I came here to speak about more than just Mavrim Orello,” said Father. “How are Rygen and my sister faring in Jatn?”
“Leo just came from Jatn recently,” Andar said.
“Rygen is all right,” Leo told his father. There was much he wanted to share about her, including how she was the only girl he thought about even after meeting many others over the years. But it just didn’t feel like the right time. He decided to bring up something curious instead.
“Your sister pays coin to stay at an inn rather than save it.”
Darren nodded. “That sounds like her. She probably never became accustomed to saving coin, even when she had to live in poverty after we escaped the dungeons of the castle.”
“I’m glad you are different,” Andar said. “You taught us well.”
Leo imagined his father smiling, though it was too dark to see. “Thank you, Andar. But I wish I’d done more.” He breezed on before giving Leo or Andar a chance to reply. “I assume Rygen attempted to join the two of you for recruitment but she was denied?”
“She would’ve been accepted,” Leo said. “She’s a strong summoner now, but she never wanted to join.”
His father took a moment. “She was smart and talented at everything she did. I hope she is happy.” He showed them a hard look. “Part of the reason I came here was to speak about your stalwart link. Have the two of you found out anything else about it?”
“You knew before you left?” Andar asked. “And no, we haven’t found out much.”
“I did, but I wanted to learn more myself before telling both of you. Remember that this was years ago; you were quite young. I didn’t know what might happen if you found out, and I especially didn’t want anyone else to know. I didn’t see any reason to bring it up the last time I visited you, for we had little time. But over the last year, I heard of two boys in the army with a stalwart link. I assume all of Aathon will hear of it eventually, so there’s no point in trying to hide it now.”
“Don’t worry,” Leo said. “We will be safe.” But his father probably knew it was a lie.
“You must’ve figured you might be sent to fight rebels.”
Andar answered, “We did.”
“Then no one, not even yourselves, can guarantee you will be safe.” Darren let out a sigh. “I wish you could turn back, but contracts were signed, I’m sure.”
“Father, we will be safe,” Leo assured him, meaning it this time. “We will protect each other. We are a family.”
“You don’t want your last moments with us for a while to be spent worrying, right?” Andar prodded.
“I suppose nothing I say now can change your course.”
“That’s right,” Andar agreed. “So you might as well tell us about you and the rebels. There are stories about some of them, like Erisena making contact with a creature as big as a house, and a mage named Lane Writhe who can use a powerful link to stop a small army.” Andar gasped. “I almost forgot the most important story. The night you came back to us in Jatn then left again—the whole city spoke of DVend Quim stealing a horse and carriage and fighting past twenty guards to escape, maiming instead of killing.”
“Well, some of that is exaggerated.”
“How much?” Andar asked.
“The part about Lane, I suppose. She’s strong but cannot stop a small army, perhaps just twenty men.”
“Skyfire and ash!” Andar exclaimed. “Twenty is still much more than I can hope to stop. And the story about you is true?”
“It is, but it’s not something I’m proud of.”
Andar chuckled. “You really are him, the best swordsman. Were you going to teach Leo and me to be as good as you?”
“I had already begun, do you remember?”
“That’s right!” Andar said.
Darren hushed him, for his voice had risen past a whisper, though the hush was done with love. Leo could hear his father grinning when he spoke again.
“I enjoyed our lessons. Perhaps one day we might have a chance for more, if Mavrim really is the man he says he is.”
“I believe him,” Leo said.
“I do as well,” Darren agreed, “but we must be cautious.”
“We will,” Leo said.
Darren put his hand over his mouth as he let down his head. “There’s something I’m wondering. Perhaps the two of you might have figured it out.”
“What?” Leo asked.
“The stalwart link between the two of you, did it break and reform when Leo left for Jatn and then returned?”
“We feared something might happen to it,” Andar answered, “but we could still feel it was there even as he traveled two hundred miles away. Then when he came back, it was stronger than before.”
“Stronger, how can you be sure?”
“We feel it,” Leo answered. “It’s definitely stronger.”
Darren hummed in thought. “Do you know why?”
“We didn’t, and neither did our instructor,” Andar said. “But Mavrim figured it out, actually.”
Darren was silent a moment. “What did he say was the reason?”
“The link had to stretch to remain intact over all those miles. Artistry needed to be added to it to keep the bond. When Leo came back, the extra Artistry remained. The link was denser, therefore stronger.”
Darren didn’t speak.
“Do you think that’s right?” Leo asked.
“I don’t know too much about Artistry, but the simplest explanations are often the most accurate. It does sound likely.” Darren gave a long sigh.
Leo knew it was past time for his father to go, but all of them were enjoying each other’s company.
The silence stretched on for a while. Leo tried to think of something else to tell his father, but he didn’t want to start a new thread of conversation. He feared his father would be caught if he did stay longer.
“I should be leaving now. I have already stayed far longer than I intended.”
Leo was older than the last time this happened. He could endure the pain a little easier, especially if it meant his father would be in less danger than if he remained. The three stood, crouching to keep their heads from hitting the top of the low tent.
“I love both of you,” Darren said as he embraced Leo and then Andar.
“We love you, too,” Leo and Andar echoed.
“You both are likely to be powerful mages one day, but you must be careful. Powerful mages have a history of dying young. Think of KRenn Trange.” He paused. “Have you heard what happened to him? He was not careful.”
“People say he disappeared and might’ve caused the growing rift,” Leo said.
“He did not cause the rift,” Darren said with certainty. “But he did disappear.”
“How do you know?” Leo asked.
“I suppose I can risk a little more time, for this is important. I know because my father met with KRenn many times. I even met him once or twice, though I was young at the time. KRenn sensed something strange far away in foreign land. He spoke with my father as well as Mavrim later, seeking out any knowledge about what it could be. Neither my father nor Mavrim were knowledgeable about Artistry, but both men, like most who are powerful, were always in contact with scholars and mages. But through all of KRenn’s meetings with these scholars and mages, he was the only one who could tell that something was amiss. He eventually left to meet with the Analyte king in hopes of discovering what it might be, in case it was dangerous.”
Leo had forgotten how much he enjoyed listening to his father speak, especially when Father told a story. He wished it could go on the rest of the night.
“The Analyte king knew nothing of the disturbance. He sent a strong Analyte mage with KRenn to investigate it in the mountains far north of their capital. But they did not return. Eventually a party was sent after them. The Analyte mage was found dead outside a growing rift of Esitry, his body mangled, and KRenn was nowhere to be seen. They reported this back to the Analyte king, Dasfis, who you might meet soon. Dasfis sent word to Mavrim and also claimed that KRenn might’ve caused this rift when he went to investigate something nearby. Dasfis requested that scholars and mages come and help the Analytes determine what to do about this situation, but Mavrim refused. Tension formed between the armies, which was one reason my father thought he could trust the Analytes in the battle against Mavrim.”
Darren let out his breath. “There is much more I wish I could share, but we do not have the time. The last piece of information you need to know for now is that the Grandson of KRenn, FLip Trange, was born soon after KRenn’s disappearance. Apparently he has the same birthmark on his arm as his grandfather. Rumors of KRenn being reborn as FLip circulated quickly and still exist today. It’s the reason he has so many followers.”
“Do you think they are the same man?” Andar asked.
“No,” Darren answered confidently. “There is something about FLip that makes him different than most men, but he is not his grandfather. KRenn was…” He stopped for a moment of thought. “He was an incredible man. Even through all the praise he received, he remained humble and always strived to better the lives of people in need. I do wish he was here now, for it seems that anyone with any power has already chosen a side, and a battle soon approaches. He is exactly what might diffuse the situation.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Twenty-three years ago
KRenn Trange had tried all he could to find out about the disturbance he felt hundreds of miles away. He had spoken with other Ascendants, summoners, and scholars of all kinds. No one else could feel it. No one else had any idea what could cause such a disruption to the Artistry and Esitry of the world that allowed KRenn to detect it from such a distance.
He had met with the Analyte king and fortunately had convinced Dasfis to send the strongest Analyte mage with KRenn to investigate the anomaly. It was a long trek through the mountains, but eventually they arrived.
KRenn was not surprised to find that it was a rift. Portals were powerful and volatile, extremely disruptive to the normal flow of energy. It was already larger than a Jatn farm field, light blue like the clear lakes of Gesnia.
Strangely, though, this rift expanded with every breath KRenn took. He had never seen nor heard of another rift with the same attribute.
The mage sent with KRenn was talented in both Artistry and Esitry, but his common tongue was not adequate enough to hold a conversation. So they used Analyse instead.
“Let’s see about destroying it while we’re here,” KRenn suggested. He would’ve enjoyed taking the day to study this strange rift. However, the bigger it became, the more difficult it would be to break the flow of energy that kept it alive.
The rift did not appear to form the same way as other rifts, which were made as a gateway between realms to alleviate the pressure of Artistry on the light realm and Esitry on the dark realm. This rift was of pure Esitry, hence the blue color. The light tint also made it seem that KRenn might be able to peer into it if he was close enough. He and the other mage had to be close to destroy it anyway, so they climbed up higher to get there. So long as they didn’t touch it, they should leave with their minds and bodies in good health.
The most difficult climb was made days ago, when they’d needed to find a decent mountain path that would lead them up. Now it was just a short trek to the face of the rift.
As KRenn came close to the rift, he felt that something was alive within it. His mind was telling him something, and he had learned long ago to always trust it. There was an abundance of Esitry within the rift. It seemed to be moving about—a link drifting around with it. KRenn assumed it to be some sort of creature, though he had never heard of one that lived within a rift. Usually the excess of energies destroyed all life, but this rift was different, after all. It was made of pure Esitry. Perhaps many creatures in the dark realm could live within it…but only if they were able to step inside the rift without going through to the light realm.
Could such a feat be possible?
KRenn asked the Analyte if he felt any of this, but the mage did not. As KRenn focused harder, he wondered if his mind was deceiving him for the first time he could remember. Perhaps he was feeling a creature in the dark realm, and it only appeared to be within the rift.
KRenn really became confused as he continued to wonder what had caused this rift to open in the first place. A rift alleviated pressure between the realms, but could pressure be here? The Artistry in the air was unusual, bonding with the rift’s Esitry to form something unfamiliar to KRenn. But there was the same amount of Artistry here as what usually filled the air. Therefore, it could not be Artistry that caused enough pressure for a door to open between realms. But it could not be Esitry, either, for nothing in the light realm made Esitry.
Nothing we know, KRenn corrected himself. Perhaps it was Esitry after all, and such a heavy amount that it bonded with the Esitry in the dark realm. The energies would pull one to the other until a hole opened.
It did make sense, except for one thing. What could make Esitry in the light realm when nothing had before?
“KRenn,” called the other mage. He had walked far ahead. “We destroy it now,” he said nervously in Analyse.
KRenn headed up the rocky slope to catch up. He was about to tell the other mage that he wanted more time when a shocking sight stunned KRenn.
Beastly tendrils pushed out from the rift. They arced to act as a foot for some huge creature that remained unseen.
“Run!” KRenn yelled as he rushed upward to assist his comrade.
The mage did not move, not even to turn around. He leaned back, frozen in fear, as the rest of the creature emerged and towered as high as the precipices around them. The creature looked as if it had been born from a tree and a rift, blue and black, with many earthlike tendrils that were as thick as trees. They ran up and down the creature to form a body with four long legs, with lethal twisted claws at the end. Its horrific face looked to be made of pure Esitry, a strangely blurred image of spikes of energy. It did not seem to have a mouth, but it certainly had eyes, white and glowing like burning spheres.
The creature lifted its front foot over the mage as if to crush him. KRenn thought he should be able to link one leg of the beast to another, but the Artistry here was not as strong, for it was drawn to the Esitry of the rift. He tried to bond the limbs of this strange and powerful beast anyway. After a brief struggle, the two front legs were connected through a thick beam of Artistry.
The beast broke the link and stomped down, but the moment it had frozen gave the Analyte mage time to dart away. It did not matter, though, as the beast slashed its claw across the man’s back. The mage flew like a doll off the precipice behind them. KRenn knew the Analyte’s life was over; KRenn must fear for his own now. He would not perish today. He had a grandchild who would soon be born, while KRenn’s own son still needed guidance. He was not ready to be a father.
KRenn linked the two front legs of the beast again, holding the Artistry together with all his strength. The mammoth creature fell forward. He dove to avoid being crushed as the beast rolled past him. KRenn held the link tightly as he drew his sword and rushed the fallen beast.
The creature squirmed, slow in motion but with enough power to move mountains. It broke KRenn’s link, then swept its clawed foot across the ground to bat him away. He stabbed the blade of his sword into the beast’s foot as it smacked him, then held onto his sword for his life as he was picked up off the ground.
KRenn made another link while holding onto his hilt, now high above the creature. He fixed the two front legs to one another. He expected the creature to howl in pain as it twisted awkwardly, but it uttered no sound.
KRenn fell hard beside the flailing beast. A sharp pain went through his knee. He pulled his sword free as he rose and looked for anywhere he could stick it that would do more damage to this giant monster. Unfortunately, the creature’s neck and head were too high to reach.
He needed another way to defeat it. Keeping the creature’s limbs attached, KRenn ran toward the rift to give himself some distance. He locked his mind around the Esitry that made up this creature and began ripping it in all directions.
Or he tried.
There was something different about this Esitry, though. It had a will of its own and would not obey KRenn.
The monster stood upright on its hind legs and spread its front legs apart with monstrous strength. KRenn could not hold the Artistry together. It snapped, and the creature lumbered toward him.
With nowhere else to go, he could only flee into the blue rift behind him. He sprinted for it as he made a cocoon of Artistry to envelop his entire body. No one had ever entered a rift and lived for long after, but he would have to worry about that later, for a claw was about to slam down on top of him.
He dove into the rift.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The rest of the trip to the Analyte capital felt even longer than the preceding half. Andar figured it was because he and his brother had discovered the truth about Maddox. Now that the old man was the king and not a friendly Ascendant who had much to teach Andar and Leo, the trip was boring.
Mavrim stayed away from Andar and his brother. It was maddening, because Andar had so many questions for the king. How much coin did he have? How many troops were there in total? What was his relationship with the Analyte king these days? Most importantly, why was no one arrested for the murder of Rolan Kipper? Was anyone even investigated?
Andar didn’t need to ask Mavrim if he really meant what he’d said in their tent. Andar supposed he believed the old man, that he did wish to work with the rebels rather than continue to hunt them down. It was the only reason Andar could think of to explain Mavrim’s actions over the recent years.
Was he really their strongest ally, though? Having an ally at all was a notion Andar still couldn’t get used to, for he didn’t really have enemies. Not yet, at least. He figured that would all change soon.
The wide road they took for miles led straight to the Analyte palace. It was magnificent in size and design, but the sight of it brought out snickers from some of the higher ranking army men. Some of them wondered why they had not yet conquered the Analytes if their castle was just a palace with no fortifications. It was built on a hill, at least, Andar thought. But these men were right. There were no walls to keep people out. There were no parapets to shield archers. The towers were thick but short, with decorative roofs that seemed as if they would not hold if struck by a large boulder.
The palace itself was even close to the Analyte capital, just a few miles away. Rebels to the crown could easily build a formidable army within the capital and take the palace in a day. And yet, no rebellions had taken place here.
They brought their horses and other animals right up through the palace entrance, which was just a gate with a large opening. Andar saw his first Analytes then, armored men wearing steel helmets. He didn’t get a glimpse of anyone’s hair until he saw a man he deemed to be the king.
Dasfis was much older than Andar’s father, but he didn’t seem frail like Mavrim. He was built with wide shoulders and a thick chest that could not be hidden by his loose robe of white. His hair was dark violet and just long enough for the king to comb it over the sides of his scalp, not too unlike the style Andar chose for himself.
There was a commotion as all the arriving troops made their way across the garden just outside the palace. It was a large area but clearly not designed for so many moving parts. Chaos ensued as everyone tried to figure out where to bring their horse or prepare their tent.
“I’ll be right back.” Andar handed off his horse to his brother and hurried ahead.
He knew the commander of the army walked at the front. Andar had not yet told Leo, but the more Andar heard about the commander, the more likely it seemed that he was the one who’d killed Rolan. He always bathed in private, ensuring no one had even a glimpse of him disrobing. Andar wanted a look at the back of his leg, where the murderer had been cut deeply. There should still be a scar.
Andar caught up and watched as men tried to get their scared horses under control close to the commander, but he offered no help. Andar wondered if he might find a way to trip the man so that his pants came up, but no ideas that were sure to work came to mind.
It was madness for a while in the large garden, but eventually order came and Andar found his brother and the other trainees again. He helped them set up their tents, a bit disappointed that they would not stay in the palace, but there probably wasn’t room for everyone, even as large as it was. There were thousands of troops here, most of them foot soldiers, not mages.
Andar explored around the garden. It was gated, with a large awning from the palace that provided shade. There was only one spigot for water, but Andar later found a well, too. He didn’t know how long he would have to wait here before they went to destroy the rift. He looked forward to seeing such a beastly rift, and ever since he’d left Jatn, he hated spending idle hours in one place if he was not in the company of an interesting woman.
He eventually noticed Jarrel Marks, the army commander, entering the palace with his usual entourage of six or so followers.
Andar saw his opportunity and hurried around the palace until there was no one nearby. It was a difficult climb up to the window on the second story, but at least the window itself was open because of the hot climate. Andar maneuvered his way in.
He didn’t notice much about the room he’d climbed into, just that it was empty. Besides subtle oddities to the furniture, it was just like any other room. He walked out to find himself in a hallway where he stopped to listen for voices. The commander always spoke loudly, as if his voice was more important than others. Andar could faintly hear him from here.
He followed the sound, passing by a woman who stopped to stare. She said something in Analyse as Andar passed by.
“Sorry, I don’t speak Analyse,” he said as he rushed forward. Hopefully she would not get him in trouble.
He heard the commander better as he ventured on, so he was going the right way. The hallway was long and curved. It did not allow him sight ahead.
He saw another woman, this one strikingly beautiful. She wore a long dress adorned with intricate symbols Andar did not recognize. He panicked as he realized she might be of some importance, though he showed her an expression that said he belonged in this palace.
“Excuse me,” she said in common tongue, stopping in front of him. “Who are you, soldier?”
His uniform told anyone familiar with the army that he was a mage in training. Hopefully she didn’t know that.
“I’m performing a duty to check for traps, madam. I need to get by you right now.”
He was surprised when she walked backward to keep in front of him. “Wait a moment, soldier.” With just a faint accent, she sounded more akin to a rich Jatn woman than a foreigner. “There are no traps here.”
“If you don’t mind, madam, I need to determine that for myself.”
He started around her and was glad when she did not put herself in front of him again.
“You seem a little too young for such a role,” she told him with suspicion.
At least she did not stop him. He wanted to look back to take in her beauty now that his initial shock had passed, but he knew he shouldn’t. He supposedly was here to check for traps and needed to go about his business quickly.
His instinct overpowered him and he looked back. She was already staring at him and did not become shy when their gazes met. Her hair was thick and lustrous, almost unnatural in its vibrant color of deep violet. She had large, knowing eyes with dark lashes that made the blue in her irises shine. Her features made her appear curious in nature, with full lips, rose in color, which opened partially as if to object further to Andar’s task.
She would no doubt bring him trouble. It was too late to be truthful now, though. He could only hope their paths would not cross again, though that idea made his eyes refuse to look away in case it really was the last time he saw her.
Someone yelled out something in Analyse in front of him. He turned and nearly collided with another woman. Andar apologized as he stepped around her.
He looked back one last time to see that the expression of the beautiful Analyte had changed. She had her arms folded as she glared.
He nearly fell down the first step of the stairway ahead of him.
“Skyfire and ash, she was pretty,” he muttered to himself, almost forgetting his need to find out where the commander would be staying and bathing. Andar just needed one glimpse at the man’s leg. It shouldn’t be this hard.
He made his way down the stairs quickly, worried the Analyte woman would come to her senses and follow him. Or worse, she might send guards after him. He sped up and down the stairs until he came to an opening where he hopped over a small barrier and hid in a crevice between decorative pillars. Though Andar could see nothing but the pillars around him, he could hear the commander.
“I require better accommodations, sire. It’s the only way I can focus.”
“Don’t you want to be with your troops and officers?” asked an older man with an accent. Andar figured he was Dasfis, the king. His voice was strained, as if he was already upset with the commander but was trying not to let out his anger.
“My officers need to be with me, yes, but within your palace.”
“But we don’t have room for all your soldiers,” said the king. He transitioned into Analyse. A different man responded in the same language before the king spoke again. “We will bring everything you require to our gardens.”
“That will not do, your highness. I apologize, but I cannot plan accordingly without a room indoors, and a bath here as well.”
“Fine,” Dasfis answered curtly. “You will be provided with what you request. Now let us discuss tactics for the destruction of the rift.”
“I look forward to that, sire, but it was a long trip from Jatn. I prefer to bathe and rest in my quarters first.”
The king spoke in Analyse again, but this time he did not receive a response.
“You will be taken to your quarters now,” Dasfis said.
“And my officers?”
“It will take the rest of the day to prepare their rooms. They will be fetched before nightfall.”
“Go tell the rest,” said the commander, most likely to one of his officers.
Andar left his hiding place and went down the rest of the stairs. He came to a large open room where he located the commander ahead and started following him. Andar tried not to look too suspicious as he spied, but there were many people walking about on this ground level floor. Fortunately, none paid much attention. He peered around corners, staying far behind, and eventually followed the commander and an Analyte until the commander was shown to his quarters. Andar memorized the spot, then took his time to remember the route on his way out of the palace.
He didn’t know when he would be able to come back, but it likely had to be soon. The army probably wouldn’t dwell here for long before leaving to destroy the rift.
He went back to his tent and found his brother there napping. He did not want to worry Leo, who would try to talk him out of this, so he did not bring it up.
Later, they were fed a strange meat for supper, but it didn’t take long for Andar to get used to its chewy texture, and he soon found himself enjoying it. Nightfall came, and he slept about as well as he had the rest of the nights since meeting his father and finding out the king was among them—not very well.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The next day, Andar was called into the palace with his brother, their trainer, and about twenty other men and women Andar had not met yet. Apparently the Analyte king wanted to meet the strongest Ascendants and summoners, though no one among their group knew why. They were brought into an open room with a dais on the other end. A lavish throne was positioned at the center of the dais, between gold and white pillars fancily decorated. A few of the others marveled aloud at the wondrous sight, but Andar was too used to the opulence of the training grounds to be affected much anymore by this sort of thing. However, the gold stripes around the pillars soon took his focus. He didn’t know what it was about that metal that drew his gaze no matter how many times he’d seen it.
“The king is rich, big surprise,” he muttered to his brother as he tried to ignore the glistening gold.
Leo chuckled.
The king entered and took his place on the dais. Next to him were most likely his son and his daughter…the beautiful Analyte who Andar had encountered in the palace yesterday. She was covered with layers of robes this time, but that did not stop many people from commenting to each other about how beautiful she was.
“Gods,” even Leo muttered. He looked at Andar with shock. “Too beautiful for you to even say something?” He laughed but then stopped abruptly as Andar started to move. “Where are you going?”
“I can’t be seen by her.” Andar headed toward the back.
“What did you do?” Leo asked, but Andar didn’t have time to stay near the front to explain. She would catch him if he didn’t hide himself.
“Welcome mages,” announced the king.
“Excuse me,” Andar whispered to everyone nearby, pushing his way through until he was at the back. He was too tall, dammit, his handsome face sticking out like a prized peach among these dirty soldiers. He shouldn’t have shaved this morning so he might’ve blended in a bit better.
The king continued, “It was my wish to meet the strongest mages who are here to help us finally destroy Jaktius Perl. I’m glad you are here.”
“And we are happy to be here,” said the commander. “We look forward to destroying that rift!” He said it as if expecting his men to cheer, but only a few officers added a note of enthusiasm.
The king said something to his son, whose already serious expression became more severe. The princess, however, studied the mages as if curious about each of them. Whenever her gaze drifted toward Andar, he lowered his head to hide.
The only thing Andar had heard about the princess was that her name was Siki. She looked to be close to Andar in age. She could’ve already told people about a young man claiming to look for traps in the palace, but without finding out his name or seeing him here now, he might never be caught.
There was no one else here, besides Leo, who wore the same trainee uniform for mages. Damn, I should’ve made Leo come back here with me.
At least Andar and Leo looked different enough from each other that Siki shouldn’t mistake Leo for him. But she could still bring about problems if she brought up Leo’s uniform and asked about the other young man.
He missed some of the conversation as he panicked. The king requested, “I would like to hear why each of you is here.”
“Sire,” answered the commander with some confusion in his tone. “All were told to come by King Mavrim Orello.”
“I realize that, Jarrel. I would like to hear everyone’s own answer, though.”
“May I ask why, sire?”
“Because it is important to me.” The Analyte ruler spoke as though this would be the last time he would answer Jarrel. His friendly demeanor gone, the king glanced across the group of mages. He pointed. “You seem to be the youngest here. How old are you?”
“Me, sire?” It was Leo’s voice.
“Yes.”
“I’m fourteen.”
He was actually thirteen, but he would be fourteen in just a few days.
Skyfire and ash, where am I supposed to find a gift for him out here? Did the Analytes even use the same coin as humans? Andar would have to worry about that later. He saw the princess looking around again, so he ducked.
“Tell me about yourself,” Dasfis requested.
“Uh…I’m,” Leo stammered. “I’m Leo Litxer…forgive me, I’m nervous about speaking in front of people.”
The crowd chuckled, as did the king. Leo always managed to be cute even when he didn’t try. It was one of many reasons some of the older girls they’d met in the capital had shown interest in him before realizing he was not yet fourteen. Andar tried to be cute sometimes, but usually he would ruin it with a vulgar joke.
“It’s fine,” said the king. “Tell me how you heard about Jaktius Perl.”
“From my trainer, Farns.” Leo pointed at the older mage near the front.
Andar had stood up straight to enjoy the sight of his nervous brother, but then he gazed at the princess to find her already looking back. He quickly hid himself again as he cursed.
“I have heard of you and your brother,” the king said. “Is it true you are bound by a stalwart link?”
“Yes, sire,” Leo said.
“That is interesting. I wish to speak to you and your brother about that later. For now, answer how you feel about destroying this expanding rift in foreign land.”
“Nervous,” Leo said with a squeak of his voice, eliciting more laughter. “But I look forward to succeeding. We’ve all learned that not only is it a danger to Analytes, but it will be to humans as well.”
“Not just a danger,” corrected the king. “It will destroy everything we’ve built, pushing us to the far corners of the continent. If we do not destroy it now, it will consume all of Aathon eventually, for it will be much too large to stop.”
“Then I am glad to be here,” Leo said in a strong tone.
“Aye,” agreed many.
The commander chimed in. “We all wish to destroy the rift.” He spoke as if this was wasting his time. “We’re eager to get out there and finish this.”
“The humans have not come for many years,” Dasfis told Jarrel. “Now it is difficult to believe that the sole reason you are here is to help us. So the questioning will continue until I’m satisfied.” He lifted a finger as if to point at another mage, but the commander interrupted.
“Sire, we are here to dispose of the rift. You can trust us, or we can leave if that’s what you wish.”
Tension filled the lavish room as mutterings broke out.
“Why do you threaten to leave, commander?” Dasfis asked, scowling. “Is it because you are worried about what my questions might uncover?”
“Sire, it was a long trip to get here. I am impatient because your questions are without reason. We trust you, as you should trust us.”
“Then why, commander, did you send a trap seeker into my palace?”
“A what?”
Andar’s heart slammed against his chest.
The king looked to his daughter, who spoke for him as Andar ducked down farther.
“I saw a man in uniform roaming the palace looking for possible traps. I assume he was sent by you or an officer because you do not trust us.”
Andar cursed to himself repeatedly. There were about a dozen Analyte guards behind him, but none were standing directly in front of the exit. If this went terribly, he might make a run for it.
No, they would assume him to be guilty of even worse transgressions if he was caught running. He had to be confident here. He’d done nothing wrong.
“That is a lie,” said Jarrel. “There is no one here with the task of finding traps.”
“My daughter would not lie!” the king thundered. “She was told this by one of your soldiers.”
“Who?” the commander asked.
“He didn’t give a name,” answered the princess. “But he had a memorable face and was tall. I can describe him…if he does not come forward.”
Skyfire and ash. She had noticed him here.
Trying to hide any longer would just be to his detriment. “It was me,” Andar announced confidently as he pushed through the ranks of mages. “I never told anyone, so I am the only one to blame.”
“Who do you think you are to enter the palace without permission?” scolded the commander.
“He didn’t just enter the palace,” Siki said. “None of my father’s men on the ground floor saw him come in, so he must’ve risked his life to climb in through one of our windows.”
Risked his life…Andar rolled his eyes. “It was an easy climb.” He finally got to the front, glad he didn’t see Leo on the way. An angry look from his brother would just make him more nervous now, and he could not afford to show it. “I was concerned for your safety, sir,” Andar told his commander. “I wanted to ensure there were no traps.”
“That is a lie,” Jarrel said to Andar’s surprise. Then the commander told the king, “None of my men have any reason to distrust the Analytes.”
“I do not distrust them,” Andar said. “We scouted ahead the whole way here, didn’t we? This was the same. It wasn’t as if—”
“What is your name?” the king interrupted.
“Andar Litxer, sire,” he answered.
“Leo’s older brother?” Dasfis sounded surprised.
“Yes, but he had no idea what I was doing.”
Silence followed. The king seemed to be at a loss for words. He said something to his son in Analyse. The prince responded with a whisper.
“Sire,” Jarrel began. “I don’t know the true reason as to why Andar went into your palace, but to show you that we can trust each other completely, I will send him back to Jatn where he is from. He will be removed from the army as well. No further contact. That will ensure he does not interfere with what is sure to be the successful destruction of the rift.”
Andar tried to hold back his anger, but it didn’t work.
“I am your strongest Ascendant!” he yelled. “The destruction of Jaktius Perl is far more important than anything that might happen between humans and Analytes here in this palace. You need me for that at least. Then do what you want with me!”
The commander’s face was red with rage as he looked over at Andar. “You will stay quiet until I finish here, and then I will figure out how you are to get back to Jatn.”
“This must be a joke,” Andar grumbled.
He knew he’d done wrong as soon as he’d opened his mouth. The commander was known to make examples out of anyone who disobeyed him.
“What was that?” asked Jarrel. “Say one more word, mage, and see what happens.”
A hush came over everyone. The commander reminded Andar too much of the overseer at the farm, Rhenol—a terrible leader who did not deserve the rank bestowed upon him. Andar fumed with anger.
“You are dirt compared to Rolan Kipper,” he said calmly and clearly.
The mages let out a collective sound of “oooohhh.” Some sounded amused, but the air was heavier with worry.
“Who is Rolan Kipper?” Andar heard the king ask someone as the commander spoke.
“Officers, take this fool outside and make him pack his belongings right now.”
Hands wrapped around Andar’s arms. He pulled back to stay put, for he was not nearly done with this idiot of a commander.
“You care more about having a fancy room in the palace than figuring out how to stop the end of our world! I heard what you said in here!”
They pulled him hard around the crowd. He passed by the commander on his way.
“You’d better watch what you say,” Jarrel warned.
Andar stiffened every muscle to stand his ground. This was probably the man who had killed the last commander. Jarrel was a sickness. The army was a wound, and he was filth.
“You’re no commander. You’re as dumb as a carriage strapped to the front of a horse, and about as useful as well!”
A few men stifled their laughter. Andar caught his brother’s eye as Leo giggled with a hand over his mouth, then quickly shook his head at Andar.
Andar had so much more he needed to say, though. This was the man known for letting criminals go free if they paid enough. He gave officers whatever they wanted so long as they repaid the favor. This was a man who cared about nothing but the cushiony life provided to him as the commander. He was a shadow of Rolan.
“It’s no wonder Jaktius Perl has no bounds. It’s linked to your stupidity!”
A strong wave of laughter broke out at that one. Andar had been saving it for the right occasion.
But he started to regret it as he watched the commander cock back his arm. Andar didn’t have time to link anything as the fist came at him. Instinctively, he tried to move away, but the officers held him.
The laughter came to a sudden halt as pain spread from his jaw across his face. He cringed in agony. He couldn’t move his jaw as his teeth ground together.
When he looked back at the commander, Jarrel had a knife near Andar’s throat.
“Say one more word.”
Andar mustered up the worst look he could show the commander as he held back the last insults. He glared at the princess next. Look at what you did.
The officers escorted him out of the palace and back into the camp. They threw him down in front of his tent and told him to pack his things. He gave them a look challenging them to hurt him again. When they didn’t, he turned around and stepped into his tent.
He started to pack with rage, throwing everything in front of him into his bag. He could hardly see straight, he was so mad. After a little while, he realized he had to start over because he had thrown half of Leo’s clothes into his bag.
He finished and calmed down a little. He sat and tried to think of what he could do to stay. If he was going to be removed from the army or even imprisoned, perhaps he still could convince Jarrel to let him help destroy the rift first. They needed his assistance. The Analytes had tried for years to destroy or even stop its growth, with no success. There was no telling what having a number of human mages here, only some with real skill, would actually do.
Andar’s father was likely to be there as well. There could be a battle between the armies. Andar’s presence could make the difference in whether his father, or especially his brother, came out alive.
He cursed as he realized how badly he’d messed everything up. And now the commander knew that Andar despised him. He might even be smart enough to realize that Andar suspected him of killing Rolan and wanted to see where his room would be in the palace out of a need for revenge.
Just as how word had spread of the stalwart link, it was also common knowledge that it was Rolan who first took interest in Andar. Many people knew they had become close.
There was nothing Andar could do now, though. He left his tent. Two men were stationed near him, no doubt watching to ensure he stayed put.
Andar paced for hours, angry, hungry, and thirsty. He hoped he would see Leo before leaving. Where was his brother now? Could everyone still be in there with the king? It didn’t seem likely.
Would Andar be allowed to take his own horse to Jatn, or would the commander waste more men just to ensure Andar arrived? The latter seemed more likely, though it would take many men to ensure that Andar would not run. He feared that he should, for what would the commander do with him when all of this was done? Potential rebels had been killed or imprisoned for a lot less.
He was surprised when the princess showed up with a retinue of Analyte guards. “What are you doing here?” Andar asked.
Though her appearance hadn’t changed since he’d last seen her, she was no longer a beautiful Analyte woman to him. The sight of her did nothing but bother him.
“I am to speak with you before you leave.” She made it sound like it was a chore. It probably was.
“Does your father want to punish me as well?”
“That depends. Why were you really in the palace?”
He didn’t want to lie any longer. It shamed him. But the truth would get him killed.
“Suddenly you can’t speak?” she asked sarcastically. “You had quite a mouthful of insults earlier. I expected to hear some about me now.”
“I have nothing to say.”
She mumbled something in Analyse, then said, “That’s a shock. I thought you humans enjoyed complaining about others above your rank.”
“I didn’t know you Analytes were so smug.”
“Smug?” she asked, not aware of the word.
“Just get on with your business,” he said.
“First I have to find out if we can trust you.”
He gave a cold laugh.
“I’m serious, Andar Litxer.” She leaned toward him. “Truthfully now, can my family trust you?”
“Why would you want to?”
Her face twisted. “Do you have no respect? I have never heard so many questions to my own. Answer me now, or I will let you leave in disgrace.” She checked around to see if anyone was listening. Many stared at her, but they kept some distance.
Andar let out his breath. He had not actually considered her question until now. Could they trust him? He was so frustrated and uncomfortable through his hunger and thirst that he couldn’t figure out why his loyalty would be important. He was sick of lying to the point of nausea.
“Yes, you can trust me.”
She squinted as she stared at him. He felt a spark of heat as he gazed into her eyes and could no longer ignore her beauty.
“Then escort back to the palace me.” Her common tongue was a little off.
“Escort you, why?”
“Do you know nothing of Analyte customs?”
“I don’t,” Andar admitted, just wanting this conversation to be over.
“It is improper for you to follow behind a woman of higher rank. You will lead me back into the palace.”
“For what purpose?”
“If you truly trust, then you will stop asking questions!”
“Fine.” Anything was better than going back to Jatn where he would await further punishment.
He walked back into the palace with the Analyte guards flanking him. He caught many troops watching him. The commander would certainly find out about this.
Good.
“Wait here,” Siki said after they’d arrived. He stood by the entrance feeling a bit foolish, but eventually another Analyte came and brought him deeper into the palace. Soon he found himself in an office of sorts with the king seated behind a desk. His daughter stood at his side.
Andar took the seat on the other side of the desk. “I apologize for lying earlier.”
By their cold looks, it was clear that this was not enough.
“And for entering the palace without permission.”
“Why did you really climb the walls?” Dasfis asked. “I don’t want to hear another lie.”
“You won’t believe the truth,” Andar told him honestly. He expected the king to demand the answer nonetheless, but Dasfis furrowed his brow.
“Is your reasoning related to Rolan Kipper?”
Andar was horrified. If this foreign king who had just met Andar had figured out Rolan was involved, the commander certainly knew it as well.
“It is related to Rolan,” Andar admitted. “What do you know about him?”
But the princess gave Andar a hard look, reminding him that he should not ask questions.
However, her father did answer without much reluctance. “Only what Jarrel Marks told me. I questioned him after you left. He said Rolan was the commander before Jarrel, but he was killed.”
In the silence that followed, Andar could feel that they expected him to speak. Did they want to hear him make the accusation that seemed to be on everyone’s mind?
“You want the complete truth?” Andar asked, “No matter what problems it might cause?”
“Always,” answered the king.
“I think Jarrel killed Rolan. He was next in line to be commander, and many people did not like the way Rolan ran the army. He favored the citizens over his own men, seeing to their issues and punishing the soldiers who took advantage of them. He offered no perquisites to the higher ranking officials, expecting more out of them instead. He was loved by honest, good men, and hated by everyone else. Jarrel is the opposite.”
“I had figured that soon after meeting Jarrel,” Dasfis said to Andar’s relief. “But what I still fail to understand is why you climbed one of my walls to enter my palace in secret.”
Andar swallowed nervously. He wasn’t sure if he could really trust this royal family, but the alternative was to submit to whatever punishment Jarrel ordered.
“I wanted to find out where the commander would stay so that I might see the back of his bare leg. I have been trying to get a glimpse, but he hides himself whenever he disrobes. I was there when Rolan was murdered. I watched the killer run. He had a deep gash in the back of his leg from where Rolan cut him with his sword. There would still be a scar there.”
The king listened without moving a muscle until Andar was finished. He spoke with his daughter in Analyse for a little while, both showing Andar many inquisitive looks as if trying to determine his honesty.
Eventually the king told him, “In our land, a commander in Jarrel’s position would be confronted. He would be forced to show his bare leg. But we understand that humans have a different culture, one often based on lies.” He stood, prompting Andar to stand as well. “Before we go on, answer if you are really one of the strongest Ascendants as you claimed to be earlier.”
“I am.”
“Prove it to me.”
Andar concentrated for a moment and soon his complex link was done. “Lift your arm, sire,” Andar requested.
The king did, and his daughter’s lifted as well.
“Hold yours steady, Siki,” said Dasfis. “I will test the strength of his link.”
She grabbed her wrist and made a tense face. Dasfis struggled as he pulled on his arm. Andar held the link steady with ease, though it did stretch a bit as Dasfis managed to move his arm, dragging Siki’s in the same direction.
Soon the king stopped and looked over at Andar with disappointment. “While your skill is impressive, Andar, an Ascendant of the highest level would have chosen a more difficult link. Everyone knows that a bond between relatives is easier to hold.”
“Relax your arms,” Andar instructed.
They dropped their arms to their sides.
Andar raised his hand into the air. The king and princess mimicked him inadvertently.
“Now test the strength again,” Andar encouraged. “Both of you at once.”
The king and his daughter wrestled not only the Artistry holding the link but each other as they swung their arms around. Andar’s danced around wildly as they battled. It felt so strange that he almost lost his concentration.
“Enough,” the king said with a little smile.
Andar broke the link.
“A three-part link with such strength does make me inclined to believe you might be one of the strongest mages, but I hope you are wrong. We need many of your skill level if we hope to destroy Jaktius Perl.”
“That means you’ll convince the commander to let me stay?”
“I don’t believe I can convince him of anything, but I don’t need to. You will join the effort as part of my own army.”
A sour taste came into Andar’s mouth. “I’m honored, sire, but I have a contract. I’m to follow the orders of my superiors, or I will be imprisoned.”
“You will no longer be associated with them. Any past contracts or promises will mean nothing. They will not argue with me on this, for it is not worth the trouble to them.”
Andar wanted to appreciate what he was hearing, but something didn’t make sense.
“Why do this for me?”
“It is not for you,” the king corrected. “It’s so you can help with Jaktius Perl, of course. I agreed with many of the things you said. We need strong mages, and your commander would be foolish to send you away now.”
“Does that mean you plan to dispose of me after we are done?”
“That depends on many things, Andar.”
“Am I to sign a contract?”
“No. You will be provided food, shelter, and payment until either of us wishes for the agreement to end. Your word is all I need.”
There had to be more to it than that, though. “Before I agree to anything, I want to know your plan for the commander.”
“My only plan right now is to destroy the rift.”
“What about after?”
“That will be decided later.”
Andar had so many questions and requests, but one was more important than the rest.
“My brother,” he said. “He’s nearly as strong as I am. I would like for him to be given the same option.”
“I am insulted that you brought him up. Yes of course he will stay here as well. He is your brother.”
Andar was shocked. There really were cultural differences between the races.
He didn’t know why he was taking so long to respond. Good fortune had finally come to him.
“I happily agree.”
The king looked content as he nodded, but the princess glowered.




CHAPTER THIRTY

Andar walked out of the palace with a big grin. He was sure people noticed him and was glad for it. Soon the commander would hear what happened. Skyfire and ash, will he be angry. But Andar shouldn’t gloat. It was dangerous to make an enemy out of a man like Jarrel.
Andar was ecstatic to find his brother in their tent.
“Why are you so happy?” Leo asked.
Andar told him the conversation as well as he could remember it. Leo had a smile by the end, though the corners of his mouth were soon pulled down with worry.
“It sounds too good,” Leo said. “Dasfis is planning something, perhaps against our own race, and he expects to use our stalwart link, maybe.”
“I have the same concerns, but this is the only way I can stay here—and it’s our best chance of helping the rebels. Don’t forget that Erisena is an Analyte. Dasfis is likely to side with her if a conflict begins at the rift.”
“I do agree with that. Gods, Andar. This is the best thing that could’ve happened to you, but only because you messed everything up royally.” Leo chuckled. “I never thought your big mouth would bring about good fortune.”
“Me neither.”
“Why were you sneaking into the palace?”
“To find out where Jarrel would be staying.”
“Ah, to see the back of his leg at some point,” Leo realized aloud.
“Yes.”
“That was foolish.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re lucky.”
“Yes.”
“Will you shut up?”
Andar paused a moment.
Leo held up a finger. “Don’t say it.”
Andar shrugged.
“Gods,” Leo said with shock. “Maybe you really are changing for the better after all.”
“Yes.”
Leo smacked him. Andar tried to grab him in a headlock, but Leo pushed him back. They danced back and forth as if they might wrestle, but soon Leo broke out in a smile.
“Perhaps we can finish all this soon,” he said. “And our father will be in a safe position—and I can visit Rygen after, perhaps even bring her here if we like serving Dasfis.”
“Bring her here to propose?” Andar teased.
“No.”
“You talk about her as if you’re already in love.” Andar poked Leo in the stomach. “You love her, don’t you? Loooooove.”
Leo stood straight as Andar poked him, a bored look on his face. “Are you done?”
Just then, the commander boomed from outside their tent, “Andar, get out here!”
He muttered a curse and shared a look of dread with Leo.
“Now!” Jarrel screamed.
Andar ducked to maneuver out of the small tent.
“What did you tell Dasfis!” shouted the commander. He had a number of officers behind him, but even more soldiers had gathered to listen. Andar imagined them watching the commander stomp over to Andar’s tent and had told their comrades to come. With such an audience, the commander had even more reason to “put Andar in his place.”
But what could Andar say to answer the commander? Lies could turn even the Analyte king against him, but the truth was not an option.
However, his worry faded as he realized that the commander no longer had power over him. He folded his arms.
“I’m not going to tell you anything.”
“Disobey me again? Fine. That’s the last time you do.” Jarrel used his hand to beckon for something. A horse and carriage were brought over with a cage fashioned out of the wagon. Men grabbed Andar and threw him into the cage before he could figure out what to say.
“You can’t do this!” Leo yelled.
“Take him out of here,” Jarrel ordered the driver.
“This isn’t right!” Andar protested as they took him away. He looked around for anyone who might help him, an Analyte who could tell the king. Jarrel followed close behind. Andar saw no one until he was nearly out of the garden.
Dasfis himself came running. “Halt!”
“Sire, this is not a matter over which you have control,” Jarrel said.
The king said something in Analyse to his men. They quickly surrounded the wagon.
Dasfis announced, “You are in the gardens of my palace, commander. Everything here is under my control. Now release him immediately.”
“He will be punished for his disloyalty, sire. It is up to our army, not yours.”
“He will be released to help destroy Jaktius Perl, and that is up to me.”
Tension brought a hush upon everyone watching.
“Now, commander!” Dasfis yelled.
Andar heard phrases about the prince buzzing around. A man who seemed to be around Andar’s father’s age pushed through the crowd. He was no doubt Gavval Orello, signified by his fancy robes and the steel plated armor of his guards.
“Prince,” the commander said and bowed his head.
“I arrive to find you arguing with the Analyte king?” Gavval sounded incredulous.
Jarrel pointed at Andar in the cage. “This solider snuck into the palace, lied, then disrespected all of us.”
Andar had only disrespected the commander, but he decided to keep his mouth shut here. These were some of the most powerful men in all of Aathon. If they couldn’t decide what was best, then there were worse problems than just his life to worry about.
“He is a powerful mage, you neglected to mention,” said Dasfis.
The commander grumbled as he turned to address the king. “I assure you, sire, that we can destroy the rift without him.”
“Perhaps, but I am not willing to take that risk. I claim responsibility for this man and his brother. They are no longer held to any past obligations or contracts. Now the matter is over. Release him.”
“Do it,” agreed the prince.
The commander looked as if he had a lemon pressed against mouth. Andar was soon released.
He would not gloat here. In fact, he even had the strength to do the most difficult thing since this trip began.
No, he caught himself as he was about to apologize to the man who might’ve murdered Rolan. Andar couldn’t get the words out, even if they should’ve been meaningless to him. It was just too hard to say. He held Jarrel’s gaze for a moment before the commander turned and walked away.


◆◆◆
 
Andar and Leo were given the same room within the palace. There wasn’t much to it besides a large bed and a dresser. The other furniture was decorative, with unnecessary curves and bright colors. It was a little strange that the king provided them not only with a single room to share but a single bed as well, but Andar figured it was probably common in their culture for brothers their age to share a bed. He wouldn’t complain about anything, for the king had saved him from imprisonment.
Andar and Leo had each been provided a bath as well as a meal. The food was strange in flavor and texture, a little too spicy for Leo, but Andar enjoyed it. He wondered if everyone would march to the rift starting tomorrow or if today’s incidents had caused a delay.
He mused with his brother for a while, neither coming to any conclusions about what to expect. Near nightfall, someone opened the door to their room without knocking.
Andar and Leo had both removed all but their undershorts, for even after sundown it was hot here. Leo quickly grabbed his trousers as the princess entered. Andar’s were across the room, though. He stood as proud as he could and did not cover himself. He would not run for his pants like a fool, for she had been the one to enter without knocking.
She stood with a blank look as her gaze roamed his body and then settled on his chest for a breath. Finally she looked up. “Don’t you humans cover yourself when a woman enters?”
“Don’t women knock here!?”
“Andar, just put on some clothes and don’t complain to the princess,” Leo said as he crouched behind the bed.
“Fine,” Andar groused as he walked over to his pants and shirt draped over a chair. “But it’s hot as the hells in here.”
“That’s a complaint,” Leo reminded him.
He supposed Leo was right.
The princess shut the door and her expression stiffened. “Do you plan to attack Jarrel Marks, Andar?”
“No, Siki.”
“You will call me by my royal name if you are to remain here.”
“You’re a royal something, for sure.”
“What was that?”
“Princess Siki Meplr.” He bowed as genuinely as he could. “How may I assist you?”
“Is he making fun?” she asked Leo.
“Surprisingly, no.”
“May I ask one thing, Princess Siki Meplr?” Andar asked sweetly.
“Of course.”
“Do I have to call you Princess Siki Meplr every time I address you?”
“Princess is fine.”
“To answer your question, princess, I do not plan to attack Jarrel. I am not such a beast of a man. However, does your father plan to check his bare leg for a scar? I fear I must know, or this dreadful heat will not compare to the curiosity that is certain to keep me up tonight.”
“All right, now he’s making fun,” Leo said.
“Stop talking like that,” said the princess.
“Fine. Well?”
“I cannot guarantee what my father will do about Jarrel Marks. We must wait to find out together.”
She turned around and opened the door. She was shutting it behind her before Andar even realized she was leaving.
“The women here don’t say goodbye!?” he called, freezing her.
She muttered something in Analyse, then shut the door.


◆◆◆
 
Leo and Andar walked among the Analyte army the next day. Leo felt painfully aware of his age as so many of them stared at him and his brother. The Analyse language fluttered around them like little birds, light and quick. Leo hoped they were telling each other who these two human boys were and what they were doing, so eventually the Analytes would stop staring with curiosity.
It took only a day to reach the capital nearby. Leo had expected it would look different than the human cities he’d passed through, but not this different. The town itself was long and narrow, built between two mountains. There were not many streets, but each one was paved to create a firm, level surface that made walking easy.
The buildings were tall, sometimes four stories high. They were decorative as well, with layered roofs and glass windows. Leo wondered what each massive structure was for, but the few Analytes he tried asking did not speak common tongue. A single business could not have the coin for such a building. Perhaps groups of Analytes lived in these colossal structures.
He started to feel a wetness to the air. Thinking it meant rain was coming, he lost his breath in surprise when their road took a turn and Leo saw a waterfall crashing down the mountainside. It fell into a deep hole that led underground. Bright plant life thrived around the edges.
Eventually the army stopped and began to spread out. Leo and his brother stood in the middle of the road in confusion as the armed Analytes bustled around, carrying sacks and rolling barrels. Then Leo realized they were fetching supplies for the trip to the rift. It reminded him of the threat they would soon encounter. Nothing else that had happened before mattered if they could not put an end to Jaktius Perl.
The capital stretched out through the hills even as the mountains diminished. It took two days for the troops to walk through the city. By then, Leo and Andar had figured out that the human army was behind them, the Analytes leading.
He and his brother were the only people to make a sound when they saw the rift. These Analytes all must’ve become accustomed to the terrifying sight as they marched on, but it stopped Leo for a breath. It was massive.
The mountains had been too close before to see the top of it, but now not even the nearby hills had any hope of blocking it. It was wider and taller than anything Leo could imagine. It was like seeing the massive blue ocean take form and come to life, rippling up from the ground and towering into the sky. It was oval shaped, taking up the whole ground, the whole horizon, and almost the whole sky. There had been talk of its size before, two hundred miles in diameter. That always sounded huge to Leo, but he could’ve never imagined something this large.
He wanted to hit Jarrel Marks for claiming that the destruction of this rift would be easy. No, he wanted to hit Mavrim for not sending mages here sooner. Gods, it was gigantic!
Leo cursed aloud as he realized that the closest side of it wasn’t even that far from the capital. The Analytes had not abandoned their homes and shops yet, but most certainly would soon if this attack on the rift failed.
Leo wondered how he hadn’t seen it sooner. He recalled traveling up and down many slopes on the long trip to the palace. Perhaps the rift was hidden by mountains and hills if viewed from the west.
It won’t be much longer, for it’ll be in human territory soon enough.


◆◆◆
 
It took just two days to reach the face of the rift from the capital. It was an easy walk to the base of the mountains, where the rift edged past some of the rocky legs of the slopes. It looked almost transparent as Leo and the troops circled around, Leo feeling as though he could see into it. But as he strained his eyes, his realized that the blurred shapes he thought were within were just different shades of light across the surface.
The rift sounded like Leo imagined a tornado would if he ever stood close enough to hear one. The wind was near deafening, whipping Leo’s shirt and hair and threatening to lift him from the ground. Terror came over him as he realized he could barely hear the shouting of the officers.
Fortunately, everyone had already decided on a simple plan. All mages with any control over Artistry, like Leo, would pull as much of the essence together as they could to make a massive blanket. They would smother the face of the rift as other mages who controlled Esitry would pull and poke at the rift itself. All it took was a disruption, and it should collapse.
But what would happen then? Would it explode? Could everyone here be consumed in Esitry? It was dangerous to be exposed to a large quantity of Esitry, one of the many reasons humans and Analytes alike could not enter a rift and survive, for the other realm was filled with the blue energy.
Soon Leo felt the Artistry thicken in front of him. The mages had begun to gather. He joined in, drawing it from the ground and the air and pulling it toward him from as far away as he could reach. Every little bit of it was ripped out of his grasp and stuck to the blanket forming over the rift. There were so many mages that even Mavrim himself would have no hope of moving a piece of the Artistry on his own.
Leo felt safer knowing the human king was somewhere along the thick line of troops that failed to surround even a portion of this rift. Somewhere not too distant, Leo’s father and the rebels must’ve begun their work on destroying the rift. He hoped it would not matter that they were separated. This thing needed to be destroyed now.
But Leo’s hopes began to dwindle as the rift remained unchanged. The blanket of Artistry had grown to be massive, probably covering a larger area than the entire city of Jatn. Leo felt it weakening, though, as he and the other mages stretched it and pressed it against the wall of Esitry.
He wondered how the summoners were fairing, disrupting the energy of the rift. He could not feel Esitry with his mind, so he watched for changes to the rift.
Suddenly, there was a crack across the surface, a black line that tore down the curved edge of the rift. Leo heard many of the Analytes shouting over the wind, more pointing at it. The tear glowed white as it pulsed. Blue light burst out. The whole rift fluttered as if it were water and a massive boulder had fallen into it.
Something that wasn’t light reached out of the rift. It startled Leo as he realized that it was physical, like a gnarled tree.
“What in the hells?” Andar shouted as it arched down and crashed to the earth. It looked like a claw of some creature. It had long tendrils with sharp edges in the shape of a foot with claws. A second one came out, followed by what had to be the creature’s head.
Terrified, Leo lost his concentration of the Artistry. He watched in horror as the rest of the beast emerged. Behind it, the tear in the rift closed.
The creature had to be the most gigantic in the world, looking to be made of vines wrapped around limbs larger than the biggest trees. Leo still couldn’t believe it was alive, but there was no mistaking the vicious look in its white, burning eyes. It wasn’t just alive. It would destroy all of them.
Leo was unfortunately among the troops directly in front of it. He felt like a bug in comparison. With one stomp of its four legs, it could probably crush twenty men.
The Analytes were screaming orders. Some men far braver than Leo shot arrows at it, but the dark beast was so huge that they looked like tiny sticks lost in the sea of its strange flesh.
“Link its legs!” Andar yelled to Leo.
Leo found his courage and joined his brother. He wasn’t sure just how many mages had ahold of the Artistry that Leo grabbed and looped around the creature’s front legs, but a link was formed quickly.
It snapped and broke just as quickly.
“It’s too strong!” Leo shouted.
“We have to try again!”
But the beast lumbered toward them. Arrows stormed out from the army around Leo, doing nothing to slow its pace.
“Run!” Andar yelled.
He and Leo darted to the side in hopes of avoiding its foot coming down on top of them, but the mountain of a beast shifted to follow the moving crowd. It stopped to hoist up its limb. Leo fell as Analytes pushed him over in their hurry to escape. He was too small to have taken a spot near the front. What was he thinking? There was a huge crash nearby and a gust of wind swept over him.
His brother picked him up. Behind Andar, Leo saw the claw of the beast, tall as a building, swiping at them.
“Duck!” Leo yelled.
He and his brother fell flat. The claw swept over them, smashing against a horde of Analytes. A storm of wind followed that sent Leo rolling at a dizzying speed.
He picked himself up when he came to a stop. Andar was already up and sprinting toward Leo.
“Keep moving downhill!” his brother yelled.
Leo didn’t see what the beast did next, but he felt another crash behind him. Armored troops rained down around him as if they were little toys. One fell onto Andar’s legs.
Leo turned over the fallen man, yelling for him to get up. But he was covered in blood and couldn’t seem to move, his steel armor shredded. Leo pulled his brother out from under the Analyte. Together they ran.
Leo looked back. The beast turned its attention toward the swarms of Analytes surrounding it. Leo stopped and thought about going back to help, but two swipes later there was a wide clearing around the beast.
Analyte officers yelled as they ran, no doubt giving the order to retreat. Leo heard the word in common tongue soon after as some of the retreating human army flooded between the Analytes. All the troops fled, but the beast bounded after them.
Leo watched in horror as dozens more men were flung away like insects. He ran and ran until he could see the capital in the distance. He dreaded what the beast would do to the city, but it was here that the creature finally stopped. It stared at them for a long while as they continued to flee. Finally, it turned around and ran all the way back, where it looked as if it would walk into the rift.
Its head darted to the side as if detecting something. Suddenly it was off, running alongside the slowly expanding rift.
My father, Leo realized. He was off to the side somewhere with the rest of the rebels; he could even be close.
The human army charged past the Analytes in the same direction as the beast. They were far from the rift now, the creature not seeming to notice them.
“Come on,” Andar said. He and Leo ran with the human army.
Leo heard shouting behind him.
“Gavval, turn back! Gavval!” It sounded like the voice of Dasfis.
The furious tone of the Analyte king made one thing clear to Leo. Gavval was not ordering his army over here to help the rebels destroy the rift. He would destroy the rebels.
Leo and Andar sped up and soon neared the front line. Leo could see a large group of troops fleeing away from the rift as the enormous beast chased them. Rebels flew through the air as the creature swiped at them.
Then a blanket of thick fire seemed to appear out of nowhere, creating a wall between the creature and the fleeing rebels. Black smoke filled the air, a burning smell reaching Leo’s nose as he started to close in. The beast fell backward to escape the tremendous heat that blasted Leo’s face from so far away.
The creature rushed back to the face of the rift, where it waited to see if anyone else would challenge it. The wall of fire collapsed on itself, sparks and embers falling to the ground. The rebels circled around to face the incoming army.
A woman’s voice rang out. “We are here only to help!”
“Arrows ready!” ordered Jarrel somewhere to Leo’s side. Archers beside him took aim at the men and women ahead.
The rebels with shields took the front line. Leo noticed his father and gasped. He was at the center of the line, his beard finally shaven. He was close enough for Leo to make out the same worried expression that he wore whenever Andar was late coming home.
“This is your king, Mavrim Orello!” announced Mavrim just behind Leo. “Put down all weapons immediately!”
“The king!” shouted many of the troops. “Put down your weapons! Put them down!”
Leo thought he heard relief in many of their voices.
As the final archers let their bows drop, Leo checked on the beast. It stood in front of the rift, watching them all as it paced around. Why did it guard the rift?
The answer seemed obvious. The rift gave it power, perhaps even life.
Could it even be linked to the rift?
“What are you doing here, Father?” snapped Gavval.
“These men and women are our allies,” Mavrim announced as he pushed through the ranks of his army. “They will be treated as such!” He spoke loudly enough for even the rebels to hear. They lowered their shields.
A man in white robes came through the rebels. “Is that really you, sire?”
“Yes. FLip Trange?”
The grandson of KRenn.
“It is me.” There was a strange silence as the armies stood before one another. Someone shouted that the beast was going back into the rift. Leo turned with everyone to watch the creature disappear into the massive blue sphere.
Mavrim announced, “We’ll all retreat to the capital for now. A new plan is needed. FLip, bring your men and women with you. Erisena, are you there as well?”
An Analyte woman stepped forward. “I am, Mavrim.”
“We shall meet back in the capital and discuss tactics. I guarantee all of you will be safe.” He glared at his son. “We would be foolish to attack one another when we have all seen what kind of monster threatens all of us. We need every last mage and soldier if we are to defeat that beast. Let us fight together. What do all of you say?”
Leo and Andar cheered with many of the troops. He yelled even louder when he noticed Jarrel and Gavval sharing a worried look with one another.
But then he noticed all the dead on the hill leading up to the rift. He swallowed sour air as a wave of fear crashed onto him. They would have to return to face this beast once more.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

It took far into the night before Leo and Andar had been given a room in the capital. It was much smaller than the room they had in the palace, but that didn’t matter to them. Feeding and housing all the troops, including those previously deemed as rebels, had taken many hours. Apparently, the kings and the other leaders had been holding a meeting all this time, but there was still no word about whether they had finished.
Leo and Andar had spent much of the evening trying to find their father, but many others were looking for “DVend Quim” as well. Men and women alike, although more women by far, had heard DVend had joined the rebels, and they wanted to see him for themselves. Leo just wanted to hug his father and soon became frustrated with everyone else who sought to bother Darren.
Eventually, they encountered someone high enough in rank to know that DVend was in the meeting of leaders. Leo would have to wait for his father, just as he would have to wait for word about what would happen now.
He was certain they would have to attack the rift again and somehow defeat that beast, but he feared the news coming. He figured it must be possible to win, but he was not as courageous as he’d once thought he was. He did not want to go back there.
Alone with Andar in their small room, Leo admitted this to his brother.
“Of course you don’t want to go back. No one does! That doesn’t make you a coward. It means you’re not stupid. Good, because sometimes I worry, you know.”
Leo grabbed his brother and tossed him on the floor, surprise working in his favor. But Andar quickly maneuvered around and soon had Leo pinned.
“Give up!” Andar demanded.
“Fine, but only because it’s too damn hot to fight.”
The door to their room opened as Leo was getting up. He was glad neither he nor his brother had disrobed when he saw the princess enter.
“Again with no knocking,” Andar complained. “I’m trying to learn your customs, so you should learn ours.”
“We Analytes do knock, but only when we respect the inhabitants of the room.”
Andar grumbled something, an insult probably.
“What about me?” Leo complained as he felt a tension toward this princess growing.
“I do respect you, Leo,” Siki said to his relief. “But my disrespect for your brother is stronger, so I do not knock if both of you are present.”
Leo supposed that was fair.
“Why are you here?” Andar barked.
“You are in the care of my father so I must ensure you have everything you require.”
Leo thought it strange that she would personally attend to that, but he said nothing of it.
“We want something to drink,” Andar answered. “And for you to enjoy it with us. You look like you need to relax.”
Leo was confused by his brother’s request. Why flirt and be rude to her at the same time?
Siki scowled at Andar. “There is too much to do for drinking. Your mind should be on more important matters.”
Leo had his own request, and it was far more important than any quip his brother might utter. “It would mean the world to me if I could have a letter delivered to someone in Jatn.”
Her mouth scrunched. “To human territory there is no mail service.” She looked to be in thought. “However, our traders do reach Jatn. I suppose I could convince one of them, for an additional coin or two, to deliver your mail. I will bring you what you require, but I cannot guarantee your letter is delivered.”
“Thank you, princess. I appreciate you trying, and I will personally pay whatever additional coin is necessary.”
She nodded at him, then looked at Andar. “And is there someone you wish to write to as well, perhaps someone who misses you?”
“No.”
“I figured,” she said.
Siki promptly left the room as Andar appeared stunned by her insult.
Leo couldn’t suppress his laugh, not that he really tried.


◆◆◆
 
Mavrim was exhausted. He had finally finished meeting with all those who held any power, many of them good leaders, he’d determined. Erisena was a bit young and inexperienced, but she was as smart as a whip. More importantly, she cared deeply about not only Analytes but humans as well. He would look forward to speaking more with her and DVend in the days to come. Mavrim might even make a friend, he hoped, for possibly the first time in his adult life.
When he was Maddox, he had spent every night sleeping in a tent. Now that he was Mavrim again, he would enjoy his bed so much that he almost wanted to lie awake just to feel it.
He had fallen asleep when a knock roused him.
“FLip Trange wishes to see you,” said one of the king’s armed guards.
“Let him in.”
Mavrim put on his thin night robe and tried to stand straight, but he was dragged down by his exhaustion. He sat on his bed instead.
The young holyman entered and immediately bowed his head. “Sire.”
“Something to add FLip?” The young man had been part of the meeting but had not offered much to the conversation. Whenever Mavrim looked over at him, he seemed to already be staring with a bit of shock in his eyes, as if he still didn’t believe it was Mavrim sitting here and strategizing with rebels.
“Nothing about the rift, sire. I’m sorry to keep you up. I promise this will be short if you will give me but a moment.”
“Of course.”
FLip shut the door and edged closer. “I have to know if something is true.”
“I will not lie to you anymore, FLip.”
The young man had a simple face, nothing to note. He always appeared friendly, albeit somewhat concerned. His hair was just as blond as Mavrim remembered, but there was something in his eyes now that Mavrim had not seen before, a fear of some kind.
“DVend Quim shared something with me that I have refused to believe. He said I could do as I please with the information because he has told no one else. I have barely slept since hearing it, however, and I fear I cannot go one more night without knowing the truth.”
“I know what it is that you seek, FLip.” But should Mavrim tell him the truth? It was likely to do more damage than good.
“Can you please tell me, then, sire. Was it you who lifted me out of your castle?”
Mavrim had promised he would not lie, and he would keep that promise.
“It was.”
FLip looked as if he’d heard news of a loved one’s death, his knees buckling.
“Everything that has happened in the last four years was because I believed it was the gods’ will,” he said. “Everything, sire. I’m twenty-two years old, yet I’m still a child. And now thousands follow me! They have joined me in my mission to aid the rebels solely because of my short flight.”
“That was my intention.”
“What?”
“I knew the rebels needed assistance. I took you out of the castle in hopes that you would bring them an army with supplies.”
FLip appeared too shocked to speak for a few breaths.
“So you planned this from that day? You planned to help Erisena?”
“I did. I tried to have a messenger tell her that I wished to meet, but my family usurped power and sent my own army to destroy her and all her followers. Sending you after her was the best I could do.”
“You went against your own family? But you’re an Orello.”
Mavrim would’ve laughed had he the energy. “I have made many mistakes. I now hope to correct what I can.”
FLip practically fell into a nearby chair.
Mavrim stood as he waited for the young man to find his words.
“You are not the man I thought you were,” FLip finally uttered.
“I realize that.”
“But neither am I,” FLip said sadly. “I thought I was KRenn reincarnated. I thought the gods looked after me and my followers.”
“They still might,” Mavrim encouraged. “Don’t give up on your faith that easily. The gods might’ve brought you here, right?”
FLip nodded hesitantly.
“I see much of your grandfather in you,” Mavrim lied. He almost took it back as he remembered his promise, but he could see his words working. “You are a godly man, FLip. You must never forget that.”
FLip gave a slight smile. “You never spoke to me much about my grandfather before. Why is that?”
“Because it saddens me to bring him up.” The king sat on his bed and knew he hadn’t the strength to stand again that night. “It was twenty-three years ago, I believe, that he disappeared around here. I had some hope we would find him and that he would know exactly how to destroy this rift. He would be an old man now, but he would still be strong. KRenn never gave up when he set his mind on something. He would find a way to not only destroy the rift but to help me keep my son from destroying all the peace we’re building now.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Present day
It was sometime in the early morning that a man emerged out of the rift. He still had all his limbs. He even appeared to be in good health. He headed toward the capital in a rush. It had only been about a year since he’d fled into the rift to escape certain death, but the rift itself had grown tremendously. It was now close enough to the Analyte capital that he soon saw the town.
His grandchild had no doubt been born in the one year of his absence. If she was a girl, her name would be Yessifa. If he was a boy, he would be FLip. KRenn had told his son that both were weak names that should be rethought, but HSon was stubborn. He did not heed his father’s advice.
KRenn wanted to return to the human kingdom to support his family, but there were other matters that needed to be addressed. The child was still a baby, anyway. KRenn’s guidance was better offered to the Analyte king. Even the unmalleable Mavrim Orello should give up his incessant rebel chasing for a time when news of this rift reached him.
There was so much to do now, and not much time.
END OF BOOK 2
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